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It Could Happen to You:   
A slip-and-fall suit  
gets the brush-off

x

It’s the Facebook icon indicating ‘friends,’ 

and most people look at it as a cheery 

reminder of connectedness. But for some 

social media users – in too many cases 

school children – it’s come to represent a 

discomfiting irony.

They’re not being 

friended on the platform 

where it’s found. They’re 

being bullied.

In fairness, the folks at Facebook 

created the graphic for a very 

good reason. It aligns perfectly 

with a Mental Health Foundation tenet that 

friendship is crucial to bolstering mental 

health. Multiple studies have found that both  

the quantity and quality of social relation- 

ships have a profound effect on physical and  

mental health – even mortality.1

The flip side of the social 

media coin is that negative 

interactions can lead to social 

isolation and depression − 

in the most heart-breaking 

situations, even suicide.

“The value of social media 

stands out in shining relief, 
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Recognize that image in the headline?
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especially in times 

like those we’re 

currently going 

through,” notes NYSIR 

President Eric Stark. 

“Social media have 

become places for 

connecting with those 

we cannot necessarily 

be near because of 

quarantines and 

social distancing. 

They shorten those 

distances and allow us 

to communicate with 

loves ones.”

“On the other hand,” 

he acknowledges, 

“social media can 

also be places where 

havens of hate find  

dark homes, and where cyber-bullies  

hide behind their computer screens.”

AN EXECUTIVE RESPONSE

That’s where the NYSIR President’s 

Initiative comes in. Officially called 

the Social Media Responsibility 

and Mental Health Connections 

Center, the online library offers 

administrators, educators and 

other members of the public-

school community a wide range of 

information, educational programs 

and resource guides dealing with 

bullying, mental health, social 

media and suicide prevention.

NYSIR Risk Management Director Brett 

Carruthers, who worked closely with 

Stark developing the 

program, says the 

initiative – found in 

the Risk Management 

Central section at  

nysir.org – is 

distinguished not 

only for the depth 

and breadth of useful 

NYSIR resources, 

but by its close 

association with the 

National Center for 

Missing and Exploited 

Children (NCMEC).

“NCMEC has 

developed a wealth  

of material for the 

K-12 community 

in support of social 

media responsibility,” 

says Carruthers, “including fact sheets, 

lesson plans, even videos and cartoons 

specially designed to appeal to primary, 

intermediate, middle- and high-school 

students.” The organization agreed to 

partner with NYSIR, he explains, and make 

its material available as part of the new 

initiative. Two NYSIR Online University 
(NYOU) modules, one on bullying and a 

second dealing with suicide prevention, 

also are accessible through the Social 

Media Responsibility and Mental Health 

Connections Center.

ONLINE COMPENDIUM

Emphasizing its comprehensive collection 

of guides and resources, Carruthers  

noted that the new center offers categories 

dealing with bullying, mental health 

resources, social media responsibility, 
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connecting  
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near because  

of quarantines  
and social 
distancing.”



suicide prevention, FAQ 
sheets and a listing of 
related NYOU courses. 
Click on Mental Health 

Resources and Connections, 
for instance, and the door 
opens to a variety of links 
and documents dealing 
with restorative justice  
and social-emotional 
learning; mental health 
education literacy; school-
based mental health 
partnerships; and suicide 
prevention interventions.

The Social Media 

Responsibility tab leads  
to a Teachers’ Essential Guide to Cyberbullying 

Prevention and a half dozen NCMEC links 
on related topics. A Bullying Resources 
tab drops down to a list of prevention 
manuals, full presentations and webinars 
focused on the effects of cyberbullying 

on young people. In all, the center 
provides easy access to nearly 50 fact 
sheets, presentations, professional 
documents, webinars, online courses,  
lesson plans and in-depth guides.

HELPING STUDENTS AND 
DISTRICTS ALIKE

The primary goal, of course, is 

insight for educators in the cause of 

preventing online student bullying 

and encouraging positive mental 

health practices. But there’s an 

important secondary purpose, too.

