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Over the past 35 years, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 19721 – the
federal law that prohibits sex discrimination by educational institutions that receive
federal funds – has been instrumental in dismantling longstanding discriminatory
programs and activities and in promoting equal opportunities for women and girls in
education. Its reach has spanned all facets of education, from professional schools to
athletic programs. But sex discrimination in education remains pervasive, and sexual
harassment in particular remains widespread in schools throughout the country, from
elementary and secondary schools through colleges and universities. Indeed, 81 percent
of students report that they have experienced sexual harassment in secondary schools; 89
percent of college students report that sexual harassment occurs among students at their
schools, with almost two-thirds of students stating that they have been sexually harassed.2
And over one-third of students age 13-20 report that they have experienced physical
harassment on the basis of their sexual orientation.3 The cases litigated in state and
federal courts involve everything from harassment and sexual assaults by university
football players and recruits, to a barrage of sexually offensive language and physical
threats by students, to sexual assaults by teachers against students.4
Title IX provides, in pertinent part, that “[n]o person . . . shall, on the basis of sex,
be excluded from participation, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to
discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial
assistance.” In enacting Title IX, Congress intended both to “avoid the use of federal
resources to support discriminatory practices” and to “provide individual citizens
effective protection against those practices.”5 Thus, the Supreme Court has made clear
that Title IX bars sexual harassment and that a damages remedy is available in actions
brought to enforce this prohibition.6 This mandate against discrimination is broad;
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indeed, the Supreme Court has stated that it should receive “a sweep as broad as its
language.”7
But at the same time, the Court has imposed crippling burdens on students who
attempt to recover damages for the harassment that they suffer at the hands of their
teachers and peers. First, in Gebser v. Lago Vista Ind. Sch. Dist.,8 a case involving
teacher-student sexual harassment, the Supreme Court determined that for an educational
institution to be liable for damages for sexual harassment under Title IX, an appropriate
school official must have had knowledge of the harassment and, in the face of that
knowledge, been deliberately indifferent. The Court echoed that same standard in the
context of student-on-student harassment and, in Davis v. Monroe County. Bd. of Educ.,
held that a private damages action in a peer harassment case will succeed only where “the
behavior is so severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive that it denies its victims the
equal access to education that Title IX is designed to protect.”9
Together these standards have raised the bar, in perverse and unacceptable ways,
for bringing private lawsuits for damages under Title IX. In many instances students may
be more vulnerable to harassment than adults, particularly at the K-12 level where
students are required to attend school, leaving few ways to escape unchecked pervasive
harassment. Moreover, students report that they endure treatment, including sexual
touching, grabbing and pinching, that in no way would be tolerated among adults.10 And
less than half of students say that they would report peer harassment to adults.11 Yet,
despite the role of schools as parens patriae, there are fewer legal protections from
harassment for students in school than for employees in the workplace, and students are
as a result often unable to prevail in their cases. In the near decade since the Court
articulated the standards for damages liability in a Title IX harassment case, the many
cases of serious sexual harassment demonstrate that students lack critical protections and
that schools lack sufficient incentives to take the necessary steps to prevent and
effectively remedy it when it occurs.
This issue brief explains why the current Title IX standards for harassment claims
are unsound and explores promising federal and state law solutions that could both
restore the right of recovery for students who experience harassment in school and
provide meaningful incentives for school districts to promote safe school environments.
The Supreme Court majority in Gebser placed any additional relief for students under
federal law squarely on the shoulders of Congress, calling on it to specifically outline the
parameters for a Title IX sexual harassment claim. By enacting the Civil Rights Act of
2008, Congress can and should remove the unfair burdens imposed by the Court and
reiterate its commitment to protecting students from sex discrimination by making clear
that in Gebser and Davis the Court added hurdles that Congress never intended for Title
IX plaintiffs to have to meet. In addition to a federal legislative fix, moreover, a recent,
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groundbreaking case illustrates the prospects for applying state antidiscrimination laws to
improve student protections against harassment. In L.W. v. Toms River Regional School
Board of Education,12 the New Jersey Supreme Court explicitly rejected the rigid Title IX
liability standards and emphasized that, under New Jersey law, students are entitled to
protection from discrimination and harassment in the classroom to the same extent that
adults are protected in the workplace. Advocates and policymakers in other states should
take the lead offered by the New Jersey Supreme Court and seek similar interpretations of
their state laws.
I.

