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Wappingers school board to discuss charges

By Susan Campriello

November 30, 2011
WAPPINGERS FALLS — Wappingers Central School District officials will hold a hearing concerning in-house charges for removal and of wrongdoing against two members of the Board of Education.  In a 6-to-3 vote following a 90-minute executive session Monday, the board accepted a series of charges alleging that members John Lumia and Marilynn Shultz violated state education law, attempted to violate federal education law, violated district policies and violated laws that govern public officers, according to documents provided by district officials.

It also voted to forward the charges to hearing officer Kenneth Bernstein and schedule a hearing as soon as practical.

“This process has been very difficult on the entire board,” board President Lori Jiava said following the meeting.

Earlier this year, the board allocated $20,000 for attorney and hearing officer fees for a probe of allegations of wrongdoing.  The board accepted 14 charges for removal against Lumia, who has served on the board since 2008. The charges include claims that he made inquiries about student issues and personnel matters without authority, that he attempted to violate federal law concerning privacy and that he disclosed confidential information in violation of laws governing public officers.  It is alleged that he contacted active and retired teachers to discuss a candidate for tenure without authority and disclosed information discussed in executive sessions, among other claims.

Shultz was  elected to the board in 2007. Among the seven charges for removal against her were claims she overstepped her authority by inquiring about district matters, attempted to violate federal law concerning privacy, and disclosed confidential information.  Shultz was also accused of supporting the appointment of her son to a position without disclosing their relationship.

Charges also allege that Lumia and Shultz visited district buildings and interviewed staff regarding redistricting and other matters without proper authority or notification of district staff and undermined the authority of administrators by, in Shultz’s case, questioning personnel decisions and, in Lumia’s, by asking students to relocate during a football game.  Lumia and Shultz said Tuesday that they were reviewing the charges but could not yet comment on them.

The two will have an opportunity to respond once they are served, according to Richard Hamburger, whom the board hired this year to explore allegations of misconduct and who drafted the charges.  They can contest the charges during the hearing, and the hearing officer will come to a determination of whether any are sustained, he said. Following that, the board can act on any determinations made by the hearing officer.

Claims that Lumia and Shultz overstepped their authority when it came to appointments, student placement and tenure discussions concerned Town of Poughkeepsie resident Jose Seco.  However, 52-year-old Seco said the numerous other charges regarding visit authorizations made it seem like Hamburger had looked for anything he could and included “everything and the kitchen sink.”  The charges were read in full and the vote was taken in public.

Heated words were exchanged after board member Ved Shravah asked for a public discussion prior to the vote, which Jiava denied. She said the district does not have a policy to require discussions of motions before the board.

“Due to the nature of this content, we were advised and discussed with counsel, that as to not complicate or affect the rights of Mr. Lumia and Mrs. Shultz and many parties involved, I did not allow discussion,” she said in an email.

East Fishkill resident Glenn Hayton, 54, said the exchange gave the appearance that the charges were only the surface of a deeply rooted issue among members. Before the session, he said he believed the superintendent should have addressed any question of misconduct with board members rather than the district hire an attorney.

After the session, Shravah said he believes that board members should be able to visit the school and speak with personnel to find out how things are going as part of their duties.
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