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May 2, 2016 
 

School Reporting Investigation Closes 
 

 
SEBRING - 

Highlands County Sheriff Susan Benton announced today the investigation into 
allegations that school officials failed to report child abuse is now closed.  After all of the 
facts were gathered in the lengthy and thorough investigation, the facts do not rise to the 
level of a prosecutable case. 
 
Sheriff’s officials met with the Assistant State Attorney for the Highlands County office to 
discuss all of the findings from the numerous interviews of faculty, staff, students, and 
parents from Hill -Gustat Middle School and the school board administration office. The 
result of this meeting was a decision that the facts lacked enough evidence to proceed 
with criminal affidavits for charges of failure to make mandatory reports of child abuse in 
compliance with Florida Statute 39.201. 
 
The great majority of the interviews indicated that something wasn’t right; that things 
were weird; that the teacher-student relationship was very friendly; to include sitting on 
the bus together, giving hugs, sharing a drink from the same cup, however, no one thing 
appeared to rise to the level that anyone thought or realized that a full-blown sexual 
relationship was occurring between the teacher and the student. Many of the interviews 
were hearsay from others; the direct observations were that of inappropriate professional 
interaction expected between teacher and student.  However, even that was confused 
by the initial assertion of a relationship between the families. Until such time, in mid-
February, 2016, when the child’s mother learned of the backdoor Google number, and 
the teacher’s overnight visit to the child, was the school aware of the level of 
involvement. That same day it was reported to law enforcement and the teacher was 
arrested three days later. 
 
“I know this has been stressful for our community and specifically for all of those 
involved; however, remember that not only me as your Sheriff, but we all have a duty to 
our young, vulnerable victims and their families to provide a sense of justice and 
closure,” said Sheriff Benton. She continued, “With tragedy often comes strength and 
knowledge; I believe we have all learned from this and will continue to work in the best 
interest of those we serve”. 
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