“Schools,” reminds Stark, “have always had 

an on-campus duty to act in the place of  

a student’s parents, but cyber-bullying has 

changed that. Negative or 

hurtful off-campus activity 

has now become the 

responsibility of schools; 

they now must respond as if 

it occurred in school. Couple 

that with the fact that over 

95 percent of teenagers  

have smartphones, and you 

can see the extent of  

the potential problem.”

Citing real dollars-and-

cents experience, Stark 

adds that bullying and 

sexual assaults typically 

are the second highest 

loss drivers in school-

related claims submitted under NYSIR’s 

commercial general liability policy. 

And those kinds of claims can, in turn, 

affect the way a district is seen by the 

community. “When a school district’s 

reputation comes under scrutiny,” 

he advises, “budgets may not pass. 

Capital projects may get sidelined. And 

relationships with students, staff and 

taxpayers are damaged.”

“Bullying prevention and good student 

mental health always come first,” stresses 

Carruthers. “But cost-effectively managing 

a school district’s risk is important, too. 

NYSIR’s new Social Media Responsibility 

and Mental Health Connections Center 

gets the job done on both counts by 

providing a wide range of useful resources 

and tools that can help keep students 

safe, and at the same time help subscriber 

districts avoid claims and reduce losses.”

1. Exploring the Effects of Social Media Use on the 
Mental Health of Young Adults, Amelia Strickland, 
University of Central Florida (online)
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A Roundup of Recent News Stories from NYSIR

Briefly Speaking
Four more school districts 

from across New York  

have joined the reciprocal.

Beginning July 1,  

Tri-Valley Central 

School District 
(CSD); Hudson City School  

District; Fort Edward Union Free School  

District (UFSD) and Rocky Point  

UFSD became part of the New York  

Schools Insurance Reciprocal, bringing  

the number of district and BOCES 

members statewide  

to a total of 353.

Tri-Valley CSD, which 

takes its name from two 

creeks and a river that 

flow in the area, is in 

Sullivan County. Hudson City School District 

is in Columbia County, Fort Edward UFSD is 

in Clinton County and Rocky Point UFSD is 

in Suffolk County. With their addition, NYSIR 

remains New York state’s premier provider 

of public-school insurance.

The New York Schools Insurance 

Reciprocal has awarded $46,000 

in special 2020 scholarships  

to college-bound high  

school seniors from across 

New York.

The Cristin Ann Bambino 

Scholarship is awarded to special 

education students for outstanding 

efforts in overcoming challenges to 

complete high school. The Paul Jensen 

Scholarship is presented to students 

who have demonstrated inspired design 

and building skills, and the Joseph 

Goncalves Student Humanitarian 

Scholarship is given to seniors involved 

in causes promoting social justice, equal 

opportunity and relief of  

human suffering. All three grants  

are awarded annually.

The 2020 Bambino Scholarship grand 

award winner is Wyatt Hackett of Ausable 

Valley High School in Clinton County, who 

received a $5,000 grant. The runner-up 

winner is Alexander Umiker of Newark 

Valley High School in Tioga County, who 

received a $4,000 scholarship. Seven other 

winners from regions across the state won  

$3,000 awards.

The Jensen Scholarship grand winner  

is Emily Connors of Peru High School in 

Clinton County, who also received  

a $5,000 grant. Runner-up Sarah Rolling 

Additions to the NYSIR Family

Statewide NYSIR Scholarships Awarded

Tri-Valley CSD
Hudson City SD

Fort Edward UFSD
Rocky Point UFSD
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of Depew High School in Erie County  

won a $3,000 NYSIR scholarship.  

The Goncalves Scholarship grand winner 

is Alaha Nasari of Hicksville High  

School in Nassau County, who received 

a $5,000 grant. Runner-up Angelina 

Mannino of Stissing Mountain High 

School in Dutchess County was awarded 

a $3,000 scholarship.

