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Front-runners for Section V
indoor track and field titles
SPORTS 1C

BUY 6 FISH FRY DINNERS THRU LENT AND GET THE 7TH FREE!

$1199
ONLY

SPECIAL LENT OFFER!THROUGH
EASTER

Premium Beer Battered Haddock Dinner
Includes Dinner Roll, Coleslaw, and Choice of French Fries or Chef Salad

CORAL SPRINGS, Fla. – The nation’s top education official last month toured the abandoned school

building at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School to consider lessons and assess the complicated

legacy of the horrific mass shooting six years ago Wednesday. h U.S. Education Secretary Miguel

Cardona said he was moved by what he saw, and by what he heard from surviving parents and

spouses of the 17 slain students and staff members that he met with during the somber visit.

“To say that this morning was one
of the more impactful experiences of
my life is an understatement,” Car-
dona said afterward at a roundtable
discussion on school safety efforts.
“Quite frankly, I couldn’t help while
walking with families through the
building, I couldn’t help but ask God
why he wanted me here. What can I
do with this experience to help pro-
tect students and families and edu-
cators?”

He wasn’t the only one. A few days
later, U.S. Rep. Katherine Clark, D-
Mass., the second-highest ranking
Democratic member of the U.S.
House, also toured the site. And came
away equally moved.

“It’s a powerful reminder that gun violence in this
country is a choice we are making, that we do have the

ability to prevent deaths like we saw,
the 17 we lost here,” she said.

‘Lack of urgency’

In that next hour-plus discussion,
Cardona was peppered with sugges-
tions and recommendations. To
punctuate the message, the discus-
sion was held in the very ballroom, at
a Coral Springs hotel, where the sur-
vivors of the victims were told they
had lost their loved ones that day. 

The brainstorming included calls
for automatic locking doors in class-
rooms, putting red flag laws in place,
funding mental health needs and

training school armed guards. All of which improve 

GUNS AND SCHOOL SAFETY

Parkland remains a
‘powerful reminder’

A student hangs her head in a moment of silence during a memorial service at Pine Trails Park in Parkland, Fla.. on Feb. 15,
2018. NICOLE RAUCHEISEN/NAPLES DAILY NEWS

6 years after mass shooting, solutions are still elusive
Antonio Fins Palm Beach Post | USA TODAY NETWORK

See PARKLAND, Page 8A

“If you say, ‘It didn’t

happen to me,’ you just

don’t understand the

urgency. And you say,

‘It can’t happen to us,’

but it keeps happening

everywhere.”
Debbi Hixon

Her husband, Chris, died in a heroic
effort to disarm the Parkland shooter

Efrain Hidalgo Jr. sat in front of the
television at his sister’s house in Buf-
falo while the rest of his family went
out to run some pre-Super Bowl er-
rands. Just relax and watch TV for a
while until we get back, his sister told
him.

There was one problem: Hidalgo
didn’t know how to work the TV. He
was freed Friday from prison after
serving one of the longest drug sen-
tences in Pennsylvania’s history.

So he picked up his nephew’s guitar
and began to play. When his nephew
came in, he asked his uncle whether he
wanted to watch something on Netflix. 

Hidalgo didn’t know what Netflix is.
“Everything is just ... it’s mind-bog-

gling,” he said, pausing for a moment 

Prisoner
freed in
‘judicial
bias’ case
Native American served
24 years on drug charge

Phaedra Trethan
USA TODAY

See PRISONER, Page 7A

The College Board will have to pay a
$750,000 settlement with the New
York State Attorney General’s Office,
which said the organization unlawful-
ly shared students’ personal data with
organizations such as colleges and
scholarship programs.

Attorney General Letitia James’ Of-
fice said Tuesday that the College
Board, a nonprofit that administers
the PSAT, SAT and AP tests, shared the
data of 237,000 New York students in
2019.

College
Board must
pay $750K
to NY state
SAT organization sold
students’ information

Diana Dombrowski
Rockland/Westchester Journal News

USA TODAY NETWORK

See COLLEGE, Page 8A
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THERAPY, SAFETY AND INDEPENDENCE
How a Safe Step Walk-In Tub can change your life

Remember when…
Think about the things you loved 

to do that are difficult today — 

going for a walk or just sitting 

comfortably while reading a 

book. And remember the last 

time you got a great night’s 

sleep?