Sexual Harassment in Education Programs

Sexual harassment in schools includes any unwelcome or unwanted behavior
based on sex that interferes with a student’s ability to learn, study, achieve, work or
participate in school activities, benefits, services or opportunities.13 It can take many
forms, including verbal or written (including on-line) insults, epithets, or inappropriate
jokes; physical or verbal intimidation; offensive touching; pressure for sexual activity;
and rape.14 Although often overlapping, sexual harassment in schools may result in quidpro-quo conditions (i.e., a reward for sexual favors or a punishment for declining them)
or a hostile environment.15
Both male and female students have reported that they have experienced sexual
harassment, and both male and female students can be perpetrators of harassment. In
fact, at the secondary level, 79 percent of male students and 83 percent of female students
report experiencing harassment in school, while more than half of male students and
approximately half of female students admit that they have harassed someone.16
Moreover, male and female students at the college level are equally likely to be harassed,
with 61 percent of male students and 62 percent of female students reporting that they
have been subject to it.17
School employees also both experience and commit sexual harassment. Although
students are more commonly harassed by peers, 41 percent of girls and 36 percent of
boys report harassment by school employees.18 Regardless of the source of the
harassment, students report emotional and behavioral consequences. Girls, in particular,
report feeling self-conscious, embarrassed, afraid, and less confident. Further, students
report that they stop participating in class, “find it hard to study,” avoid “particular places
in the school or on the school grounds.”19 Indeed, students report that they routinely
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avoid the harassers – and the environment in which the harassment occurs – which in
some cases can mean avoiding particular courses or leaving school altogether.20
Despite its widespread occurrence, schools have failed to take the steps necessary
to fully address and prevent sexual harassment in schools. Although schools must
maintain and distribute policies prohibiting sex discrimination and harassment, along
with effective grievance procedures, many schools have failed to develop and promote
effective policies.21 Furthermore, schools have few incentives to invest resources in
developing adequate policies or remedying hostile school climates. Indeed, as I explain
further below, the decisions in Gebser and Davis created incentives that undermine Title
IX’s goals of protecting students for discriminatory practices by allowing schools to
“insulate themselves from knowledge about [harassment].”22
II.

Pre-Gebser/Davis Standards of Liability

Although Title IX does not expressly mention the term “sexual harassment,” the
Supreme Court in Franklin v. Gwinnett County Public Schools23 recognized that sexual
harassment is a form of sex discrimination that is prohibited by Title IX in the
educational setting – just as it is barred by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 196424 in
the workplace. In a unanimous holding that “all appropriate remedies,” including
monetary damages, were available for violations of Title IX and that the statute’s
mandate to end sex discrimination in education necessarily encompassed the eradication
of sexual harassment, the Court in Franklin observed that “Congress surely did not intend
for federal moneys to be expended to support the intentional actions it sought by statute
to proscribe.”25 Citing Meritor v. Savings Bank, FSB v. Vinson26 – the case that initially
established employer liability for sexual harassment in the workplace under Title VII –
the Court compared the obligation to provide students with an educational environment
free of harassment with similar employer duties under Title VII:
Unquestionably, Title IX placed on the [school district] the
duty not to discriminate on the basis of sex, and “when a
supervisor sexually harasses a subordinate because of the
subordinate’s sex, that supervisor ‘discriminate[s]’ on the
basis of sex.” We believe the same rule should apply when
a teacher sexually harasses and abuses a student.27
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Taking the Court’s lead in its reliance on Title VII, lower courts applied agency
principles of liability, a common law standard used in the employment context, to Title
IX sexual harassment cases. Indeed, some judges argued that Title IX should set stricter
standards than Title VII.28 Thus, some courts determined that school districts could be
liable any time a teacher (supervisor) harassed his/her students (subordinates). Other
courts applied a “constructive notice” standard, determining that school districts could be
liable if they “knew or should have known” of the harassment and failed to appropriately
remedy it.29
III.

