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Former teacher shot by student wins $10M jury verdict

JOHN RABY AND ERIK VERDUZCO
Associated Press

NEWPORT NEWS — A jury
in Virginia awarded $10 million
Thursday to a former teacher who
was shot by a 6-year-old student,
siding with her claims in a lawsuit
that an ex-administrator ignored
repeated warnings that the child
had a gun.

The jury returned its decision
against Ebony Parker, a former as-
sistant principal at Richneck Ele-
mentary School in Newport News.

Abby Zwerner was shot in Jan-
uary 2023 as she sat at a reading
table in her first-grade classroom.
Shehad sought $40 million against
Parker in the lawsuit.

Zwerner spent nearly two weeks
inthe hospital, required six surger-
ies and does not have the full use
of her left hand. A bullet narrowly
missed her heart and remains in her
chest.

Zwerner did not address report-
ers outside the courthouse after the
decision was announced. One of her
attorneys, Diane Toscano, said the
verdict sends a message that what
happened at the school “was wrong
andisnot going to be tolerated, that
safety has to be the first concern at
school. I'thinkit’s a great message.”

Parker was the only defendant
in the lawsuit. A judge previously
dismissed the district’s superin-
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Abby Zwerner shares a moment with her mother Julie Zwerner after a
verdict was reached in her lawsuit against the assistant principal, Ebony
Parker, of Richneck Elementary School during proceedings at Newport

News Circuit Court on Thursday.

tendent and the school principal
as defendants.

The shooting sent shock waves
through this military shipbuild-
ing community and the country at
large, with many wondering how a
child so young could gain access to
a gun and shoot his teacher.

The lawsuit said Parker had a
duty to protect Zwerner and others
from harm after being told about
the gun. Zwerner’s attorneys said
Parker failed to act in the hours

before the shooting after several
school staff members told her that
the student had a gun in his back-
pack.

“Who would think a 6-year-old
would bring a gun to school and
shoot their teacher?” Toscano told
thejury earlier. “It’s Dr. Parker’s job
to believe that is possible. It’s her
job to investigate it and get to the
very bottom of it”

Parker did not testify in the law-
suit. Her attorney, Daniel Hogan,

had warned jurors about hindsight
bias and “Monday morning quar-
terbacking” in the shooting.

““You will be able to judge for
yourself whether or not this was
foreseeable,” Hogan said. “That’s
the heart of this case.

“The law knows that it is fun-
damentally unfair to judge another
person’s decisions based on stuff
that cameup after the fact. The law
requires you to examine people’s
decisions at the time they make
them/”

Ken Trump, president of the Na-
tional School Safety and Security
Services, a consulting firm based
in Cleveland, Ohio, said the ver-
dict should put school leaders on
notice to act when they are warned
about students with guns and other
threats.

“If you have information about
athreat to student and staff safety,
it is not just ‘see something, say
something,” Trump said in a state-
ment Thursday. “School adminis-
trators and staff need to also know
how to ‘do something’”

The shooting occurred on the
first day after the student had re-
turned from a suspension for slam-
ming Zwerner’s phone two days
earlier.

Zwerner testified she first heard
about the gun prior to class recess
from a reading specialist who had

been tipped off by students. The
shooting occurred a few hours
later. Despite her injuries, Zwerner
was able to hustle her students out
of the classroom. She eventually
passed out in the school office.

Zwerner testified she believed
that she had died that day.

“I thought I was either on my
way to heaven or in heaven,’ Zwer-
ner said. “But then it all got black.
And so, I then thought I wasn’t go-
ing there. And then my next mem-
ory is I see two co-workers around
me and I process that I'm hurt and
they’re putting pressure on where
I'mhurt”

Zwerner no longer works for the
school district and has said she has
no plans to teach again. She has
since become a licensed cosmetol-
ogist.

Parker faces a separate criminal
trial this month on eight counts of
felony child neglect. Each of the
counts is punishable by up to five
years in prison in the event of a
conviction.

The student’s mother was
sentenced to nearly four years in
prison for felony child neglect and
federal weapons charges. Her son
told authorities he got his moth-
er’s handgun by climbing onto
a drawer to reach the top of a
dresser, where the firearm was in
his mom’s purse.
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is available on Fawesome, ROKU
and for rent on Amazon Prime.
His current film, “Jade,” features
his 11-year-old daughter Gabriella
in the lead role.