As we get older, health issues 

or even everyday aches, pains 

and stress can prevent us from 

enjoying life.

So what’s keeping you from 

having a better quality of life? 

Check all the conditions that 

apply to you.

A Safe Step Tub can help 
increase mobility, boost energy 
and improve sleep.

WhySafeStep.com

Then read on to learn how a Safe 

Step Walk-In Tub can help.

Feel better, sleep better, live 
better
A Safe Step Walk-In Tub lets you 

indulge in a warm, relaxing bath 

that can help relieve life’s aches, 

pains and worries.

Personal Checklist:
 Arthritis

 Insomnia

 Diabetes

  Lower Back 

Pain

 Dry Skin 

 Anxiety

 Mobility Issues

  Poor 

Circulation
It’s got everything you should look for in a walk-in tub:

•  Heated Seat – Providing soothing warmth from start to 

finish.

•  MicroSoothe® Air Therapy System – helps oxygenate 

and soften skin while offering therapeutic benefits.

•  Pain-relieving therapy – Hydro massage jets target sore 

muscles and joints.

•  Safety features – Low step-in, grab bars and more can 

help you bathe safely and maintain your independence.

•  Free Shower Package – shower while seated or 

standing.

Call now toll free

Financing available with approved credit.

585-510-2148
for more information and for our Senior Discounts.

Call Toll-Free 585-510-2148
With purchase of a new Safe Step Walk-In Tub. Not applicable with any previous walk-in tub purchase. Offer 

available while supplies last. No cash value. Must present offer at time of purchase.

FOR A LIMITED TIME ONLY

Free Shower Package 
plus $1600 off

to find the right words. “I had a
meltdown later, I cried hard. I feel better
now, but it’s going to take a lot, adjusting
to this new world.”

Hidalgo, who spoke exclusively with
USA TODAY after his release after 24
years, used to think he would likely die
in custody after being sentenced to 60 to
150 years on drug charges. The Buffalo
man, a U.S. citizen and member of the
Mohawk Nation, would have neared his
86th birthday before becoming eligible
for parole.

Now, instead of staring down the rest
of his days behind bars, Hidalgo is en-
joying time with his family in Buffalo,
looking forward to a Florida getaway
and to eventually living with his mother
on the Six Nations of the Grand River re-
serve in Ontario, Canada. 

He credits a 2021 USA TODAY inves-
tigation into his plight, and the question
of judicial prejudice in sentencing of
people of color, with helping him secure
his release. 

“The article opened the door for Mr.
Hidalgo to return to court,” said Stepha-
nie Noel, lead counsel on his post-con-
viction relief petition. “We were able to
plead, and proved, judicial bias on the
part of the sentencing judge based on
(the judge’s) comments to USA TODAY.”

“Our family prayed so long over this,”
said Hidalgo’s cousin Mikayla Richie,
who contacted USA TODAY in 2021
about him. “We thought it wouldn’t hap-
pen. But it took the news story to get ev-
erything rolling. He never gave up fight-
ing to get out.”

Former judge’s remarks were key

Hidalgo’s mother and other family
members picked him up Friday after-
noon from a state prison in Pennsylva-
nia. He had been convicted and sen-
tenced by Norman Callan, a Blair Coun-
ty Common Pleas Court judge. Another
judge imposed a new sentence last
week, giving Hidalgo credit for the 24
years he’d already served, the Altoona
Mirror reported.

Callan, who was in private practice
by 2021 when he spoke to USA TODAY
about Hidalgo’s case, rejected attorneys’
arguments about the lengthy prison
term, including the disproportionately
harsh sentencing of Black, Hispanic and

Native Americans.
“Whether it’s Native American, His-

panic American, African American,”
Callan said in 2021, raising a discredited
theory, “there’s a disproportionate
number in prison because they do a dis-
proportionate amount of crime.”

That comment led Hidalgo and his
lawyers to file a petition for post-convic-
tion relief in 2022 accusing Callan of ra-
cial bias, according to a story in the Al-
toona Mirror. 