The Hurdles Set for Title IX Sexual Harassment Plaintiffs in Gebser and Davis

The Supreme Court ended the debate among lower courts over whether, and what
form of, agency theory was appropriate for Title IX sexual harassment claims in Gebser
v. Lago Vista Independent School District.30 In that case, Alida Gebser was sexually
abused by one of her high school teachers over an extended period of time and never
reported the abuse because she was “uncertain how to react and she wanted to continue
having him as a teacher.”31 Following complaints by parents of other students about the
teacher’s sexually inappropriate comments, the principal warned but never disciplined the
teacher and also never informed the school district superintendent about the parents’
complaints.32 The abuse continued for several months, until a police officer discovered
Alida and her teacher engaged in intercourse; the teacher was then arrested and dismissed
from his teaching position.33

28

Smith v. Metropolitan Sch. Dist. Perry Twp., 128 F.3d 1014, 1047 (7th Cir. 1997) (Rovner, J.,
dissenting).
29
Compare Kracunas v. Iona College, 119 F.3d 80, 88 (2d Cir. 1997) (applying Title VII supervisoremployee agency standard) with Lipsett v. University of P.R., 864 F.2d 881, 899-900 (1st Cir. 1988)
(applying a constructive notice standard).
30
524 U.S. 274 (1998). Contrary to suggestions by some courts, Gebser and Davis are limited to the
harassment context. See Jackson v. Birmingham Bd. of Educ., 544 U.S. 167, 174-75 (2005) (describing
retaliation as a form of discrimination that is separate from deliberate indifference to sexual harassment and
finding that both violate Title IX). Moreover, even in the sexual harassment context, courts have found that
the Gebser and Davis standards are easily met in certain circumstances. For example, in Simpson v.
University of Col. Boulder, 500 F.3d 1170, 1177 (10th Cir. 2007), the court contrasted the facts of Gebser
and Davis with the conduct of the University of Colorado, holding that the notice requirements were met
automatically where the allegations were that the university “sanctioned, supported, even funded a program
(showing [football] recruits a ‘good time’) that, without proper control, would encourage young men to
engage in opprobrious acts.” It also is unclear whether Gebser and Davis would apply to the quid pro quo
context. The Supreme Court was silent on this issue and, since Gebser, there has been disagreement among
the district courts over whether Gebser applies to quid pro quo claims. Compare Liu v. Striuli (applying
Gebser to quid pro quo claims) with Dodd v. Pizzo, 2002 WL 1150727 (M.D. N.C. May 24, 2002) (holding
that Gebser does not apply to employment quid pro quo claims). The Department of Education’s Office for
Civil Rights, which has primary responsibility for enforcing and interpreting Title IX, applies a strict
liability standard to quid pro quo harassment. See generally U.S. Department of Education, Revised Sexual
Harassment Guidance: Harassment of Students by School Employees, Other Students, or Third Parties, 66
FED. REG. 5512 (Jan. 19, 2001).
31
Gebser, 524 U.S. at 278.
32
Id.
33
Id.

