Nevada district settles Muslim student's harassment suit

The Reno Gazette-Journal reports that Washoe County School District has agreed to pay $350,000 to a former North Valleys High School student to settle a harassment suit. The school district also agreed to establish new anti-discrimination policies. Jana Elhifny, an American-Egyptian, claimed when she was a freshman in 2003 she was called names and told "you are not one of us" and "leave or we will kill you" for wearing a hijab, a traditional hair covering worn by many Muslim women. When she appealed to school officials for help, according to the lawsuit, she was allegedly ignored or told that she should not wear the scarf. Elhifny's friend, Stephanie Hart, who also went to the principal about the harassment, was allegedly told to "mind (her) own business" and "act like a good American." The school district has also agreed to pay Hart $50,000 and help her get her General Equivalency Diploma. Robert Cox, the attorney representing the school district, denied officials did anything wrong but agreed to settle to save additional legal costs. "The facts show that the administration and teachers handled those complaints fully and completely, and they gave her every opportunity to stay in school," Cox said. "But the case has gone on for some time, and on a practical basis, rather than spend money on what we believe is a frivolous lawsuit, we were willing to pay and get it behind us."

Source: Reno Gazette-Journal, 4/16/09, By Martha Belisle

Editor's Note: Information on issues involving the wearing of the hijab by students and employees is below. The third resource is to an article by NSBA Senior Staff Attorney Lisa Soronen on "The Next Wave of Religious Accommodation: Responding to Requests by Muslim Students," available for a modest download fee.
NSBA School Law pages on Washington, DC athlete
NSBA School Law pages on workplace issues
COSA eDocs Store resource on accommodations
