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CHERRY HILL — The school district on Thursday said it will upgrade employee training and make other changes in the wake of a controversy over alleged bullying of a 10-year-old autistic boy by classroom staffers.

Meanwhile, a state legislator said she plans to introduce a bill that would make it easier to dismiss tenured employees found to have bullied students.

And Stuart Chaifetz, the township parent who secretly taped alleged verbal abuse in his child’s classroom, said he has decided against releasing additional excerpts from the 6-hour recording.

Chaifetz said a recent conversation with an unnamed district representative convinced him that school officials are conducting “a real, in-depth investigation” into alleged misconduct in his son’s classroom.

“I want to give them a chance to do the right thing,” Chaifetz said at a press conference in the driveway of his Ashland home.

Chaifetz ignited the public controversy last week with YouTube video that summarized a recording made at the Horace Mann Elementary School on Feb. 17.

The district has said two employees heard shouting and berating students in the autistic classroom are no longer with the district. Those workers have been identified as a district aide and a substitute aide.

The district has said the boy’s teacher, Kelly Altenburg, and another aide were placed on paid leave on Friday.

The district outlined plans for change in a statement Thursday.

Among other measures, the district said it’s designing “a comprehensive training program for all educational assistants with specialized training for those who work in self-contained classrooms.” It also plans to expand existing training “for all staff at all levels,” a statement said.

The district also said it will:

• Consider steps to enhance or expand ways that people can report concerns anonymously.

• Examine the evaluation process for education assistants.

• “Actively” participate in the assessment of “teacher evaluation models.”

District officials gave no timeline for the changes.

State Sen. Diane Allen, R-Burlington, said she’ll propose a bill that would streamline the dismissal process for tenured employees found to be bullies.

“I hope that when a teacher bullies or intimidates a child…we can get that person out of there as quickly as possible,” said Allen, who noted her bill is still being drafted. Allen is a co-sponsor of the state’s recently enacted anti-bullying law.

Allen said tenured employees should still have due process to determine guilt or innocence, but that she “would speed up that process considerably.” She’d also like to see employees suspended without pay pending the outcome of tenure hearings and she’d like to see offenders lose their teaching certificates.

“It’s a flaw in our bullying bill,” said Allen, who noted “the vast, vast majority of teachers are tremendously caring individuals. There are a few bad apples.”

Allen said she hopes to win support for her bill from the New Jersey Education Association. Steve Wollmer, an NJEA spokesman, did not address the Cherry Hill controversy directly, but he said bullying “could very well fall under the definition of ‘conduct unbecoming a teacher’ — one of several reasons for which a tenured teacher may be fired.”

He said the union supports a proposal “to make it faster and less expensive to dismiss a teacher for just cause by taking cases out of the courts, which is lengthy and costly, and putting them before a nationally certified arbitrator.”

Chaifetz said the response to his campaign shows public support for tenure reform. Chaifetz pointed to more than 43,000 “likes” on a Facebook page, 150,000-plus signatures on an online petition and some 4.3 million viewers for his YouTube video.

“I still have 5,000 emails to go through,” he added.

Chaifetz, who hid a digital recorder in his son’s pocket, described the public response as “an outpouring of care and affection for my son.

“So many victims of bullying and verbal abuse say they felt so alone,” said Chaifetz. “At least I can say to my son that did not happen to him…The whole world stood with him.”
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