5

In a 5-4 decision, the Court rejected arguments made by Gebser and the United
States as amicus that damages should follow automatically when a teacher has harassed a
student and the “teacher’s authority over the student facilitates the harassment.”34 It
likewise rejected the argument that a school district could be liable for harassment when
it “knew or ‘should have known’ about harassment and failed to uncover and eliminate
it.”35 Listing several reasons, the majority claimed that using the Title VII agency model
would “frustrate the purpose” of Title IX.36 For example, the Court emphasized that a
judicially implied standard for Title IX liability should be more constrained than under
Title VII, which expressly outlines the cause of action and forms of relief.37 The Court
also focused on the “contractual nature” of Title IX, which conditions federal funds on a
“promise . . . not to discriminate.”38 Because Title IX was enacted pursuant to Congress’
Spending Clause authority, the Court expressed concern that an agency theory of liability
could hold a recipient of federal funds liable even where it was unaware that
discrimination had occurred.39 By contrast, the Court emphasized that Title VII is an
“outright prohibition” and applies “without regard to federal funding.”40 Finally, the
Court noted that the Title IX administrative enforcement scheme did not indicate that an
agency theory of liability was an appropriate standard.41
Rejecting the Title VII comparison it had embraced in Franklin, the Court
developed a new standard that it determined was consistent with the structure of Title IX
and its regulatory scheme. As applied by lower courts, that standard has erected a series
of hurdles that have grossly undermined Title IX’s protections.42 I will address each
portion of the standard in turn.
1.
The first hurdle established in Gebser and followed in Davis is a
requirement that, to recover damages for sexual harassment, a plaintiff must show that
the school has received “actual notice” of the harassment. The Court made clear that the
knowledge of the teacher/harasser does not constitute “actual notice”; instead, an
“appropriate official”43 of the school must receive notice. Thus, in Gebser, the Court
disregarded the teacher’s obvious knowledge that he had abused a student and determined
that the school district did not receive notice of the harassment sufficient to trigger
liability under Title IX.
34
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Since Gebser, courts around the country have relied on the actual notice
requirement to dismiss claims of egregious sexual harassment and in some cases promote
an even more rigid standard. Baynard v. Malone44 provides a particularly troubling
example. There, a school principal was warned by a former student that a teacher had a
history of sexual abuse and observed that the teacher had “excessive physical contact
with one of his students.” The abuse of that student continued for several months before
the principal took any action other than warning the teacher not to engage in excessive
physical contact with his students. Nonetheless, the Fourth Circuit concluded that the
school district could not be liable under Title IX because the evidence showed only that
[the principal] “should have been aware of the potential for . . . abuse,” not that he was
“in fact” aware of abuse.45 So construed, not only does the actual notice requirement
remove incentives for school districts to promote effective harassment prevention
policies; but it also affirmatively creates perverse incentives for school districts to
insulate themselves from knowledge of the harassment that occurs in schools.
2.
Title IX harassment plaintiffs must also demonstrate that the required
notice was given to an “appropriate person” with authority to “take corrective action.”
The Court in Gebser did not provide examples of such persons, but some courts have
made this “appropriate official” requirement extremely burdensome. For example, some
courts have found that counselors and teachers are not appropriate officials who may take
action.46 Moreover, the Fourth Circuit has determined that notice to a school principal
was not enough to hold a school district liable, even where the principal supervised
teachers and other staff, evaluated employees, and could recommend disciplinary
action.47 Indeed, one district court in the Fourth Circuit determined that even a school
superintendent was not an appropriate official.48
3.
Beyond the onerous notice requirements, the Court further restricted
recovery for damages in a Title IX harassment claim by determining that the school
district response must amount to “deliberate indifference to discrimination.”49 Although
the Court did not provide examples of deliberate indifference in Gebser, it addressed the
issue again the following year in Davis v. Monroe County Board of Educ., a case
44
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involving the sexual harassment of a student by another student. In Davis, fifth-grader
LaShonda Davis and her mother repeatedly complained to her teachers and the school
principal about a classmate who bombarded her with vulgar comments such as “I want to
feel your boobs” and “I want to get in bed with you”; the student engaged in physical
contact as well, once sexually rubbing against her.50 Despite the complaints, school
officials never disciplined the boy for his conduct. Moreover, it took over three months
of complaints before LaShonda was even permitted to change her seat so that she was not
directly next to him; even then, the two students remained in the same classroom.
Finally, during the period of harassment, none of the school’s personnel had been
instructed on how to respond to sexual harassment. Applying the “deliberate
indifference” standard, the Court held that school districts may be considered deliberately
indifferent “where the recipient’s response to the harassment or lack thereof is clearly
unreasonable in light of the known circumstances[.]”51 Fortunately for LaShonda Davis,
the Court found that the district was indeed clearly unreasonable in failing to address her
situation.
Since Gebser and Davis, however, other plaintiffs have fared less well as lower
courts have grappled with the type of school response that amounts to deliberate
indifference, and, in many cases, have systematically removed incentives for schools to
make concerted efforts to end harassment. For example, the Fifth Circuit has repeatedly
emphasized that a school board is not “clearly unreasonable” even when its actions to
stop harassment have been “proven ineffective.”52 And the First Circuit found that a
university was not “clearly unreasonable” when it recommended that a visiting professor
who had sexually assaulted a student continue on the faculty for an additional year
despite the fact that he had made “mistakes.”53
The results have been no better in peer harassment cases. In Porto v.
Tewksbury,54 for example, the court vacated a $200,000 jury verdict, holding that there
was no deliberate indifference as a matter of law. Although the school was notified on
multiple occasions of the peer harassment and sexual abuse, it did nothing more than
temporarily separate the students.55 In finding for the town, the court emphasized that the
test for Title IX is “not one of effectiveness by hindsight.”56 Rost v. Steamboat Springs
Re-2 Sch. Dist.57 provides a similarly disturbing example. There, the Tenth Circuit found
that the school district was not deliberately indifferent when it failed to discipline four
male students who had harassed and assaulted a female student with learning disabilities.
A police report confirmed that the student had been coerced into performing oral sex. In
addition, the boys verbally harassed and threatened to start sexual rumors about the
student and to distribute naked pictures of her. Nonetheless, citing Davis the court
emphasized that the standard for schools is not to “remedy” peer harassment and that it
50
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should not second-guess disciplinary decisions (or in this case, the lack of) taken by the
school.58
4.
The Court provided a final obstacle for Title IX harassment plaintiffs in
Davis. In addition to reaffirming the rigorous Gebser standard, the Court added that
actionable harassment amongst peers must be “so severe, pervasive, and objectively
offensive that it can be said to deprive the victims of access to the educational
opportunities or benefits provided by the school.”59 The language used by the Court also
contrasts with Title VII, under which plaintiffs must demonstrate only that peer
harassment in the workplace is severe or pervasive.60
Following Davis, some courts have made the burden for plaintiffs in Title IX peer
sexual harassment cases nearly insurmountable. For example, in Ross v. Corporation of
Mercer Univ., the court concluded that a “single incident [of rape], however traumatic to
its victim, is not likely to be pervasive, or to have a systemic effect on educational
activities.”61 Further, in Hawkins v. Sarasota County Sch. Bd.,62 the court determined
that persistent harassment by an eight year old, including sexually explicit and vulgar
language and offensive touching, did not deprive students of their educational
opportunities, despite the fact that targeted students feigned illness to avoid attending
school.
The deliberate indifference standard in peer harassment cases is particularly
striking when compared to the standard under Title VII. Of course perfection is not
required, but employers that pursue an unreasonable course of action, particularly one
that results in continued harassment, can be liable for damages in suits brought by their
employees.63 Not so under Title IX – courts have held that school districts can take what
are clearly inadequate steps, such as maintaining the harasser in the same classroom or
employing ineffective discipline policies, without meeting the Court’s “clearly
unreasonable” test.64
The combined Gebser and Davis standards have sorely undermined the remedies
available for student victims of harassment and have eliminated incentives for school
districts to take steps to address and prevent harassment in schools. I will discuss next
58
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alternatives to these rigid standards that could provide students with a broader range of
legal protections and that are more consistent with the purposes of Title IX both to avoid
supporting discriminatory practices with federal funds and to ensure effective protection
from such practices.
IV.

