
                                               

  

 
 
 
October 16, 2026 
 
VIA EMAIL 
 
Office for Civil Rights 
U.S. Department of Education 
400 Maryland Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC 20202-1100 
Email: OCR@ed.gov 
 
Office for Civil Rights, Denver Office 
U.S. Department of Education 
1244 Speer Blvd., Suite 310 
Denver, CO 80204-3582 
Email: OCR.Denver@ed.gov 
 
Re: Title VI Civil Rights Violations at Paradise Valley Unified School District, Scottsdale, AZ 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 The Anti-Defamation League (“ADL”) and Reed Smith LLP (“Reed Smith”) submit this 
Complaint to the U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (“OCR”) on behalf of a Jewish 
student (“Student A”) and her family concerning antisemitic harassment occurring at the Desert 
Shadows Middle School (“Desert Shadows” or the “School”), a public school operated by the Paradise 
Valley Unified School District (“PVUSD” or the “District”) in Scottsdale, Arizona.1 PVUSD receives 
federal financial assistance and is subject to Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C. § 2000d 
et seq. (“Title VI”). 

Between approximately April 20 and May 21, 2026, Student A, a fourteen-year-old Jewish 
student who visibly identifies as Jewish by wearing a Magen David (Star of David) necklace, was 
subjected to a relentless and escalating campaign of antisemitic harassment by multiple students at 
Desert Shadows. The harassment Student A endured is grotesque and shocks the conscience.  

Student A was called a “dirty filthy Jew” and an “ugly Jew.”  

A classmate threatened to “steal her pennies,” invoking an antisemitic trope. 

She was told that her parents should send her to a concentration camp to be “gassed.”  

She was subjected to a Heil Hitler salute accompanied by shouts of “Jew, Jew, Jew.”  

 
1 To protect the privacy and safety of the student and her family, this Complaint refers to the student as “Student A” and her 
parents as “Student A’s father” and “Student A’s mother” (collectively, “Complainants”). Complainants’ identities, names, 
and contact information are available to OCR personnel upon request, and Complainants remain ready to make themselves 
available for interviews and the potential mediation process. 
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She received a retaliatory threat of physical violence.  

And ultimately, Student A was physically assaulted by a student who threw her into a cabinet, 
causing bruises and prompting evaluation for a concussion.  

These incidents were not isolated. They were severe, persistent, and pervasive, and they occurred 
during school hours on school property. And this harassment involved at least five perpetrators. 
Critically, the facts of this case demonstrate that antisemitism, like other forms of hate, operates as a 
social contagion. It spreads when institutions fail to contain it. And every aspect of the District’s 
response (its dismissiveness, its delay, its victim-blaming) created the conditions for that contagion to 
spread. 

Despite repeated complaints from Student A’s parents, the District’s response was utterly 
inadequate. It was characterized throughout by dismissiveness, delay, and ineffective half-baked 
solutions to ostensibly protect Student A’s safety and well-being. In reality, the District’s response was 
de minimis and inconsistent. Upon information and belief, only two of the five perpetrators received 
suspensions and the student who performed a Heil Hitler salute was not suspended at all. The School 
cited his Individualized Education Program (“IEP”), as though a disability accommodation absolved the 
District from protecting a Jewish student from antisemitic harassment. The District invoked IEP 
protections across multiple perpetrators as a blanket justification for inaction, rather than implementing 
alternative protective measures. The student who directed a retaliatory physical threat to Student A 
received no known discipline at all. And the student who physically assaulted Student A on the last day 
of school was apparently saved by the bell. Because it was the last day, the School opted to do nothing. 
There was no discipline whatsoever, and upon information and belief, the School never filed an incident 
report. 

When Student A’s classroom teacher was told about the slurs, he dismissed them as not being his 
“problem.” When Student A asked the School to call her parents after being told she should be “gassed,” 
the School refused because staff were “too busy.” Assistant Principal Bell attempted to minimize the 
Heil Hitler salute by suggesting the perpetrator “probably had a crush on” Student A. The School would 
later offer the same explanation for a physical assault by a different student. The assistant principal was 
observed rolling her eyes during communications with Student A’s parents, muting the phone, and 
saying, “I don’t know what to do with them.” Principal Leah Knaeble excused one perpetrator, claiming 
he was “very religious” and “just defending himself.” Each of these failures sent the same message to 
Student A and to the student body: targeting a Jewish classmate carries no real consequence. The 
District’s “protective” measures placed the burden entirely on Student A. She was moved to a new 
classroom where one of her harassers was already assigned, given a personal escort that broadcast her 
victim status to the entire school while her harassers walked freely and ultimately confined to the 
principal’s office while she fell behind in her classes. By the end of the school year, Student A had 
accumulated more than 45 missing assignments and her grades dropped significantly. This was the 
direct and foreseeable result of the District’s decision to isolate the victim rather than the perpetrators. 

