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Education Report:
Hutt Valley High School (HVHS)

Executive Summary

On 21 December 2007 a Detective Sergeant of Lower Hutt Police contacted the Ministry of Education, National Office, in regard to an alleged incident that occurred on 6 December and was reported to the Police a few days later.  This phone call was referred to the Lower Hutt office of the ministry and the Acting Regional Manager contacted the Detective Sergeant.

The incident was reported to have occurred during lunch time at HVHS when a Year 9 male student alleged that he had had his pants pulled down and was assaulted with a sharp object by a group of six other Year 9 males.

The ministry is confident the board is taking the matter seriously and it can deliver on the plans put in place to ensure safety of students on day one term 1, 2008. 

Recommended Actions 

We recommend that the Minister of Education:

a. note the contents of this report
Jim Greening

Operational Policy Manager – Student Support

National Operations

enc

Hon Chris Carter

Minister of Education

__/__/____

Education Report:
Hutt Valley High School (HVHS)
Purpose of Report

1. This report is about the incident(s) at Hutt Valley High School which have been recently highlighted in the media.

Background

General

2. HVHS is a decile 8, Year 9 – 13 secondary school.  It has 1,700 students and approximately 118 staff.  

3. There has been an Acting Principal in place since early Term 1 2007.  This has been due to the Principal being on secondment.

Incident(s)

Specific Incident

4. On 6 December 2007 an incident occurred during lunch time at HVHS when a Year 9 male student alleged that he had had his pants pulled down and was assaulted with a sharp object by a group of six other Year 9 males.

5. The sequence of the communications between the student, the student’s family and the school is unclear.

6. The student approached a staff member who then approached the Acting Principal.  The Acting Principal immediately started an investigation.  On the basis of the information, in front of him, the Acting Principal made the decision to exercise the disciplinary powers delegated to him under the Education Act, 1989 to stand down the group of six students.

7. On 21 December 2007 a Detective Sergeant of Lower Hutt Police contacted the Ministry of Education, National Office, in regard to the alleged incident that occurred on 6 December and was reported to the Police a few days later.  This phone call was referred to the Lower Hutt office of the ministry and the Acting Regional Manager contacted the Detective Sergeant.

8. The Police advised that they had interviewed the complainant on 20 December 2007 and that there was medical evidence to support the allegation.

9. The Police also advised they had requested, from the Acting Principal, a summary of what the school had done, what the parties had said, and what meetings had been held.  They indicated that other students may have also been assaulted.

10. The Police expected the investigation to take approximately six weeks.  Five students have been referred to the Family Court, and one other is to appear in the Lower Hutt Youth Court.

11. The Acting Regional Manager checked records to ascertain whether notification of any stand-down or suspension had been received by the ministry.  Notification of three stand-downs for five days and three stand-downs for three days appeared to relate to this incident.  A discussion between the Acting Regional Manager and the Acting Principal at the school confirmed this.

12. The Acting Principal was advised by the ministry that it would be necessary to prepare for media interest.  He was advised that he should ensure procedures were followed correctly and that he should co-operate fully with the Police.  He was also advised to contact New Zealand School Trustees Association (NZSTA) for advice.  

13. The one student who is at the centre of the most serious allegation of sexual assault, and who is not a member of the alleged perpetrators, the Killer Coconut Krew (KCK) was chased around the school grounds several times by the group. 

14. Following notification from the staff member, the Acting Principal took immediate steps to investigate the complaint and uncovered further information about the total behaviour of the group of students over a period of approximately two weeks preceding the reported incident.

Other Allegations

15. Other alleged incidents occurred in the school grounds, mainly at lunchtime, and involved chasing, tackling and attempting to use a variety of objects such as cell phones and calculators to push into the buttock area.  Clothing was still on while these actions happened.

16. All the alleged assaults were committed by a group of six students who call themselves KCK, a name that denotes their collective dance and music affiliations rather than any gang association.

17. Other allegations have come forward in the media (Sunday News 27 January 2008) from neighbours about “schoolyard sex, drinking, drug taking, and bullying.”  According to the school these allegations are historical dating back to 2004 and 2005 and none of them were of the nature or level conjured up in the Sunday News media publication of them. 

Responses to the Incident(s)

Hutt Valley High School Response
18. The board in reviewing the incident(s) has noted that:

· Some parents are contacting the school and confirming their support for the school, the management team and staff, and also their belief that HVHS is a good school. 

· There have been some parents who are concerned about the safety of their children.

· A few communications from people outside Lower Hutt have contained personal attacks on the Acting Principal.  This has deeply affected him.  He has engaged his own legal counsel to advise him how to handle the attacks and the role he finds himself in.  He has stated that he feels isolated and unsupported.