For a complete list of all 13 winners, visit 

nysir.org. Since the program’s inception in 

2007, NYSIR has awarded nearly $400,000 

in scholarships to graduating seniors at 

NYSIR member schools.

Applicants must have 

substantial experience in 

the day-to-day operation 

of New York state school 

districts and an 

interest in and 

willingness to learn about property 

and liability insurance. Ability to 

travel statewide and work remotely 

a must.

General responsibilities include but 

are not limited to: Representing 

NYSIR in meetings with state 

education-related associations 

and local school boards; assisting 

with sponsorships of statewide 

education-related associations; 

serving as communications team 

leader; planning events and 

developing exhibit materials in conjunction  

with marketing professionals.

Assisting in the production of 

publications, ads and promotions; 

collaborating with NYSIR management 

company staff; managing calendar of 

sponsored activities; assisting the 

executive director in 

seeking out relevant 

opportunities for 

expanding the level 

of services provided 

to NYSIR subscriber 

districts and BOCES; assisting with  

the development of annual budget.

Developing and implementing new  

board member training and 

assisting with the recruitment of 

new subscribers; serving as NYSIR 

contact for various school insurance 

pool associations, risk and insurance 

management organizations and other 

professional groups; representing 

NYSIR at meetings with regulators, 

rating agencies, service providers.

Salary commensurate with experience.  

Generous benefits package includes 

medical coverage, paid time off 

and 401k contributions. Interested 

applicants should submit a cover 

letter and resume to NYSIR 

Executive Director Robert Lulley at 

humanresources@nysir.org.

NYSIR Student Scholarships

Executive Opening

Assistant Executive Director

Full-time  
position in  

support of, and 
reporting to, 

the executive  
director of  

the New  
York Schools  

Insurance  
Reciprocal 

(NYSIR).
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 It’s a complicated enterprise. Faculty. Staff. 
Students. Supplies. Transportation. Buildings and grounds. With seemingly a 
thousand things demanding attention all at once, risk management is bound to slip 
to the bottom of the list every once in a while, right? Here’s why it shouldn’t, and 
why it’s important to remember…

The afternoon 

bell on the last 

day of school 

always triggers 

a stampede 

of students 

charging into 

the boundless 

summer. Camping, 

swimming, 

sports, family 

vacations, more  

time on their 

smartphones 
(if that’s even 

possible). 

But for 

school 

districts, 

the warmer 

months 

present an 

opportunity to complete building 

maintenance in preparation for  

the fall.

A few summers ago, one NYSIR 

subscriber school was wrapping  

up a few tasks on its to-do list when  

an incident forced the district  

to ask itself if it was prepared for  

a completely different kind of  

fall – one that can’t be found on  

any calendar.

An elementary 

school 

custodian was 

painting the 

threshold on the 

door of a boys’ 

bathroom when 

he was called 

away for a few 

moments to 

help a secretary 

with a copy 

machine. When 

he returned to 

the lavatory, 

he discovered 

an IT specialist 

who had been 

working on 

a different 

floor in the 

building and a 

paint smudge on a tile. There also was 

a boot print on the newly painted door 

threshold. The specialist apologized 

for stepping on the paint, and after the 

custodian fetched some turpentine to 

help clean the bottom of his boot, the 

technician told the janitor that he had 

slipped on the paint when entering  

the bathroom but was OK. The specialist 

continued working through the  

afternoon and didn’t receive any medical 

treatment that day.