Student A’s experience is not an isolated case. In addition to Student A, other Jewish students at 
Desert Shadows have also been targeted: a swastika was placed in a Jewish student’s backpack; 
proselytizing notes were left in Jewish students’ backpacks; a Jewish student was attacked near the end 
of the school year. These incidents demonstrate that antisemitism at Desert Shadows was not confined to 
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a single incident or a single perpetrator. It has metastasized throughout the school community. The 
District’s systemic failures—its minimization of each incident, and its treatment of Student A’s family 
as a nuisance—created the environment in which it could spread. 

 ADL2 and Reed Smith3 respectfully request that OCR investigate the District for violations of 
Title VI and its implementing regulations based on the hostile environment created by pervasive 
antisemitic harassment targeting Jewish students on the basis of their shared Jewish ancestry and 
ethnicity. We further request that OCR pursue mediation pursuant to Section 201(a) of OCR’s Case 
Processing Manual, to be followed by a full investigation if mediation is not successful. 

II. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Between April 20 and May 21, 2026, Student A—a fourteen-year-old Jewish student at Desert 
Shadows Middle School—was subjected to a consistent campaign of antisemitic harassment culminating 
in a physical assault. At least five students participated, and the harassment escalated in severity over 
approximately one month. 

Both the School and the District had actual notice and failed to act effectively. Student A’s father 
sent multiple emails to School and District officials beginning on April 20, 2026. District Director of 
Student Services, Dr. Christopher Asmussen, attended a security meeting at the School on April 23, 
2026. Despite this notice at the highest levels, the District delayed and dismissed the allegations, rather 
than take the situation seriously. The unfortunate result was that the harassment of Student A (and 
others) did not stop.   

The impact on Student A was severe. The District’s “protective” measures placed the burden 
entirely on her, culminating in her confinement to the principal’s office for an extended period and the 
loss of access to the direct instruction . By the end of the school year, she had 
accumulated more than 45 missing assignments and her grades dropped significantly. The resulting 
academic impact remains ongoing at her new school. 

The harassment directed at Student A constitutes a hostile environment in violation of Title VI. 
The conduct was severe (Holocaust references, Nazi salutes, physical assault), persistent (at least five 
incidents over one month), and pervasive (multiple harassers from the same peer group, multiple 
locations on campus). The District had actual notice and failed to take prompt and effective steps 
reasonably calculated to end the harassment. Indeed, its response was unreasonable in light of the 
incidents, placed the burden of the harassment onto the student already being targeted, and failed to 
focus its response on those engaged in the antisemitic harassment in the first place. We respectfully 

 
2 ADL is a leading anti-hate organization committed to stopping the defamation of the Jewish people and securing justice and 
fair treatment to all. Since 1913, ADL has been at the forefront of the fight against antisemitism and all forms of hate. 
3 Reed Smith LLP is an international law firm with attorneys throughout the United States, Europe, Asia, and the Middle 
East. 
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request that OCR investigate and pursue mediation, followed by a full investigation if mediation is not 
successful. 

III. STATEMENT OF FACTS 

A. Student A and Her Family 

 Student A is a fourteen-year-old Jewish student who attended Desert Shadows Middle School, a 
public school operated by PVUSD in Scottsdale, Arizona, from August 2024 to May 2026. Student A 
does not hide her Jewish identity and typically wears a Magen David (Star of David) necklace. Student 
A’s parents reside in Scottsdale, Arizona.  

B. Antisemitic Incidents at Desert Shadows Middle School 

The antisemitic incidents detailed below did not emerge in a vacuum. Their origins can be traced 
to Fall 2025, in Student A’s seventh-period Resource and Study Skills class—a study hall where she, as 
the only Jewish student, found herself repeatedly challenged about her faith by classmates who would 
later direct antisemitic slurs at her. Students told Student A that she “didn’t believe in God” because she 
was Jewish rather than Christian.  

