Bullying lawsuit against Old Bridge schools to continue, N.J. civil rights division says
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OLD BRIDGE — The state Division on Civil Rights has found “probable cause” that the Old Bridge Township Board of Education failed to take sufficient steps to stop the harassment and bullying of a former student at the Jonas Salk Middle School.

The probable cause finding, the first step in a procedure that could lead to a trial before an administrative law judge, came after the division investigated a complaint by an Old Bridge woman whose son attended the school from 2004 through 2007. The woman claimed her son was bullied because of his perceived sexual orientation and Jewish faith.

It appears this student went to school in an extremely hostile atmosphere ... in which he was subjected to a level of bias-based harassment and torment that no young person should have to endure,” said Chinh Q. Le, director of the Division of Civil Rights.

“With the new school year about to begin, this is the perfect time to remind school districts they have a duty to create and maintain a safe, nurturing and harassment-free learning environment,” Le said.

Old Bridge Superintendent Simon M. Bosco said he “can’t comment on an active case.”

The Old Bridge school district has about 9,600 students who attend 12 elementary schools, two middle schools and one high school.

According to a statement released today by the state Attorney General’s Office, there were dozens of reported incidents of harassment against the boy involving many different students, including an incident in which several students stuffed papers down the front of his pants.

The statement said that on another occasion, a middle school staff employee allegedly asked the boy if he was looking for his purse when he came to the school’s lost-and-found checking for an item. School officials denied the incident occurred, the statement said.

The statement also said the district’s own documentation showed that in one stretch, between early September 2006 and late January 2007, there were at least 11 reported incidents of harassment involving 14 different students.

“In two of the cases, no action was taken because of a lack of information,” the statement said. “In the remaining cases, a total of 12 students received discipline ranging from a verbal warning to after-school detention to in-house suspension. However, the bullying continued.”

As part of the investigation, the division interviewed both the retired principal who was there during the beginning of the boy’s stay and the principal who replaced him. Both affirmed the boy’s mother, identified only as S.D., reported the incidents to school authorities. 

The taunts included “fag, faggot, gay, fruit,” and also “stupid Jew.” The students also said he ate “Jew food,” according to the division.

The boy told investigators that after a while, he no longer reported the taunting because the students, after receiving verbal warnings, only intensified their bullying.

The division cited the school district for “failing to take affirmative steps to prevent the bullying and for dealing with it only via after-the-fact steps, without any prevention measures or efforts at broader outreach,” the statement said.

The next step is “conciliation” where the division, the family and the board of education try to work out a settlement. If that doesn’t work, the case goes to trial before an administrative law judge.

The boy eventually graduated from the middle school and went to the high school where most of the bullying ended, the division said.