Federal Reform: The Civil Rights Act of 2008

The Supreme Court made clear in Gebser that it was not open to revisiting its
actual notice and deliberate indifference standards absent further guidance from Congress
“directly on the subject” of damages liability for sexual harassment claims under Title
IX.65 Congress initiated a response this month with the introduction of an omnibus civil
rights bill intended to remedy the recent rollback of a number of civil rights protections,
including the Court’s decisions in Gebser and Davis.66 Among other things, the Civil
Rights Act of 2008, introduced by Senator Edward M. Kennedy and Representative John
Lewis and others, on January 24, 2008 (S. 2554 and H.R. 5129), would amend Title IX
(as well as Title VI of 1964 Civil Rights Act, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, and
Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act)67 to provide the same protection from
harassment for students that employees receive under Title VII.
The Act would make full legal relief – including damages, costs, and fees –
available where harassment occurs in an educational setting and the requisite standards
are met. First, if an employee or an agent of an educational institution that receives
federal funds engages in unlawful harassment that results in a tangible adverse action,
such as a lowered grade or expulsion from school, the educational institution would be
automatically liable. In addition, educational institutions would face liability and
damages (as well as costs and fees) for the harassing conduct of their agents and
employees that did not result in a tangible adverse action unless the institutions could
show that they “exercised reasonable care to prevent and correct promptly any
harassment,” and demonstrate that the harassed individual unreasonably “failed to take
advantage of preventive or corrective opportunities.” Finally, educational institutions
could be held liable for the harassment by persons who are not agents and employees if
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they “knew or should have known” of the harassment and failed to exercise “reasonable
care to prevent and promptly correct the harassment.”
To demonstrate that it “exercised reasonable care to prevent and correct promptly
any harassment,” an educational institution would be required to prove that it had:
(1) established, adequately publicized, and enforced an effective,
comprehensive harassment prevention policy and complaint
procedure that is likely to provide redress and avoid harm without
exposing the person subjected to the harassment to undue risk,
effort, or expense;
(2) undertaken prompt, thorough, and impartial investigations
pursuant to its complaint procedure; and
(3) taken immediate and appropriate corrective action designed to
stop harassment that has occurred, correct its effects on the
aggrieved person, and ensure that the harassment does not recur.
By adopting this framework, the Civil Rights Act of 2008 would provide
meaningful incentives for schools to take steps to prevent sexual harassment and address
it when it occurs. Congress should act without further delay to address the inequities
created by the Gebser and Davis decisions and enact this critical legislation.
V.

