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Ridgefield Press
DRUG PROBLEM: Ridgefield parents blame drugs at school in death of son
Nov 22, 2006
The parents of a Ridgefield High School student who died Nov. 14 claim their son’s suicide was a direct result of school officials not preventing drug dealing at the facility.
Joseph “Joey” Lucisano, 17, killed himself last week after a confrontation with his mother, who found marijuana in his book bag. His mother, Claudia Lucisano, said the high school is the only place her son went that day.

JOEY LUCISANO
“I picked him up from school that day, just like I did every day,” Mrs. Lucisano said. “The only place he could have bought it was at the school.”
Frank Lucisano, Joey’s father, was even more pointed in his criticism of school officials.
“Our school system is endangering our children,” Mr. Lucisano said. “We have a big problem and no one wants to take responsibility for it.”

Drug dealing
Since their son’s death, the Lucisanos said dozens of students at the high school have told them about drug dealing and drug use at the school. According to the students, the school “is more concerned with test scores and getting kids into college than they are with their safety.” 
The Lucisanos aren’t the only parents to level that charge.
“It’s their dirty little secret,” said the mother of a student at the high school who asked The Press to withhold her name. “They’re frightened it will somehow damage their reputation. It’s a dirty little secret, all the drugs at that school.”
Mr. Lucisano said in the aftermath of his son’s death, several of his son’s friends told him “Joey was smoking all day at that school.” 
“He got his stuff in that school,” Mrs. Lucisano said. “When my kids are home, I’m home with them. I know what they’re doing and where they’re going, except when they went to school. We try to protect our kids and this is what our schools are doing to them.”

Blind eye
The Lucisanos said their son had a run-in with alcohol last year, an event they said resulted in no action. According to his parents, Joey came home drunk from school one day. His parents confronted him and he admitted to “doing shots in the bathroom.”
Mr. Lucisano said he tried to contact then-principal Dianna Lindsey but instead spoke with current interim principal Jeffrey Jaslow. At that time, Mr. Jaslow was a student dean.
Mr. Jaslow “thanked me – he thanked me for telling him,” Mr. Lucisano said. “I told him he had to keep me informed about what was going on and what he was doing.”
Mr. Lucisano said Mr. Jaslow eventually found out several students used fake identification cards to purchase alcohol in Brewster, N.Y. While their son received alcohol counseling, however, Mr. Lucisano said, to his knowledge, nothing happened to the students who bought the liquor.

Lack of understanding
At the same time, parents also say the police are almost as bad as school officials. Several parents said it appears police officers are more concerned with catching teenage drivers speeding than they are with preventing narcotics trafficking in the schools.
Mr. Lucisano said the ultimate insult came Thursday when police set up a speed trap around the corner from his home.
“They knew there would be a lot of kids coming down (North Street) to come to the house,” Mr. Lucisano said. “They’re out there with a radar trap just trying to catch the kids when they’re coming over here.”
The speed trap so incensed the Lucisanos they called First Selectman Rudy Marconi and State Rep. John Frey. 
There were no police present Friday night at their son’s wake. More than 300 people, many of them students, went to the Kane Funeral Home to say goodbye to Joey. Many of those students also said drugs are major problem at the high school and they complained about how police treat teens.
Mr. Lucisano said the “disconnect” between the police and town youth contributes to the alleged drug dealing at the high school. “That’s one of the major problems. The whole town is off-track because there is a disconnect with the youth of this community.”
The parents also said the school’s apparent concern with test scores over student well-being means many students “fall between the cracks.”
The Lucisanos said one reason for their making their allegations public is “to light a fire. We don’t want what happened to our son to happen to another kid in town.” 
Mr. Lucisano, who admits to still being “worked up” over the alleged dealing in the school, said he wants to see a “melding” between the town and its youth, especially with law enforcement.
He also said he would have one lingering thought.
“I am going to go to my grave feeling the school system murdered my son,” he said. “They’ve let every one of the kids in this community down and gave them (Joey’s suicide) to remember for the rest of their lives.” 
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Ridgefield Press
DRUG PROBLEM: Students say drugs are easy to get at Ridgefield High
Nov 22, 2006
Editors’ note: The Press agreed not to use students’ names in this story.

