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Dear Governor DeSantis,

I'am presenting for your review and consideration two Okaloosa County Grand Jury Reports, dated
February 20, 2018 and June 13, 2018. These reports find that Superintendent Jackson failed in one
of her most fundamental duties—protecting children. The Grand Jury reviewed allegations that
special needs children were “kicked, tripped, and grabbed” and that the teacher “withheld food and
sprayed students with a vinegar solution as a form of punishment.” A four-year-old boy on the
Autism Spectrum, who was non-verbal was the recipient of the majority of this abuse. The teacher
received a seven-year prison sentence.

The February Grand Jury report indicated that Okaloosa County Superintendent Jackson refused to
appear before the Grand Jury. For an elected public official, this is deeply troubling. The Report
went on to find that Superintendent Jackson failed in her obligation to ensure the safety and well-
being of the 30,000 public school students in Okaloosa County, and failed to satisfy her obligations
as an elected official. The Grand Jury found that as a result of poor training and supervision, the
school district failed to report allegations of child abuse to the Department of Children and Families,
and failed to report educator misconduct to the Department of Education.

Afier further investigation, the Grand Jury ultimately stopped short of indicting Okaloosa
Superintendent Mary Beth Jackson on any criminal charges in its June report. But, the Grand Jury
stated that it continued “to lack confidence in [Superintendent Jackson’s] abilities to serve as
Superintendent of Schools for Okaloosa County.” The Grand Jury expressed concern about
Superintendent Jackson's “behavior, lack of leadership, and failure to fulfill her obligations as
Superintendent.” The Grand Jury went on to “recommend that the Department of Education review
this matter and take appropriate action against Ms. Jackson.”

Based on the Grand Jury’s findings, which are within the appropriale scope of grand jury review, the
investigation of this matter conducted by my General Counsel’s Office, and the grave and serious
nature of these failures, I strongly recommend you exercise your authority under Article 1V, Section
7(a) of the Florida Constitution and immediately suspend Superintendent Mary Beth Jackson from
office. If you need the Department to assist with any additional review, please let me know.

Sincerely,

Ao O ~—

Richard Corcoran
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WILLIAM “BILL" EDDINS
STATE ATTORNEY

OF
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FIRST JUDICIAL CIRCUIT OF FLORIDA

March 15, 2018

PRESS RELEASE

William "Bill” Eddins, State Attorney for the First Judicial Circuit, announced today that
the No True Bill and Report issued by the Okaloosa County Grand Jury on February 20,
2018, has been ordered released by the Court. This Report and No True Bill are the
result of the Grand Jury’s review of the operations, policies, and procedures regarding
the Okaloosa County School District. Attached to this press release are copies of both
the No True Bill and Report.

For more information regarding this matter, please contact State Attorney Bill Eddins at
(850) 595-4761.

An Equal Opportunity 7 Atfirmative Action Employer
Serving Escambla, Okaloosa, Santa Rosa and Walton Counties



IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE FIRST JUDICIAL CIRCUIT,
IN ARND FOR OKALOOSA COUNTY, FLORIDA

TO THE HONORABLE JUDGES OF THE ABOVE-ENTITLED COURT:

We, the Grand Jurors of the State of Florida, lawfully selected,
impaneled and sworn, in and for the body of Okaloosa County, Grand Jury Term
Ong, do respectfilly present this Teport,

NO TRUE BILL
The Grand Jury of Okaloosa County, Florida, has been requested by the
State Attorney of the First Judicial Cireuit to investigate the operation of Okaloosa
County School Distriet,

After hearing testimony of all witnesses and considering the facts and
law of the case, the Grand Jury has voted t6 return a NO TRUE BILL.

Dated: February 20, 2018 Respectfully,
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IN THE NAME AND BY THE AUTHORITY OF THE STATE GF FLORIDA
IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE FIRST JUDICIAL CIRCUIT
OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA IN AND FOR

OKALOOGSA COUNTY, FLORIDA v &

AT THE FIRST TERM BEREOF, ot &
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WE THE GRAND JURORS OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA, LAWFULLY SELECTEp,
OF THE COUNTY OF

IMPANELED AND SWORN, INQUIRING IN AND FOR THE BODY
OKALOOSA UPON THEIR OATHS AS GRAND JURORS, DO PRESENT THE

FOLLOWING REPORT.