A NYSIR  
subscriber school  

was wrapping  
up a few tasks  

on its to-do list  
when an incident  
forced the district  

to ask itself if it  
was prepared  

for a completely  
different kind of  

fall – one that  
can’t be found 

on any calendar.
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PAINTING A  
DIFFERENT PICTURE

A few months later, the IT  

specialist filed a $5 million  

negligence suit  

against the district  

and elementary  

school,  

claiming,  

in part, that  

the school had glossed over  

its safety protocols by not 

placing orange cones around 

the bathroom work area, 

causing the fall – an incident 

that lawyers for the plaintiff 

said had caused injuries to  

their client’s head, neck, 

shoulder and wrist. The 

custodian admitted that he 

hadn’t placed cones around 

his work area, but said he 

was away from the restroom 

for a maximum of three minutes, and 

that a sign reading “wet paint saddle” 

was taped to the right of the bathroom 

entrance. His paint drop cloth, can and 

brush all were in the immediate  

vicinity of the doorway,  

he added – clear  

indications of a  

work area.

SHADES  
OF GRAY

The specialist’s claims  

began to unravel when  

doctors revealed that  

he already was receiving  

treatment for neck and back 

injuries sustained in a prior car 

accident, and that a shoulder  

surgery performed early the  

next year was necessitated by  

a degenerative condition, not  

trauma caused by a fall. At  

trial, NYSIR’s attorney pointed  

out discrepancies  

between the  

plaintiff’s testimony  

and his original  

deposition, and made the additional  

case that he most likely could not have 

fallen the way he claimed without  

getting a substantial amount of paint  

on his clothes. No stains were described 

or reported.

In the end, a swift judgment for the 

defense brushed aside the plaintiff’s 

claims. The jury found insufficient 

evidence of negligence, and pointed out 

that actions by the plaintiff during trial – 

including taking two full minutes to  

walk from the seating area to the witness 

stand and speaking in a slow monotone  

during his testimony – led them to  

believe he was exaggerating his condition 

 to stir up some 

 undeserved sympathy.

 THE LESSON?

 Take an unsubstantiated 

 claim into a court-

 room, and you’ll 

 likely find your-

 self painted 

 into a corner.

 It could 

 happen to you.
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at NYSIR Marketing and Subscriber 

Support would react to Northern Insuring 

Agency Inc.’s recent 90th anniversary. 

The full-

service 

insurance 

group, with 

offices in 

Plattsburgh, 

Glens 

Falls and 

Potsdam, 

acts as a 

sales and 

service 

representative for NYSIR subscriber 

school districts in Washington, Essex, 

Clinton, Franklin and St. Lawrence 

counties, and if it hadn’t formed nine 

decades ago, the reciprocal would have 

considerably less cause to celebrate.

Chairman Rod Giltz says his company’s 

business relationship with the New York 

Schools Insurance Reciprocal dates back 

to the early 1990s, when NYSIR was 

looking for an insurer to help provide 

school-related crime insurance. “We 

developed an exclusive relationship 

with a number of clients for NYSIR,” he 

recollected, and soon the agency was 

representing the reciprocal in a large part 

of the North Country.

“We thought that (non-NYSIR-insured) 

schools could do better,” adds Giltz’ son, 

Senior Vice President Randy Giltz, “and 

that we could do better for them by 

emphasizing the service offerings and 

depth of coverage that NYSIR has. It was 

a good fit.”

According to Rod Giltz, Northern 

Insuring’s origin dates back to June 17, 

1930, when a small automobile finance 

operation in Ausable Forks created the 

agency to provide insurance for the 

cars it was bankrolling. His father − 

Randy’s and Northern Insuring president 

and CEO Deena Giltz McCullough’s 

grandfather – joined the company and 

became president in 1941. Ninety years 

later, it’s still in business.

In large part, says McCullough, whose 

son Collin also is a sales executive and 

marketing associate for the group, 

that longevity can be attributed to the 

fact that “we’re always thinking about 

what’s possible. We have 37 employees 

representing five upstate counties, and we 

back each other up with teamwork and 

technology. It’s a terrific group of people.”

Sometimes the real gift 
is that there’s actually a birthday to commemorate.

Certainly, that’s the way the professionals

LEFT TO RIGHT:  ROD AND RANDY GILTZ, 
DEENA AND COLLIN MCCULLOUGH


