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RE: RESPONSE TO ADVOCATE’S RECOMMENDATION - Complaint Nos: 22-178 and 22-185 (Consolidated)

I, Stephanie Busin, serve as a member of the Hendry County School Board. | was invited by Ms. Nicole Balon, a
teacher at Eastside Elementary School, and Ms. Amy Palladino, a teacher at Clewiston Christian School - a private
school not affiliated with the Hendry County School District, to be a guest instructor for third grade students in
their respective classes and iead a civics lesson on elections and voting based on my personal experience and
knowledge of the subject matter. This coincided during an election cycle in which | was running for re-election to
the Hendry County School Board.

Prior to visiting both schools, | corresponded with the teachers and received copies of learning objectives
because | wanted my presentation to be relevant as well as fun. (Response Exhibits A and B) As a person who
homeschools my own children, 've come to know that relevancy increases subject comprehension for learners.

As indicated in the correspondence with Ms. Nicole Balon, the students would be creating “voting posters” in a
subsequent lesson so | felt my choice to use a campaign sign as a supplemental visual instructional aide, and a
brochure as supplemental instructional material was appropriate for the purpose of supporting a locally relevant
and age-appropriate civics lesson for third grade students who cannot vote outside of school or club elections. At
the time of the presentations, people of all ages had been exposed to electioneering materials from many
sources for several months prior in both public and private spaces such as stores and restaurants; via publicly
viewable signage, digital media, and direct mail sent to the personal homes of registered voters with my single
district.

I began the presentation at both schools by showing students my sign and asking them if they had ever seen the
sign or other signswith people’s names on them in their community as these types of signs were something
third-grade students were able to easily recognize and relate to during that time. | told the students that the type
of signs with people’s names on them were a way for third-grade students to identify that an election is going to

happen in their schools, communities, state, and/or nation.

| used my campaign brochure as a supplemental instructional material because | thought students could
appreciate the relevance of seeing an example of what their guest instructor does as part of my own civic
participation. | also used the opportunity to explain the correlation between the skills students are developing in
school such as reading, writing, critical thinking, technology, public speaking, etc., would heip them in their
future as informed voters and potential candidates for office.

| discussed relevant vocabulary (i.e., ballots, voting age, polling precincts, local, state, federal, candidates,
primary elections, general elections, early voting, absentee voting, etc.) The students located examples of the



vocabulary words we discussed as a group within the brochure. Ms. Nicole Balon was directly engaged in the
presentation at Eastside Elementary School and helped students locate vocabulary examples within the
supplemental instructional materials. The brochure and discussion were also used to drive classroom discussion
about what information students would include in their voting posters.

I discussed the importance of civic participation in student council elections at school, club elections, as well as
in local, state, and/or federal elections when they were able to participate at 18 years of age. | discussed each
person’s civic responsibility to know when elections occur and to learn about all candidates and referendums on
a ballot. | told students that people can find information from the local Supervisor of Elections, various media
outlets such as tv, internet, or radio, as well as other sources that include information published by candidates.

In both instances, at Eastside Elementary School and Clewiston Christian School, students obtained t-shirts from
the box of miscellaneous items which also contained the supplemental instructional materials, candy, dog treats,
stickers, etc. In retrospect, | admittedly should not have allowed students to take the shirts, | should not have
allowed the students (at Clewiston Christian Schaol) to be photographed in the shirts, and | should not have
posted the picture on my Facebook page. My only defense in this matter, although insufficient, is that | got
carried away with the excitement of witnessing the students’ excitement, wanted to be the students’ favorite
presenter, and did not make my hest choices.

Ms. Nicole Balon’s statement in the Report of Investigation that she and Principal Denise Gibson collected the

materials due to the inappropriateness of the content after learning they had been distributed contradicts the
fact that Ms. Nicole Balon and other Eastside Elementary School staff were in the room throughout the entire

duration of my visit and were participants in a picture with the supplemental instructional materials in question.
This may have been difficult for the investigator to determine because the photos obtained by the investigator
were heavily altered to obscure the faces of Ms, Nicole Balon and the other staff member. {Response Exhibit C)
The Report of Investigation also omits that an Eastside Elementary School staff member took the picture at
Eastside Elementary School and Ms. Amy Palladino took the picture at Clewiston Christian School. These actions
strongly indicate that Ms. Nicole Balon and Ms. Amy Palladino did not find the presentation, nor the
supplemental instructional materials used to be inappropriate.