Fredericksburg will feature
prominently as Jade often wan-
ders the city streets, seeking so-
lace away from the volatile condi-
tions of her home life. Neglect and
abuse are more suggested than
shown in the movie, Crocker said,
and the girl often walks along the
banks of the Rappahannock River.

“That’s where she’s going to see
this ominous figure that basically
starts haunting her,” he said.

As he thought about the char-
acter’s situation and where she
would find basic needs, such as
clothes, he remembered meet-
ing Christopher Thomas during
a free-clothing event at Ferry
Farm Elementary School in Staf-
ford County.

Crocker asked about filming a
scene at the Free Closet during the
Tuesday giveaway, and Thomas
was more than agreeable.

‘We got you’

With his spiked hair and conta-
gious smile, Thomas is known to
all as “X?” He used to run a pop-
ular website, then sold it which
gave him the freedom to “work
on stuff I care about. Turns out,
I care about clothes, I didn’t even
see that one coming,” he said,
laughing.

For years, he’s volunteered at
The Table and Micah Ecumenical
Ministries, which phased out its
clothing closet as it focuses on
transitioning the unhoused into
permanent dwellings.

Thomas knew there was a
need for clothes, so earlier this
year, when his brother planned
to donate some items to charity,
Thomas “intercepted” the bag and
brought it to the Tuesday gather-
ing.

“It went within five minutes,’
he said.

He brought more the next week
and purchased a rack to display
the shirts and coats as well as
tubs to store the items. He also
built a website, FXBGFreeCloset.
org, announcing the giveaways on

Known as “X,” Christopher Thomas, right, helps a man at the FXBG Free
Closet which Thomas founded. Items are available on Tuesdays during The
Table program at Fredericksburg’s Market Square.

Mondays at St. George’s Episcopal
from 4:30-6 p.m. and Tuesdays
at Market Square from noon to
1 p.m., until the weather gets too
cold.

No one has to give a name or fill
out a form, and there’s no limit to
how many free items can be taken.

“If youneed help, we got you —
no questions asked,” he states on
the website.

Filling a gap

Because most of the region’s
unhoused are males, men’s cloth-
ingisin high demand, and hoodies
are popular, even during the sum-
mer. On Tuesday, the Free Closet’s
collection of blankets and sleep-
ing bags, jackets and coats, went
quickly.
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Filmmaker Aaron Crocker is using scenes from Fredericksburg, including
one showing the FXBG Free Closet, for a new movie, “Jade.”

Items are donated by friends
and neighbors. Thomas doesn’t
have a place to store clothing so he
operates out of the family van and
picks up items from those who
contact him. He can be reached at
x@freecloset.org or at 540/642-
0048.

If he gets clothing for women
and children or business at-
tire that his clients don’t want,
Thomas shares the items with
about 10 other clothing closets
that operate in the Fredericks-
burg area. He also partners with
Manarc, a nonprofit thrift store
that supports veterans, and River
Rock Outfitters, which donates
camping items for those living in
the woods.

About 80% of the shoes and

shirts, boots and pants he puts out
each week will be taken, and new
stuff will take its place.

“It’s bonkers,” he said, about
how quickly things turn over.

This time of year, long under-
wear, hand warmers, gloves and
other cold-weather goods are in
demand.

The Free Closet has filled “ano-
ticeable gap,’ said Wendy Cannon,
the volunteer coordinator at The
Table.

“Honestly, any way that people
can stretch their budgets so they
can pay their bills, those are the
gaps that we try to fill here,” she
said.

Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com
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crabcakes and Virginia wine, Gov.
Glenn Youngkin and first lady
Suzanne Youngkin did just that
Thursday for Gov.-elect Abigail
Spanberger and her husband,
Adam, before all four came out to
the steps of the Executive Man-
sion on a crisp, blue-sky fall day
to exchange final hugs.

“We had a wonderful, wonder-
fullunch with Governor Youngkin
and the first lady. It was a wonder-
ful discussion about the transition
process and some of the basic real -
ities of what this is going to mean
for our family. So, I'm grateful to
the Youngkin family for spending
time with us,” Spanberger said.

The governor-elect said they
“discussed a whole variety of is-
sues,” including the challenges
that any new governor faces with
Virginia’s unique-in-the-nation
limit of one term in office for its
chief executive.