State Level Reform: L.W. v. Toms River Regional School Board of Education

In addition to advising Congress to “speak directly on the subject,” the Court in
Gebser specifically noted that its “decision does not affect any right of recovery that an
individual may have against a school district as a matter of state law . . . .”68 Many
schools are subject to state laws and regulations that expressly bar discrimination on the
basis of sex in education programs and provide for relief in addition to Title IX. Some
states bar discrimination in all places of public accommodation; other states have broad
human rights or civil rights laws that expressly prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex
in educational programs. For example, the Florida Education Equity Act specifically
prohibits sex discrimination in education, while the New Jersey Law Against
Discrimination bars discrimination in all places of public accommodation, including
schools.69 Furthermore, many states added Equal Rights Amendments to their state
constitutions in the 1970s and 1980s to expand the protection against sex discrimination
beyond that in the federal constitution.70
Although states frequently look to federal law for guidance in interpreting their
own laws, many state statutes provide broad protection against sex discrimination that
extends beyond the mandates of Title IX. Moreover, even in those states that do not
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expressly provide broader protection than Title IX, the interpretation and application of
state civil rights statutes need not be hampered by the barriers the Supreme Court applied
in Gebser and Davis. Indeed, there often are critical differences between Title IX and
state anti-discrimination laws that suggest that states could provide fuller protections for
students against harassment in schools, while serving as a catalyst for reform at the
federal level. The recent New Jersey Supreme Court decision, L.W. v. Toms River
Regional School Board of Education,71 illustrates this point.
The Toms River decision arose from the following facts. Beginning in the fourth
grade, L.W. was harassed by his classmates, who regularly used epithets such as “gay,”
“homo” and “fag’ toward him at school.72 The harassment continued and intensified
through middle school and into high school and at times was so severe that L.W. refused
to attend school.73 Most of the abuse was verbal, but L.W. also was physically assaulted
twice.74 Although the schools disciplined the individual harassers, school officials failed
to address the broader anti-homosexual environment.75 The harassment continued for
years until L.W. transferred to another school.76
L.W.’s mother filed a complaint with the New Jersey Division on Civil Rights on
behalf of her son and herself under the New Jersey Law Against Discrimination (LAD).
The LAD is a broad civil rights statute that “ensures that the civil rights guaranteed by the
State Constitution are extended to all its citizens.”77 Its language states that “All persons
shall have the opportunity to . . . obtain all the accommodations, advantages, facilities,
and privileges of any place of public accommodation . . . without discrimination” based
on, among many other categories, sex and affectional or sexual orientation.78 The Act
covers all places of public accommodation, including primary and secondary schools,
high schools and any other educational institutions supervised by the New Jersey State
Board of Education.79 It also expressly includes a private right of action for damages.80
Despite the LAD’s broad language, the administrative law judge who first
reviewed the plaintiff’s complaint applied the narrow Title IX standards to L.W.’s claim
and found that the school district was not deliberately indifferent to the harassment
because it had disciplined the individual harassers.81 On appeal, however, the New
Jersey Supreme Court rejected the Davis and Gebser models and emphasized that the
LAD was not subject to any of Title IX’s limitations. Rather, in interpreting the LAD,
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the court emphasized that courts should apply the same standards to workplace
discrimination and discrimination in public schools and that any other conclusion would
conflict with the state’s strong commitment against discrimination and its public policy of
protecting students.82
In distinguishing Title IX and the LAD, the New Jersey Supreme Court first
emphasized that it had already recognized that an employer may be held liable to its
employees under the LAD for a hostile work environment if the employer knew or should
have known of the harassment and failed to take effective measures to stop it.83 Thus, the
court reasoned, applying two separate standards for the same antidiscrimination statute –
one for students and one for employees – would be both inconsistent and unfair. As the
court put it, “[s]tudents in the classroom are entitled to no less protection from unlawful
discrimination and harassment than their adult counterparts in the workplace.”84
Second, the court pointed to three substantial differences between the structure
and language of Title IX and that of the LAD: the LAD protects a number of
characteristics in addition to sex; the LAD is not a spending statute – it applies
universally to places of public accommodation, including schools, regardless of whether
they receive state or local funds; and finally, unlike Title IX’s implied right of action, the
LAD expressly empowers aggrieved persons to file private causes of action seeking legal
and equitable remedies.85
Applying this more flexible standard, the New Jersey Supreme Court held that “as
a matter of state law it would be unfair to apply a more onerous burden on aggrieved
students than on aggrieved employees.”86 The court recognized that, “to avoid liability”
a school district need not “purge its schools” of harassment87 – indeed, that no school can
prevent all instances of peer harassment. But schools must “implement effective
preventive and remedial measures to curb severe or pervasive discriminatory
mistreatment.”88 The decision in Toms River thus strikes the right balance, providing
necessary incentives for school districts to address harassment, including a broader
hostile environment, and take preventative measures to protect students from invidious
discrimination in schools.
Although the Toms River decision applies to schools only in the state of New
Jersey, similarly broad protections can be construed in other states where there are laws
with a structure and history comparable to that of the LAD. For example, although the
Rhode Island Supreme Court has not yet considered the appropriate standard for a sexual
harassment case, students in Rhode Island may be entitled to a standard more flexible
than under Title IX in the Rhode Island Civil Rights Act of 1990 (RICRA).89 The
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RICRA, like the LAD, is a broad civil rights statute that is significantly different in scope
than Title IX. Like the LAD, it prohibits discrimination based on a number of
characteristics and is not restricted to recipients of local or state funds. It also expressly
guarantees a private right of action for damages, costs and fees.
The Maine Human Rights Act90 and the Minnesota Human Rights Act,91 among
other state laws, may similarly be appropriate candidates for a less onerous standard for
sexual harassment claims in schools. Like the LAD, these statutes prohibit discrimination
in educational institutions as well as the workplace, prohibit forms of education
discrimination in a broad number of categories, and apply to educational institutions
regardless of whether they receive state or local funds – indeed, both statutes cover all
public and private schools at the elementary, secondary and post-secondary levels.
Finally, unlike Title IX, they explicitly provide for a private right of action.
*