Principal Denise Gibson was present in the classroom towards the end of the presentation when the students
were taking t-shirts fram the box. That contradicts Principal Denise Gibson’s statements in the Report of
Investigation that she was unaware of what occurred, or that she thought the presentation and/or materials
were inappropriate. Principal Denise Gibson walked with me as | exited campus and remarked during that time
that she could tell the students had fun and thanked me for visiting the class. At no point during my visit was |
unaccompanied and at no time was there any indication of concern for the appropriateness of the presentation
or materials, nor was there any attempt to redirect or intervene.

Policy 9700 — Relations with Special Interest Groups (a) Political Interests, was selectively highlighted in yellow
prior to posting to the district’s public document viewing platform and cited in the Advocate’s Recommendation
omitting the following language which | highlighted in green in my response to the Report of investigation.
{Response Exhibit E) The language omitted from being highlighted states, “All materials and activities proposed
by outside political sources for student or staff use shall be reviewed by the principal on the basis of their
educational contribution to part or all of the school program, benefit to students, and no such approval shall
have the primary purpose of advancing the special interest of the propaosing group.” 1t further states,
“Instructional staff may, however, utilize political materials of those provided by special interest groups in
adopted courses of study with the approval of the principal.” It also states, “Outside speakers representing



commercial organizations will be welcome only when the commercial aspect is limited to naming the
organization represented and the subject matter advances the educational aims of the District.”

Policy 9700 ~ Relations with Special Interest Groups (c) Distribution/Posting of Literature, also cites that
distribution or posting of literature on the organization’s behalf requires review and permission of the principal.

If | were perceived as a political candidate as opposed to a guest instructor, Principal Gibson would have been
required by Policy 9700 to review and approve the supplemental instructional materials and presentation prior
to my visit. That didn’t happen because my visit nor my presentation was perceived by the principal or staff as
politically motivated until Superintendent Swindle became involved. | have, until this point, refrained from citing
this purposely overlooked portion of the policy because | wanted to protect Principal Gibson and Ms. Nicole
Balon from employment retribution from Superintendent Swindle.

Superintendent Michael Swindle’s assertion that | “went into campaign mode,” and other statements made by
him, should not be accepted as anything more than hearsay as he was not present for any part of the
presentation at Eastside Elementary School. Superintendent Swindle’s credibility and objectivity in this matter
have been severely damaged by his public endorsement {Response Exhibit F} and financial support of the
opposing candidate. {Response Exhibit G) Furthermore, Superintendent Swindle is presently engaged in
defending a policy violation at the center of active litigation against the Hendry County School Board because an
employee (opposing candidate’s daughter) paddled a six-year-old student in violation of Hendry County School
Board Policy. Superintendent Swindle also afforded special privileges to the opposing candidate that included
access to a districtwide, staff-only event on August 3, 2022, that was not extended to all candidates in the school
board elections cycle. {Response Exhibit H) Superintendent Swindle also failed to take action against schools and
school-sponsored clubs for using their social media outlets to support the oppasing candidate, and other
employees of the superintendent who were candidates in local elections, even after being made aware and
presented evidence of these violations during the November 1, 2022, board meeting. {Response Exhibit i)

Critical context as to what occurred prior to the snippet of dialogue noted in paragraph 11 of the Report of
Investigation and in the Advocate’s Recommendation in relation to the October 18, 2022, Hendry County School
Board Meeting has also been omitted. Admittedly, | failed to explain the thinking processes as thoroughly as
possible because | was reeling from hostile situations that occurred the morning of the meeting and again just
minutes prior to the dialogue between Superintendent Swindle and myself.

The morning of October 18, 2022, | was verbally accosted and physically intimidated by Complainant Green at a
local coffee shop and considering that Complainant Green was a non-volunteer football coach who had recently
been disciplined by FHSAA for aggressive behavior towards a game official, | felt it was appropriate and
necessary file a complaint with Superintendent Michael Swindle informing him of Complainant Green’s public
behavior. (Response Exhibit J) That complaint has never received acknowledgement from Superintendent
Swindle.