At the reguest of the Office of the State Attomney, we have reviewed the operations, policies and
procedures of the Okaloosa County School District, The facts giving rise to our review begar in
the 2015-2016 school vear, During that school year, numerous allegations and complaints were
made against Marlynn Stillions, an Exeeptional Student Education teacher at Kenwood
Elementary School. These allegations involved inappro riateiphysical contact with special needs
students. Specific complaints alleged that Ms, Stillions d kicked, tripped and grabbed ESE
students, withheld food arid sprayed students with a vinegar solution ds a form of punishment.
One particular student, a four-year<old ¢hild on the Autism Spectrum who was essentially non-
verbal, was the recipient of the majority of this abuse.

An internal investigation of these allsgations was conducted by Arden Farley, an Equity
Speoialist working for the Okaloosa County School District. Mr. Farley confirmed multiple
allegations of inappropriate behavior and made specific recommendations. Mr. Farley’s report
was eventually reviewed by Stacie Smith, Assistant Superintendent of Humnan Resources. Ms.
Smith determined that because timelines required by the Master Contract between the Schoo]
Board of Okaloosa County and the Okalopsa County Bducation Association Had not been
followed, no diseiplinary action could be taken againist Ms, Stillions, The Okaloosa Courity
Education Association is the union that represents the instrictional staff.

At no time during the investigation process or review were the allegations of abuse against Ms.
Stillions ever reported to the Department of Children and Families. Florida Law requires that
uspect that a child is abused must report

any person who knows or who has reasonable cause to s

such knowledge or suspicion to the Department. Additionally, no report was ever made to the
Office of Professional Practices of the Department of Education, The Department of Education
has the authority to take action against a teacher’s certificate whenever allegations of abuse are
confinmed. Both of these reports should have been made by the Okaloosa County School
District and its employees. The fact that the internal investigation was dismissed for failing to
comply with Master Contract guidelines in no way prevented these reports from being made,
Finally, the parents of the child involved were never advised of either the agbuse allegations or

investigation.



In May 2017, the father of the child inivolved became aware that there might be a report
involving the treatment of his child. After first being advised by the school district that no such
report existed, the parent received a redacted copy of Farley's feport. After reviewing the report,
he contacted the Okeloosa County Sheriff’s Office and the State Attorney’s Office. Following
an investigation by these agencies, four individuals were arrested. Merlynn Stillions was
charged with four counts of child abuse; Arden Farley was charged with four counts of failure to
report suspected child gbuse; Angelyn Vaughan, former principal at Kenwood Elementary, was
charged with three counts of failure to report child abuse and Stacie Smith was charged with
three counts of failure to report child abuge. The investigation uncovered other concerning
situations involving the Okaloosa County School District which were also brought to our

atiention.

Based upon our review of this matter, we find that the previous arrests are sufficient and
therefore return a NO TRUE BILL. We do recommend, however, that the State Attorney’s
Office continue its investigation to determine if additional evidence exists to warranf more
arrests. We are particularly concerned with the behavior and knowled ge of Superintendent of
Schools Mary Beth Jackson. We make this teport to further discuss our findings and
recommendations. -

HENRY KELLEY

Henry Kelley is an Okaloosa County School District eniployee who is alleged 16 have violated
Florida’s Public Records Law by releasing a confidential and exempt record. Evidence we
recgived indicated that Kelley released a copy of a complaint against district employee, Stacie
Smith, while the complaint was still active. Active employee complaints are considered
confidential and exempt and should not be reléased. Such a release would violate the Public
Records Law and constitute a non-critninal infraction. ‘We recommend that the State Attorney’s
Offfice review this matter and pursue appropriate charges.