*

*

By adopting the rigid Gebser and Davis standards, the U.S Supreme Court
ensured that Title IX harassment claims would receive short shrift from courts around the
country and, as a result, that school districts would be slow to adopt effective strategies
for ending harassment. A more flexible standard could prompt school districts to develop
effective practices that limit harassment and address the culture that leads to it – an
outcome that is surely consonant with, and indeed required by the principles of, any
broad antidiscrimination law. The Civil Rights Act of 2008 provides a vehicle for
Congress to restore this balance.
Moreover, it is critical that victims of harassment (and their parents) take
advantage of their broad state antidiscrimination laws in addition to Title IX. Most state
courts have yet to examine the appropriate standard that should apply to student
harassment claims in educational institutions, but as the law develops there is no reason
for state courts to import the Supreme Court’s application of more onerous standards for
remedying harassment in the education than in the employment context. To the contrary,
state courts should take into consideration that schools, particularly at the K-12 level,
have broad duties to their students and substantial control over student conduct. Indeed,
just last term the Supreme Court reiterated that schools have tremendous control over the
conduct of their students.92 State officials may also proactively issue interpretations of
state law that follow the Toms River and Civil Rights Act of 2008 models.
With over 80 percent of secondary students and 60 percent of college students
reporting that they have been subjected to harassment in school, the issue demands
prompt attention. The Supreme Court has left the next steps up to Congress and the
states, and it is time to begin the restoration process.

90

ME. REV. STAT. ANN. 5 §§ 4551 et seq.
MINN. STAT. § 363.01 et seq.
92
Morse v. Frederick, ___ U.S. ___, 127 S. Ct. 2618 (2007).
91

14