“I think certainly it’s wonderful
to have a preceding governor who
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Governor-Elect Abigail Spanberger, left, speaks to members of the
media as Gov. Glenn Youngkin looks on in front of the Executive Mansion

Thursday.

is committed to making sure that
some of those things you didn’t
even know to ask questions about
are answered,” she said.
Spanberger said first lady Su-
zanne Youngkin “has been very
clear on that front as well, particu-
larly as it relates to the adjustment

for our family”

Spanberger noted that the state
constitution requires governors
to live at the seat of government,
adding “it will be an adjustment
for our children, who are all still
school-aged kids, and so, that
would be an adjustment that we’re

working towards”

“I'm really appreciative” that
the governor, the first lady and
Youngkin’s team are committed
to “ensuring a smooth transition
from one administration to the
next,” Spanberger said. “This lunch
was a lovely way to begin that, and
it’s going to be an adventurous few
weeks as we head towards January,
but a fantastic start”

Spanberger noted that she’s al-
ready got her transition office up
and running. She said Tuesday’s
election was a mandate for her
calls to lower the costs of hous-
ing, energy and health care, but
warned that there will be chal-
lenges because of the impact of
Washington policies and legis-
lation.

She defeated Lt. Gov. Winsome
Earle-Sears, the Republican nom-
inee, with a margin of 14.5 per-
centage points, while Democrats
flipped 13 House of Delegates
seats, boosting their numbers in
the 100-member body to 64.

Youngkin said he’ll be working
to ensure the change of adminis-
tration goes smoothly.

“I knew on Tuesday morning,
no matter how the day went, I
would be standing here ushering
in a new governor, and that’s part
of Virginia,” he said.

“Virginia has handed a baton
from one governor to the next
governor for centuries, literally
for centuries. And so I think this
is part of what makes Virginia
special, is that we have an elec-
tion, the people choose the next
governor, and then we go to work
to make sure that the outgoing
governor hands the incoming
governor a state that is in as best
possible condition as it possibly
canbein.

“There are many things that
are still in motion that we will
talk about, that hopefully will
continue and most importantly,
that Virginia can be successful
forever,” Youngkin said.

“That’s what this is all about,
and that’s why this transition pe-
riod is one of cooperation (and) is
ready to go on Day 1

Dave Ress (804) 649-6948
dress@timesdispatch.com
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Stafford Regional Airport and
Amazon distribution center. A
groundbreaking ceremony held
Wednesday included Luis Lopez
Stipes, Virginia’s deputy secre-
tary of commerce and trade; Don
Slaiman, director of community
relations for the International
Brotherhood of Electrical Work-
ers, Local 26; and representa-
tives from the Stafford Board of

Supervisors.

Development of the campus is
expected to create 1,100 construc-
tion jobs and at least 50 perma-
nent operations jobs. The project
brings the company’s capacity in
Virginia to 782 megawatts and its
combined investment in the state
to almost $8 billion, according to
Vantage.

“Virginia is leading the world
into a future powered by the lim-
itless possibilities of artificial
intelligence,” stated Youngkin in
a news release. “This project re-

flects our commitment to inno-
vation, job creation and economic
growth”

Vantage is the fourth data-cen-
ter campus approved by Stafford,
which has received applications
for 18 projects. Last month, the
Board of Supervisors approved a
750-foot setback between data
center buildings and property
lines for homes, schools and the
Rappahannock and Potomac Riv-
ers.

That’s the strictest setback in
the state, according to county

staff.

Even with the updates to the or-
dinances regarding data centers,
the Board of Supervisors will ap-
prove the projects individually as
each will require a conditional use
permit if the land is not zoned for
heavy industrial.

Dana Adams, president of Van-
tage Data Centers North America,
said the Stafford location pro-
vides “a significant opportunity”
for Virginia customers seeking
access to the resources of “Data
Center Alley” That’s in Ashburn,

in Loudoun County, and it’s con-
sidered the world’s largest con-
centration of data centers.

“Theregion’s proximity to ma-
jor metros, access to robust infra-
structure, and growing technol-
ogy ecosystem make it an ideal
location to meet skyrocketing
demand,” Adams said on Wednes-
day.

The first Vantage building is
scheduled to open in late 2027.

Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com