Joey Lucisano was a typical teenager. He liked skateboarding, listening to music and hanging out with his friends. 
He also liked smoking pot.
The 17-year-old Ridgefield High senior committed suicide Nov. 14 because, his friends say, his drug use went from recreational to something he could no longer control. His parents say they know their son wasn’t buying drugs in his neighborhood and certainly wasn’t using at home.
For Claudia and Frank Lucisano, there is only one place where Joey bought drugs: the high school.
RHS students agree.
One senior said drugs are so easy to get at Ridgefield High, “it’s just a matter of getting word out what you’re looking for.”
“If you want something, you can always get it,” the student said. “Somebody is always bringing it in.”

Part of the group
Students said much of the drug trade is “group affiliated.” Teens from different cliques supply narcotics to others within that same group. How the drugs get into the school differs with each group.
“Since there isn’t a cop there and they know the (drug-sniffing) dog can’t come into the school, no one is afraid,” one student said. “Some kids sell it in the bathrooms and some go off school grounds. It really depends on the group or the kid selling it.”
Several students said the types of narcotics available at Ridgefield High range from marijuana to “hard-core” drugs such as cocaine or hallucinogens. Students said they knew of little dealing in heroin or methyl amphetamine, better known as crystal meth. 
“The biggest drug at the school is pot,” one student said. “That and kids drink — a lot.”
Students also said the prevalence of prescription medication makes for another type of illicit drug trade. Legal medications, such as prescriptions for ADHD, make for a high amount of “self-medicating,” one student said. 
“If you want something, you can always find it,” a student said. “It’s almost scary.”

Easy to find
Students looking for narcotics need go no farther than the cafeteria, some students said. Teens sit at tables based on their cliques and at least one table is “reserved” for known drug dealers, they say.
Teens also make use of modern technology. Once off campus, they can call in orders on their cell phones, using a code of sorts to make their deals. Teens also use instant messaging or text messaging to get word out they are either looking for drugs or have drugs to sell.
“You never say you want to buy some marijuana or you want to buy some cocaine,” a student said. “You say you want to buy some candy or do you have any ropes or something like that.”
Another part of the code is to know the “brands” of pot or other narcotics available. The brand names are often a password of sorts — Kona, Cheeva, Boo – that tells dealers the buyer “isn’t a narc” or a snitch.
Students do differ on how much any one teen can buy. Some students said most deals “were pretty small. It’s hard to pinpoint because they’re little deals. It’s nothing big.” 
Other students, however, said up to four ounces of marijuana could change hands at any one time. A rumor someone had “a pound of mushrooms” (a hallucinogen) had cell phones buzzing in anticipation, students said.

No fear
According to several students, most of the dealers are their fellow students, although some are “older kids that went to the high school.” They say they know of few dealers coming in from out of town. Instead, the in-school dealers go out of town to obtain the drugs they sell. The students claim Mt. Kisco, N.Y., Brewster, N.Y., Katonah, N.Y., Danbury, and Bridgeport are favorite spots where dealers can purchase their supplies.
Using drugs at school, students said, is just as easy as obtaining them. Bathrooms, the parking lot or the fields around the school are favorite spots. Because there is no police presence at the school, students said, they have little fear of repercussions.
“The worst that can happen to you is you get suspended,” one student said. “Like it’s a punishment to have to stay home.”

Peer pressure
The suicide of Joey Lucisano spurred the students to speak out. They said they agree with his parents that “drugs are rampant at the high school.” The students say the school has “a whole lecture on plagiarism and doesn’t talk at all about drugs.” They also said many teens begin to use drugs “because there is nothing in this town to do.”
While they admit to being angry and upset, the students also said they were hesitant to bring their charges to the police or town officials.
“Word gets around and you don’t want to be known as a narc,” one student said. “Your life can be endangered but you also won’t have any friends. At the school, if you don’t smoke (pot), people will try to change you. Once you do it, then you’re all right.” 
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Ridgefield Press
DRUG PROBLEM: Ridgefield officials vow to boost battle against drug use
Nov 22, 2006
Accusations that drug dealing is “rampant” at Ridgefield High School are nothing new to school and town officials, who say they know the problem exists and is getting worse.
However, Superintendent of Schools Kenneth Freeston said claims by parents that the district is trying to cover up the problems are simply not true.
“We’ve acknowledged there is a problem with alcohol and substance abuse for the past three years, publicly acknowledged this,” Dr. Freeston said. “We’ve been working very closely with various town agencies to address the problem. But, I have to say Ridgefield is no different than other nearby towns or the rest of Fairfield County in this respect.”
The parents of Joseph Lucisano, who died Nov. 14, claim the school district is not doing enough to curb drug dealing or use in the schools. Frank and Claudia Lucisano say their son, who committed suicide, would be alive if the district cracked down on the narcotics trade.