MASTER CONTRACT BETWEEN SCHOOL BOARD
AND TEACHERS’ UNION

The Master Contract is the collective bargaining agreement between the School Board of
Okaloosa County and the Okaloosa County Education Association. The Contract runs for a
three-year period of time and is scheduled to be renegotiated this summer. All terms of that
contract must comply with all State and Federal law. ‘We are particularly concerned with Article
VI D. This section states that “Unless instructional personnel are notified and given an
opportunity to respond within five (5) working days when the administrator becomes aware of an
alleged incident/complaint, no official action will be teken nor official record kept, or referred to
at & later time.” Any new contract must fully comply with Florida’s Public Records Law to
ensure that all required records are preserved.



POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

We have heard testimony regarding recent changes to the policies and procedures of both the
School Board and the School District. While this is a good beginning, rore changes need to be
made. Improvements to public records policies should be considered immediately. Progedures
need to be improved regarding record rmanagement, employee transfers and mandatory reporting
fo both the Department of Children and Families and the Déepartment of Education. Clear
policies should be in place regarding the removal from direct student contact any teacher who is
facing allegations that involve the health or safety of a student. In developing such a policy, the
welfare of the student should be of upmost importance. Such removal should extend until the

investigation is closed.

The School Bodrd holds public bourd meetings on the second end fourth Monday of each month.
These are open meetings that anyone can attend. We believe that improvements need to be made
regarding the agendas prepared for these meetings. We are partioularly concemed with the
consent and human resources agendas, Board members should be fislly appraised of all
disciplinary matters including teacher transfers. The School Board and School District should
consider providing confidential packets to Board members, priot fo workshops, whenever an
issue of employee discipline or transfer is involved. Any such change must fully comply with
Public Record or Sunshine requirements.

TRAINING

As previously described, the School District has also made minimal improvements regarding
employee training. We believe miore training still needs to be done, This additional training
should inchude both instructional and non-instructional staff. Areas that should be covered
include, but are not limited to, ethics, child abuse, mandatory reporting obligations to the
Department of Children and Families, and the responsibilities of the Department of Education.
This training should not only be for new hires but continued on an annual basis for gll
employees. Online training should be considered fo reduce the burden on teachers and staff,
Reoords should be miintained to verify that this mandatory training is completed.

EQUITY INVESTIGATIONS AND REPORTS

We have reviewed considerable evidence involving Equity Investigations and Reports. These
investigations and reports involve allegations of employee misconduct and inglude factual
findings, conclusions and recommendations. These investigations have in the past been done by
district employees. The School District is currently considering contracting with outside
organizations to assist with these investigations. These investigations and reports have been
inadequate and are responsiblé for many of the issues that have resulted in this Grand Jury
Report. We make the following recommendation for changes to the procedures related to Equity

Investigations.



Each investigation must include & checklist to ensure that all steps and requirements are met.
This checklist should include & minimum of the following items:

¢ A determination if the investigation includes matters that must be reported
to the Department of Children and Families and whether or ot such report
has’been made

¢ Where appropriate, has the School Resource Officer been contacted
¢ Has the Départment of Education been advised

¢« Have the parents of any child involved been contacted

¢ Have steps been taken to remove any employee from student contact

¢ Have all timelines been followed. This includes all statutory, rule, and
Master Contract requirements

« Have all required notices been made including notice to the employee
named in the complaint,

Each report should include a signature page. The following people should be required fo review
and sign each investigative report; Investigator, Human Resources Director; employee subject to
the report, the employee’s immediate supervisor, and the Superinténdent of Schools.

ANDY JOHNSON

Andy Johnson is a Specialist with the Okaloosa County School District. His ateas of
responsibility are primarily in safety, athletics, and discipline as well as crisis management. To
some extent he acts as a liaison between law enforcement and the School District. ‘When the
Kenwood Elementary School matter was first brought to the aftention of the Okaloosa County
Sheriff's Office, he was eontacted by Major Armold Brown, When answering questions before
the Grand Jury, Johnson frequently answered that he could not remember. He also gave answers
that were inconsistent with previous statements. While we do not find his behavior before the
Grand Jury criminal, we do find it concerning and worthy of note in this report.

SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOQLS
MARY BETH JACKSON

We are most concerned by the behavior of Superintendent of Schools Mary Beth Jackeon.
Despite repeated requests, Ms. Jackson chose not to appear before the Grand J ury, The Grand
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Jury expresses great disappointment in that decision. As the elecied Superintendent of Schools,
Ms, Jackson is responsible for the safety and well-being of 30,000 students. We find that she has
failed to fulfill that obligation. We further find that she has not satisfied her obligations as an
elected official. As aresult of both poor traininig and supervision, employees on multiple
occasions have failed to report suspected allegations of clild sbuse. Similarly, the Okaloosa
County School District has failed to report aliegations of miscondust to the Departinent of
Education. These mistakes should have never occurred, It was Ms, Jackson’s duty to see that all
employees were properly trained and supervised and that they were aware of their legal
obligation o report child abuse. Itis her responsibility to see that these mistakes do not continue
and that policies and procedures consistent with this report are enacted, revised and enforced.

We are also concemed by inconsistent statements Ms. Jackson has made in public regarding her
knowledge of the Kenwond Elementary School matter. For that reason, we recommend that the
State Attorney’s Office continue to investigate Ms. Jackson to detertine if sufficient evidence
exists for the filing of criminal charges.

DONETHIS 70  day of February 2018.
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OFFICE OF

STATE ATTORNEY
FIRST JUDICIAL CIRCUIT OF FLORIDA

June 29, 2018

PRESE RELEASE

William "Bill" Eddins, State Attorney for the First Judicial Circuit, announced the
release of the Okaloosa Grand Jury Report issued on June 13, 2018, which has been
ordered released by the Court. The Repori is the result of the Grand Jury's review of the
operations, policies and procedures regarding the Okaloosa County School District,
Attached to this press release is a copy of the report.

For more information regarding this matter, please contact Assistant State Attorney
William Bishop at (850) 651-7260.

An Equel Oppartunlly / Affrmative Action Emplayer
Serving Escambla, Okaloose, Santa Rosz end Wallan Counties



INCTHE NAME ARD 8Y THE AUTHORITY OF THE STATY OF FLORIDA
INTHE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE FIRST JuU DI{JA}A,EI\( T
OFTHE STATE O}? FLORIDA IN AND FOR
OKALOQSA COUNTY, FLORIBA
AT THE FIRST TERM HEREQF,

INTHE YRAR OF OUR LORD,

TWQOQ THOUSAND AND EIGHTEEN

REVPORT

WE THE GRAND JUKRORS OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA, LAWKUILLY SELKECTED,
IMPANELLED AND SWORN, INQUIRING IN AND FOR THE BODY OF THE COUNTY OF
OKALOOSA UPON THEIR OATHS AS GRAND JURORS, DO PRESENT THE
FOLLOWING REPORT.

At the request of the Office of the Stale Attorney, we have again met to review matters
conceming the Okaloos: County School District. Tu our previous report, we asked the Statc
Attorney’s Office to continue its investigation to determine if evidence existed (o support mere
arrests. Of particular concern to us was the knowledpe and behavior of Superintendert of
Schouls, Mary Beth Jackson. This additional investigation has now been conipleted and
presented to us for our review. This new evidence concerns Mary Beth Jackson as well as
ellegations of possible child abuse by a former school district teacher. Based upon our review,
we find that theie is iusofficient evidence 1o support any additional criminal chear ges and
therelore, vetan o NO TRUE BILT..

While we have found that the evidence presented to us is insufficient to allow us {0 indict Mary
Beth Fackson on any criminal cherges, we continue 10 Jack confidence in ber sbilities 1o serve as
Superintendent of Schools for Okaloosa County. As stated in our previous report, we ate most
concerned about her behavior, lack of leadership, and failure to fulfill her obligations as
Superintendent. For these reasons, we, the nembers of this Grand Jury, recommiend that the
Department of Bducation review this matter and take appropriate action epainst Ms. Jackson., To
assist in this review, we ask that the Slate Attoiney’s Office forward copies of our reporis {o the
Department of Education. We furthes recommend that hoth the School District and School
Hoaxg\i—mow fm'\« ard to fully iniplement the recommendations made in our previous report.
payers of Okelooss Counly, we encoursge all citizans e be both informed and
cirues tinie to place thenr ballot,

day of June 2018.
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