In turn, the evening of October 18, 2022, Complainant Green submitted a public comment card and then
appeared before the Board to continue his personal attacks that included untruthful statements and accusations
that are in violation of the rules included on the public comment card he submitted. {Response Exhibit K)
Complainant Green’s personal attacks included accusations of racism that went as far to target my father, who is
a private citizen. He untruthfully claimed that | didn’t like him because | had previously asked him to move to a
different address so he could run against a fellow board member, and he declined. Chairperson Amanda Nelson



permitted additional time for Complainant Green to continue his personal attacks until | expressed outrage over
her selective application of her authority to do so. {Response Exhibit L)

Complainant Green’s proximity to me in combination with the escalating hostile behavior he displayed, was
physically intimidating and unsettling. | was distressed that his personal attacks were permitted to continue with
support from Chairperson Amanda Nelson and without intervention from anyone else. When Complainant
Green concluded his public attacks, he returned to the audience to sit among the opposing candidate and the

candidate’s family and close friends. (Response Exhibit Mj)

As previously stated, in hindsight | deeply regret not being able to better articulate my decision-making
processes at that moment. | wish | would have been able to articufate that my intention was to provide a civics
lesson that was fun and relevant and explain the importance of relevance as it pertains to effective instruction
instead of saying | wanted to “put a face with the campaign sign.” My distress deeply affected my ability to

effectively communicate those sentiments.

Complainant Green’s public comments accused me of making presentations at two public schools and stated
that he was given a t-shirt by an “angry black parent” of one of the children pictured wearing a t-shirt. |
responded that the children pictured wearing t-shirts were students at Clewiston Christian School and not
Hendry County School District students. It is my understanding that Clewiston Christian School Headmaster
George Duckstein contacted Superintendent Michael Swindle after the October 18, 2022, meeting to inquire why
Superintendent Swindle posted a heavily altered photo of the Clewiston Christian School students on the public
viewing platform and included the altered photo as supporting documentation for his resolution. Superintendent
Swindle allegedly remarked that he didn’t realize that the photo was taken at Clewiston Christian School. It is
also my understanding that Headmaster George Duckstein contacted Complainant Green to inguire about the
concerns of the “angry black parent” who gave him the t-shirt and requested that he ask the parent to contact
him with their concerns. It’s my understanding that the “angry black parent” Complainant Green referenced has
never contacted Headmaster Duckstein. it’s likely because, as | clarified during the November 1, 2022, school
board meeting, no children in the class at Clewiston Christian School had an African American parent as was

stated by Complainant Green.

The Report of Investigation and Advocate’s Recommendation omits that Superintendent Michael Swindle walked
on the cited resolution, meaning the resolution was not included as part of the meeting agenda nor had the
approval of the Board, deeming my actions to be egregious, premeditated, and exploitative. That fact, nor the
original version of the resolution was disclosed to the investigator, so | submitted the original resolution dated
October 18, 2022, in response to the Report of Investigation with the excerpts highlighted that reflect
Superintendent Michael Swindle’s opined statements in paragraph 10 of the Report of tnvestigation. {Response
Exhibit M) | alsa submitted the board approved minutes of the meeting pertaining to the cited dialogue for

clarification. {Response Exhibit O)

It’s my belief that most of the board members were also blindsided by the superintendent’s proposed resolution.
Superintendent Michael Swindle began his campaign to pass his resolution, using district property and resources
nonetheless, by falsely telling the Board that his proposed resalution was recommended by the Florida School
Board Association’s legal department and was necassary to protect the Hendry County School Board. This
contradicts what Florida School Boards Assaciation’s Executive Director Andrea Messina told me on October 19,
2022, Andrea Messina stated to me that Superintendent Swindle contacted her, despite not being a member of
FSBA, to seek her advice regarding his concerns. Andrea Messina told me that her advice to Superintendent
Swindle was to consult the Board’s attorney and, if deemed necessary, take appropriate action to protect the



Board. instead, Superintendent Swindle publicly presented the original resolution as necessary and repeatedly
urged the Hendry County School Board to pass it at the October 18, 2022, meeting.

