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School bullying case goes to court
By BRENT CURTIS Rutland herald staff
A trial under way in Rutland Superior Court will decide whether the Fair Haven School District did enough to stop bullying that drove a family of five to leave town so two of their children could attend other schools.

The case involves 17-year-old Frank Venturella Jr., who was 11 years old when the bullying took place, and his brother, Vincent Venturella, who was in third grade. During the school year in 2003 and the first two months of 2004, the Venturella children were singled out by other students who hurled insults and heaped humiliating acts upon the brothers, according to the family's attorney Pamela Marsh.

"They were shoved into lockers, called names, had their books knocked out of their hands day after day," Marsh said during opening statements of the trial Monday.

The Venturellas moved from Staten Island, N.Y., to a home in Fair Haven in 2003, where the four children in the family enrolled in the public school system. Only Frank and Vincent were bullied, Marsh said.

At first the two brothers weren't bullied — they just didn't have any friends, she said.

But due in part to their New York accents and a speech impediment on Vincent's part, other kids began teasing them by making derogatory remarks about everything from their sexual orientations to their ethnicity, Marsh said.

The attorney said the boys' parents appealed to school administrators for relief but the taunts and physical assaults — the worst and last of which was a dodge ball to the face of one of the boys that broke a capped tooth — continued, Marsh said.

"At this point, Frank and Darlene realized nothing was going to happen," Marsh said. "For the most part, the teachers would only see Frank or Vinny responding but not what precipitated the incident."

So severe was the daily harassment that the children were later diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder and spent the summer months of 2004 inside to avoid other children, Marsh said.

In October 2004, Marsh said the brothers' parents enrolled them in a new school and the family has since moved from Fair Haven to Chittenden. In the schools the children have attended since Fair Haven, she said there have been no incidents of bullying.

Marsh told the jury that the school teachers' and administrators' failure to witness the bullying and effectively quell it constituted both negligence and a breach of the school's harassment policy.

The family is suing the school district for tuition costs and mileage associated with switching schools and for the cost of psychological treatment the children have received.

But John Zawistowski, a Rutland attorney representing the school district, said jurors should wait to hear all the evidence before forming an opinion.

"You're going to hear some different stories between what the Venturella boys tell you and what the teachers are going to tell you and you will have to sort that out," Zawistowski said. "I submit that when you hear everything, you'll find that the Fair Haven School District is not at fault."

While Zawistowski said instances of bullying took place, he said it the school district did respond to them.

"You will have to listen and decide if Fair Haven School District reacted reasonably …. I think you will find they did," he said.

brent.curtis@rutlandherald.com

Comment from a reader:


I've seen and heard this song and dance from schools before. The parents are right, the school turns a blind eye to the bullying and only reacts to the retaliation. And that is no coincidence. The schools see these bullies as "good kids from good families" and so they naturally assume the victims are actually the aggressors because they have finally reached a breaking point and have fought back. Instead, the school administrators and the teachers should be ashamed that they have not protected the victims and by not taking action, they have encouraged the bullying to continue and escalate.

I'd love to be on this jury. I think there are some hard questions this school district needs to answer.
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