Privacy Act
Dr. Freeston would not comment on the specifics of Joseph Lucisano. However, he said one of the biggest misconceptions other parents may have is because they do not hear about disciplinary actions, they assume the schools are doing nothing.
“This is just not the case,” Dr. Freeston said. “There is a firewall of federal privacy protection around students. We aren’t allowed to release any information on student discipline, other than the number of total suspensions each year.”
Federal law prevents the schools from releasiing personal information about students. Because of this, Dr. Freeston said, only the students and their families know about specific school punishment. 
The superintendent also said it was up to the parents to mete out further punishment for alcohol or substance abuse. “All we can do is suspend the students involved,” he said. “If the parents don’t do anything in the home, we can’t help that.”

No firm answers
First Selectman Rudy Marconi, who formed the Ridgefield Coalition Against Substance Abuse, said preventing drug use among teens would always be problematic.
“None of us have an answer,” he said. “I would hope it wouldn’t come down to measures like searching every student, but we know we have a problem. Are we working aggressively on a solution? Yes, we are.”
One of the biggest problems the schools face in disciplining drug users or drug dealers is the reaction of the parents. Dr. Freeston said many times parents of a suspended student will challenge that punishment with a lawyer.
“We have a zero tolerance policy that we diligently enforce,” Dr. Freeston said. “But I would say in at least half of the cases, the parents do not take a position in support of the schools. There is a considerable conflict with some parents who will hire an attorney to dispute disciplinary issues.” 
Dr. Freeston said the use of lawyers in these cases can cause “confusion and put pressure on the students” who see their parents fighting the suspension. It sends a message, Dr. Freeston said, that the parents may tacitly condone the illegal behavior.
Mr. Marconi said the “not my child” knee-jerk reaction to discipline is something parents must avoid.
“Parents need to know just because their kids are honor students and playing two sports that everything isn’t wonderful,” Mr. Marconi said. “Parents have to be a part of their lives to the nth degree.”

Drug dog
One of the loudest criticisms of drug enforcement in the high school is the apparent refusal to use Zeus, the town’s drug-sniffing dog. Dr. Freeston said he could not comment on whether the Board of Education set a policy of not using the dog in the high school. 
“I can comment publicly on security measures in the schools,” he said. “I can say there has been a dialogue” on Zeus’s presence.
Mr. Marconi said if the Board of Education decided to vote on using the dog, “it would be in the school tomorrow.” However, the first selectman also cautioned that other towns have run into major legal battles over the same thing.
The same is true of personal property in the schools. State statutes allow schools to search lockers and book bags. School officials, however, cannot conduct “pat-downs” of students nor can they search a student’s car, even if it is parked on school grounds.
“If we want to search someone, we ask the student to empty his pockets,” Dr. Freeston said. “We can go into lockers and book bags or backpacks, but that is the limit. If we want to search a car, we have to call the police.”

Community effort
The Ridgefield Police Department declined to comment on its policies on drug enforcement in the schools or on criticism parents and students leveled at the department. Police spokesman Capt. Stephen Brown said, “The most important thing we can do is express our deep sadness at the tragic loss of one of Ridgefield’s youth.”
Capt. Brown did respond to Lucisano family claims that the police set up a speed trap near their home to catch teenagers going to their Ridgecrest Drive house to pay their respects to Joseph.
“The speed trap on North Street was in response to complaints we received from a resident of North Street,” Capt. Brown said. “That radar team is part of a unit that goes out one week a month to enforce traffic issues. It was also on Route 7. They went to North Street based on previous complaints.” 
While some parents openly scorn the town’s efforts, Mr. Marconi and Dr. Freeston said police involvement in the anti-drug effort was critical, along with the help of the entire community.
“This isn’t just the schools or the police,” Mr. Marconi said. “We need to get the entire community involved, from schools to police to clergy to civic groups to the parents. We need to work together – aggressively work together – to come up with a solution if we are to have any success in battling substance and alcohol abuse.” 
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