Noel said two professors at Pennsyl-
vania State University, Jeffrey Ulmer
and Holly Nguyen, conducted a data
analysis showing not only that Callen’s
assertion about crimes committed by
people of color was wrong, but also that
sentencing in Blair County was dispro-
portionately harsh for Black, brown and
Native people during the period when
Hidalgo was sentenced.

“They showed that charging deci-
sions, sentencing and prosecutorial de-
cisions were simply not race-neutral,”
said Noel, a former public defender
who’s now in private practice.

Callan, reached Monday by USA TO-
DAY, also said the 2021 story led to Hi-
dalgo’s release but took issue with the
reporting, saying, “I am not a racist, but
that was the inference from the story.”

Asked about the specific comment
referenced by Hidalgo’s lawyers, Callan

said it was a perception he developed
during his years on the bench.

“But perception and reality are two
different things,” he said. 

Long term for nonviolent offense

Efrain Hidalgo was 27 years old when
he was sentenced for his role in a heroin
ring that brought drugs from Buffalo to
Altoona, Pennsylvania. Prosecutors de-
scribed him as a “kingpin,” but Hidalgo,
who had no serious criminal history,
maintained that his operation was low-
level, dealing small bags of heroin at a
$15 to $25 markup. 

Typical state sentencing guidelines
at the time called for about 10 years;
Callan’s sentence exceeded what the
prosecutor sought. Callan also ordered
Hidalgo to serve his sentences consec-
utively, so instead of serving 10 to 20
years, he would be imprisoned for 60 to
150 years. 

At the time, it was the longest drug-
related sentence in Pennsylvania histo-
ry. 

Blair County is deeply conservative.
Its population of about 121,000 people is
nearly 95% white and 2.4% Black; just
1.5% of its population is Hispanic or La-
tino and only 0.2% is Native American,
according to the U.S. Census. 

Native Americans, the Prison Policy

Initiative reports, are disproportionate-
ly represented in U.S. prisons. They are
incarcerated in state and federal prisons
at double the national rate and more
than four times the rate of white people:
763 per 100,000 people for Native
Americans, versus 181 per 100,000 for
white people. 

Hidalgo filed appeals over the course
of his 24 years of incarceration, arguing
his court-appointed attorney did not
represent him effectively, that his sen-
tence was excessive and that prosecu-
tors withheld evidence. While in prison,
he earned his high school equivalency
diploma, learned to paint and play gui-
tar and became an EPA-certified refrig-
eration technician.

“He had no prior criminal convic-
tions, and this was a nonviolent drug
dealing case,” Noel said. “While we don’t
minimize what he did, the sentence has
to not only fit the crime committed, but
also the person who committed it. This
was disproportionate to the offense,
and to Mr. Hidalgo, given his history.”

The Pennsylvania Attorney General’s
Office, Noel said, gave the case “careful
and thoughtful consideration,” unusual
because there is generally “almost a re-
flective impulse to oppose relief,” she
said. 

‘Don’t let this be a dream’

Hidalgo described his first few days
out of prison as “chaotic,” but he’s grate-
ful to be back in his family’s warm em-
brace. They’ve taken him shopping for
new clothes and shoes, his nephew
teasing him that his looks are “from the
’90s” and offering to buy him sneakers
more in keeping with current fashion.

“All these skinny clothes,” he said.
“I’m a big man. They want to buy me
things, but I have some money and I
don’t want to be a burden on them.”

For now, Hidalgo is trying to adjust to
his new life. At age 50, he knows that
will take time. He reconnected with his
father and is looking forward to going
home to his mother, perhaps opening a
restaurant (“I love to cook,” he said) and
mentoring young people on the reserva-
tion so they don’t fall into the life he
once led.

“Even today, I still feel this is all a
dream,” he said. “Like maybe I slipped
and hit my head and I’m just in a coma
or something. I know it sounds crazy,
but I keep thinking, please don’t let this
be a dream. ... It’s all so unreal. I can’t
explain the feeling inside me.” 

Prisoner
Continued from Page 1A

Efrain Hidalgo Jr. stands with his mother, Frances Hope, while in prison in his
early 30s. Now freed, he plans to live with her in Ontario. PROVIDED BY FRANCES HOPE


