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U.S. Justice Department intervenes in gay Mohawk teen's lawsuit
School district failed to stop harassment, federal government says
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MOHAWK — 

The U.S. Justice Department intervention in the civil case of a former Mohawk Central School District student could lead to a broader interpretation of a federal law that prohibits gender discrimination by applying it to the harassment of a gay male, an attorney in the case said Friday night.

The 14-year-old openly gay student, Jacob, who once attended Gregory B. Jarvis Junior/Senior High School, alleges the district failed to stop other students and a teacher from bullying him because of his sexual orientation.

The federal involvement represents a significant shift for the Justice Department under the Obama administration, the New York Civil Liberties Union lawyer said.

The government cites Title IX of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which was passed to prevent gender discrimination, as the basis for joining the lawsuit filed last summer in U.S. District Court in the Northern District of New York.

The teenager’s lawyers Friday night cast the case as a fight for basic human rights.

“This is a very significant development and great news for the children who go to school in the Mohawk district,” said Donna Lieberman, the executive director of the NYCLU, which filed the suit on Jacob's behalf.

The suit seeks undisclosed monetary damages. The Justice Department’s legal filing states the government is entering the case against Mohawk to ensure “district-wide relief for all district students” in the future.

Last week, an assistant attorney general in Washington authorized the Justice Department’s intervention “by certifying that this is a case of general public importance,” court records state.

Jacob has withdrawn from the Mohawk district and attends high school in a neighboring district, the government said. The name of that district could not be learned.

Lieberman said she expected a thorough federal investigation.

“I think the weight of the federal government concern will be enormously helpful in ensuring the problems raised in this case are adequately addressed,” she said. “The Justice Department deeply cares about the right of all children to go to school in a safe environment.”

She said the November 2008 election of Barack Obama as president meant federal lawyers were willing to take on cases they had not previously were concerned with.

“There should be nothing political about a case like this,” she said. “That said, we didn’t get a whole lot of help on this issue in the previous administration.”

In a statement, the school district suggested it was close to a possible settlement, but Superintendent Joyce Caputo declined to elaborate Friday. A response to motions in the case is due Monday, Feb. 8, and a status hearing is scheduled before U.S. Magistrate Judge David Peebles in Syracuse on Wednesday, Feb. 24.

“The Mohawk Central School District cooperated fully with representatives of the U.S. Justice Department back in December when they indicated an interest in this case. We’ll continue to cooperate,” Caputo said in the statement.

The district is open to new ideas and recommendations on how it can take a more proactive role in teaching respect and an appreciation for diversity, she said. The district has conducted staff development programs on the topic and put several new anti-bullying programs and supports into place in the past year.

“We live in both a state and a nation that are becoming increasingly diverse,” Caputo said. 

Last month, Justice Department lawyers interviewed several Mohawk school officials, including Caputo, former Jarvis Principal Edward Rinaldo, interim Principal Jon Speich and district equal opportunity compliance officer Cynthia Stocker.

Rinaldo left the district for another job, and his departure was unrelated to the suit, Caputo said.

In recent years, the openly gay student became the subject of verbal and physical harassment, the lawsuit states. Last year, he began dyeing his hair and wearing eye makeup, which the lawsuit states intensified the bullying, to the point he was pushed down the stairs.

While all this was happening, Jacob and his parents said, Mohawk school officials did nothing.

"We had no other choice to keep our son safe,” Robert Sullivan, the teenager’s father, said last summer. “He has the right to go to school and feel safe.”

Sullivan could not be reached for comment Friday night.
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