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George Zimmerman found not guilty during
St. Rose eighth-grade trial
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — The events of Feb. 26, 2012, which resulted in the death of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin, sparked a
national debate about gun laws and racial divide in the country.

These debates have continued and have become key elements in the upcoming trial, State of Florida v. George
Zimmerman. Mr. Zimmerman, who acknowledged he killed Trayvon, but alleges it was in self defense, is
charged with second degree murder.

The case will be heard this summer.

Earlier this week, St. Rose Grammar School eighth-graders took the case into their own hands, holding a mock
trial of Mr. Zimmerman’s case.

According to law enforcement officials, Trayvon was unarmed and walking in a gated community with the hood
of his sweatshirt over his head in Sanford, Fla., when Mr. Zimmerman, a Hispanic former neighborhood watch
volunteer, approached him. Mr. Zimmerman had placed a call to the police because Trayvon had looked
suspicious. The police dispatcher told him to stay in his car and not to pursue Trayvon, but Mr. Zimmerman did
not heed that advice.

A violent encounter ensued between Mr. Zimmerman and Trayvon, ending with a fatal
shot to Trayvon. Mr. Zimmerman suffered injuries to his head and nose in the scuffle.

Mr. Zimmerman acknowledges he killed Trayvon, but is pleading not guilty because he
alleges it was self defense.

Florida’s Stand Your Ground Law, which allows a person to use deadly force if they
feel threatened, was under the spotlight following the shooting. Recently, Mr.
Zimmerman said he would not seek an immunity hearing under the state’s Stand Your
Ground Law. If Mr. Zimmerman had chosen to have an immunity hearing, a judge
would decide if he was exempt from culpability for the shooting. Since he chose not

to have the hearing, a jury will make the determination.

Although the case has not been heard yet, Sean McDonald, St. Rose eighth-grade social studies teacher, thought
it would be a good idea to act out this case during the annual mock trial held by his class. This is part of the
class’s study on the U.S. Constitution.

Traditionally the class does a historical case, but this year Mr. McDonald chose a case that had not happened
yet. This is the first time the class is doing a case that has not been heard.

According to Mr. McDonald, he chose this case for several reasons, as it is not only controversial in nature but it
also affords the prosecution and defense an equal opportunity to win, which he believes this case does. Also,
the murder of Trayvon sparked national debate on gun laws and race relations in the United States.

Although the trial has not happened yet, a great deal of material has been available to the class to incorporate
into their research and preparation, such as the 9-1-1 tapes, depositions, police reports and interviews, he
said.

“This has all the ingredients of an ideal case to explore,” Mr. McDonald said.
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“I want to have my students develop an appreciation for the criminal justice system and have a working
understanding of the process and what it entails,” he said.

The mock trial, which was held on May 28, consisted of two trials, representing the two eighth-grade social
studies classes. Each class heard the same case.

As in years past, the lawyers were able to prepare their own witnesses as best they could, but the cross
examination is always a surprise as the witnesses did not know the questions before hand.

In the first trial, prosecution lawyers Shannon Beachem, Taylor Ryans, Joshua Santil and Rachel Blalock chose
Dee Dee, Trayvon’s girlfriend [Ava Reverendo], Jerome Horton, Trayvon’s former football coach [Lauren
Hinnerger], and the 9-1-1 dispatcher [Kristyn Norkus] as their witnesses. Defense lawyers Courtney Dobrzynski,
Nick Scott, Nick Paterno and Lynelle Scanlon defended Mr. Zimmerman [Griffin McDermott] and chose Michael
Brandy, a paramedic [Andrew Huisman] and John Wright, who had called 9-1-1 [Aaron Robertson], as their
witnesses.

Mr. Wright is a private investigator but he was not called to the stand in that capacity.

The bailiff was Emily Swenarton. The jury consisted of Casie Bauer, James Campbell, Julia Renna, Marina
Kaiafas, Kevin Fay, Sydney Daniel and Brianne Roper.

The 9-1-1 dispatcher’s name and Dee Dee’s last name were not released.

In the second trial, prosecution lawyers John Phan, Andrew Klein, Lauren Kruthers and Megan Lawson chose the
9-1-1 dispatcher [Parker Omslaer], Dee Dee, Trayvon’s girlfriend [Billie Dweck], and Jerome Horton, Trayvon’s
former football coach [Margret Strollo] as their witnesses. The defense lawyers Johnny Swenarton, Jolie
Puches, Cassidy Stimpson and Abigail Silva defended George Zimmerman [Cianan Meagher] and chose John
Wright, private investigator [Marykate O’Malley], and Officer Tim Smith, who was the first to arrive at the
scene [Victoria Glavin], as their witnesses. The bailiff was played by Rebecca Roberts and the jury consisted of
William Tenzca, Sophia Tagliamonte, Kyli Taylor, Ryan Omslaer, Gillian Byrnes and Thomas Bauer.

In both trials, the jury found Mr. Zimmerman not guilty.

“I thought both trials went remarkably well,” Mr. McDonald said, adding that the students seemed nervous, but
overcame their anxiousness and conducted themselves well.
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