19. The board will send a letter to parents, that acknowledges the incident(s), confirms their confidence in the senior management team, their commitment to having a safe learning environment.  Details about what they have done (and are doing) to ensure safety and who parents can ring if they have concerns and who students can go to, at school, to get help if they feel unsafe are also included.

20. The board are acknowledging every letter, email or phone call with a personal reply.  They have developed key messages that are to be incorporated into each reply.  (See Appendix 1.)

21. The chairperson has been the spokesperson for all board communications and the deputy chair has now taken over this role as from 26 January 2008.   

Parent Response

22. The parents of the alleged victims requested a meeting with some representatives of the board and senior staff.  The meeting was facilitated by the parents’ lawyer and followed an agenda set out by the parents.  The board and staff responded directly to each point on the agenda.

23. The parent’s feedback from the meeting has suggested that they are unhappy with the perceived lack of empathy from the school.

24. A parent has directly contacted the ministry with concerns of their child’s safety at this school.

Ministry Response

25. The ministry role at all times has been mindful of HVHS as a self managing school, and has concentrated on giving advice and guidance to the board and senior staff.

26. Representatives of various parts of the ministry have been working with the board and senior management:

· Special Education (GSE) Traumatic Incident Team (TI) – work closely with schools to ensure safe learning environments following traumatic incidents;

· Student Support;

· Regional Manager, National Operations Central South.

27. The ministry has been working with the board and senior management team of HVHS to review the day to day situation that has resulted from the alleged incidents under investigation.  The ministry is also assisting with their plans for managing the return to school of all students and what will happen to ensure student safety from day one.

28. Ministry staff met with the board and senior staff on 17 January 2008.  Media statements were prepared.  The TI Team emphasised the welfare of students when they re-enter school.  They also focussed on giving the school advice and support on how to work with the students and parents, especially the families of the alleged victims and perpetrators. 
29. At a further meeting on the 24 January 2008, the ministry met to discuss media and the response to the political side of the issue.  HVHS were offered support around the students and families.
30. On Monday 28 January 2008, the TI Team met with the School Management to discuss in detail the plan for the return of students to the school next week.  This will be a combined GSE/Student support package.  
31. The ministry is keeping in contact daily and meeting where required to assist the school management team with their plans for ensuring student safety for the new school term.

32. The ministry has offered the school four prepaid cell phones with dedicated numbers for parents to call the school to talk about any safety issues or concerns they may have.  The phones are to be answered immediately.  

33. The ministry’s Interim Response Fund (IRF) will be available to help with supporting students.

34. The ministry will be meeting with the board again on Wednesday 30 January to continue supporting the process.

Eliminating Violence (EV)

35. In March 2007 HVHS engaged the ministry to conduct a survey as part of their approach to building a positive school culture.

36. EV is a programme which has been run under the auspices of the Ministry of Education.  

37. EV seeks to involve all school staff and students in addressing attitudes to, awareness of, and appropriate responses to, bullying and other violent behaviour.

38. The usual process for the EV programme follows this path:

· An invitation by a school 

· Negotiation about extent of involvement with the senior management 

· Data is gathered (via a survey)

· There is a two-day professional development workshop with staff

· Collated data is presented to the school

· Ongoing involvement with Special Education staff 

· A further survey is taken a year later  

39. The process at HVHS was different, in part due to the large size of the school and the fact that staff, under the former principal, were proactively addressing their school culture with a planned programme of work.  The EV data was to feed into that already planned work.

40. The ministry was not involved beyond the original survey. However, in November 2007 HVHS invited special education staff to return to gather follow up data in March 2008.

41. Students were asked about their impressions of the school, and about recent experiences – both positive and negative – within the school environment.   All staff were given an opportunity to respond about their perceptions of the school environment and ideas about what is working well or needs to change to keep the school a safe and respectful place.  A small group of parents offered opinions about their impressions of the school and reflected on what they thought worked well or needed changes. 

42. The senior management of HVHS then took on the ownership of the collated information, running their own professional development and in-school initiatives to address the survey results, with the goal of creating and maintaining a safe environment for their students and staff. 

43. The data itself is unhelpful for use outside the context for which it was collected.  While any violence is a concern, the data collected in March 2007 did not show any unusual trends for concern. 

44. It is not possible to use EV to compare the culture or safety of two or more schools.  

45. The ministry has released a copy of the survey summary presentation to the Dominion Post at the request of HVHS.  Parts of the information have been withheld under the Official Information Act (section 9(2)(ba)(i)).

46. The ministry is confident the board are taking the matter seriously and that they can deliver on the plans they have put in place to ensure safety of students on day one term 1, 2008.
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