During the October 18, 2022, meeting, | actually stated that | would prefer my fate in this matter to be
determined by the Florida Commission on Ethics as opposed to entertaining Superintendent Swindle’s resolution
as another board member’s wife was a financial contributor to the opposing candidate’s campaign and the
chairperson had openly supported the opposing candidate on social media.

Support of Superintendent Swindle’s repeated recommendations to pass the original resolution seemed likely
until Board Member Jon Basquin questioned Board Attorney Molly Shaddock if passing the proposed resolution
was necessary to protect the School Board. Attorney Shaddock replied that she was unaware of the resolution
until it was presented as a walk-on item by Superintendent Swindle and then professionally opined that the
resolution was not necessary. Superintendent Swindle replied that he had reason not to trust Attorney
Shaddock, and that “he would take care of that problem after the election,” despite the board attorney not being
his employee. After it had become abundantly clear that the school board attorney had not been advised nor
participated in preparing the resolution, | inquired as to who legally advised Superintendent Michael Swindle to
bring forth the resolution in a public meeting. Superintendent Swindle refused to disclose the source of the legal

advisement and still has not done so to date.

The Report of Investigation and Advocate’s Recommendation omits that the Hendry County School Board chose
on October 18, 2022, and subsequently on November 1, 2022 (Response Exhibits P and GQ), to defer the vote on
the Superintendent’s original proposed resolution reflecting his personal opinions as reflected in paragraph 10 of
the Report of Investigation. The backdated resolution provided to the Commission on Ethics does not indicate
that the resolution was revised to exclude the superintendent’s personal opinions reflected in paragraph 10 of
the Report of Investigation {Response Exhibit R), or that the Board declined to consider action on the
recommendation until after the election due to the overwhelming public optics that Superintendent Swindle was
misusing his public position by pursuing a resolution he produced and recommend in the final weeks prior to the
election. A revised resolution that excluded Superintendent Swindle’s personal opinions, despite being
backdated to November 6, 2022, was passed by a 3-2 vote on December 6, 2022. (Response Exhibit S)

Though the Report of Investigation and Advocate’s Recommendation cited select excerpts of the resolution, it
omitted the following language that stated, “This resolution is not intended tg give credence to any complaint or
alleqation made; however, it is intended to separate the corporate entity of the Hendry County School Board from
the unethical violations made by Mrs. Stephanie Busin.

The resolution, as reflected in the Advocate’s Recommendation, cites that, “..the Hendry County School Board
Bylaw and Policies strictly prohibit any individual member of the Board to use any district property, any type of
educational materials, programs, or equipment for their own personal political gain.” The language is ambiguous
and was perceived by me to mean that, as a member of the Board, | was prohibited from using any property,
educational materials, programs, or equipment belonging to the district. The supplemental instructional
materials | used did not belong to the district,

On October 19, 2022, | contacted Florida School Boards Association Executive Director Ms. Andrea Messina for
clarification regarding Superintendent Swindle’s statements regarding receiving legal advice from the Flarida
School Board Association, as well as to seek an objective perspective regarding the perception of my actions
since | tend to be very concrete thinker. After a painfully honest discussion, Ms. Andrea Messina helped me
recognize where my good intentions conflicted with the likely intent of ambiguous policies, and | was devastated



at the thought or possibility of my decisions negatively impacting any student regardless of the school they
attended. | was deeply disappointed in myself at the thought of disappointing the community in which | was

born and raised.

On the morning of October 20, 2022, | issued a public statement on my Facebook page accepting responsibility
and apologizing to my community for my decisions that were rooted in naivety, educational enthusiasm, pride in
the students’ excitement, and quite frankly, a desire to be the third-grade students’ favorite guest instructor.

{Response Exhibit T)

Itis my hope that the Commission on Ethics will recognize there was no corrupt or wrongful intent on my part
and that alleged violations of cited policies are a result of ambiguous policy fanguage and failed administrative
procedures.

Respectfully submitted this 22™ Day of May, 2023.

" STEPHANIE BUSIN
Hendry County School Board Membey, District 4
429 Royal Palm Avenue
Clewiston, FL 33440
(239) 229-6385