Upon information and belief, Desert Shadows draws from a predominantly Christian community, 
with many students attending a neighborhood church. It is not inherently problematic for students 
unfamiliar with Judaism to have questions about Jewish beliefs and practices. But that unfamiliarity 
places a responsibility on the School to treat the subject with care (particularly when, as here, the School 
was simultaneously conducting Holocaust education). In Student A’s study hall, these conversations—in 
which classmates challenged Student A’s faith or told her she “didn’t believe in God” because she was 
Jewish rather than Christian—occurred approximately twice a month. Christianity was treated as the 
default, and Student A, as the only Jewish student in the class, was regularly expected to explain and 
defend her faith. 

1. Fall 2025: The Environment at Desert Shadows 

In the class period immediately preceding study hall, Student A’s history class conducted a unit 
on the Holocaust. Teaching the Holocaust to middle schoolers, particularly in a predominantly Christian 
community, demands sensitivity, gravity, and vigilance. The subject matter—the systematic murder of 
six million Jews—is not merely historical; it remains a source of profound trauma for Jewish families 
and a flashpoint for contemporary antisemitism. Schools undertaking this education must navigate a 
complex reality as students who are not properly guided may minimize the genocide, treat it as ancient 
history, or seize upon Holocaust imagery as a weapon against their Jewish classmates. That is precisely 
what happened here. 

During the Holocaust unit, students began minimizing the Holocaust, treating it as though it were 
a trivial matter. Student A attempted to explain the significance of the genocide to her classmates, 
stepping into a role that should have belonged to her teachers. She should not have had to do this. 
Instead, Student A’s teacher sat idly by while her classmates pestered her about her religious 
background and ostracized her. The School took no action to correct or discipline the students who 
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 Upon information and belief, Perpetrator #2 admitted to making the statements in question. 
Perpetrator #1 initially denied his involvement but, upon information and belief, subsequently sent text 
messages to friends stating that he believed he was in trouble “for saying things about Jews”—thereby 
confirming his participation. The School’s reliance on a perpetrator’s denial, even in the face of 
contemporaneous admissions to peers, reflects the pattern of crediting harassers over victims. 

3. April 21, 2026: Heil Hitler Salute 

The following day, on or about April 21, 2026, a student (“Perpetrator #3”) performed a Heil 
Hitler salute4 in the hallway between classes and shouted “Jew, Jew, Jew” at Student A. Upon 
information and belief, Perpetrator #1 directed Perpetrator #3 to perform this salute. See Ex. A (email 
dated Apr. 21, 2026 at 10:33pm). When Student A reported this incident, administrators responded with 
visible irritation: sighing, exchanging looks, and treating her complaint as an annoyance rather than an 
escalation of antisemitic abuse. 

Perpetrator #3 was a friend of Perpetrator #1 and, upon information and belief, was aware of the 
April 20 incident and its aftermath when he continued the antisemitic harassment of Student A. This 
detail is critical: Perpetrator #3 did not act in isolation. He sought out Student A to ask about it, and then 
performed the Nazi salute as they passed in the hallway. Perpetrator #3 targeted Student A because she 
was Jewish, believing that such conduct was socially acceptable in his peer group. That harassment was 
compounded by the dismissiveness displayed by several School teachers and administrators, who 
appeared more bothered by Student A’s complaints than by the harassing, antisemitic behavior of the 
perpetrators. 

4. April 22, 2026: Retaliatory Threat of Physical Violence 

 On or about April 22, 2026, a student identified as Perpetrator #4, who was friends with 
Perpetrator #1, confronted Student A while passing her in the hallway on the way to lunch while she was 
entirely by herself. He told her that she had “messed up” and “should not have snitched,” threatening her 
for reporting what had occurred. Upon information and belief, Perpetrator #1 had been suspended for 
approximately three days following the April 20 incident. See Ex. A (email dated Apr. 22, 2026 at 
4:54pm). 

 He also told her she would “regret what she did for snitching” and would “have to watch out.” 
As a result of this direct physical threat, Student A missed lunch, spent the rest of the day in the School’s 
office, and missed her sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-period classes. Student A’s father filed the first police 
report with the Phoenix Police Department following this incident. 

5. May 13–14, 2026: Continued Antisemitic Harassment 

 On or about May 13, 2026, another student—a friend of Perpetrator #3—directed the chant 
“Jew! Jew! Jew!” at Student A in  class. This was the same conduct Perpetrator #3 

 
4 The Heil Hitler salute is among the most universally recognized symbols of antisemitic hatred and violence, evoking the 
Nazi regime’s systematic extermination of the Jewish people. See Anti-Defamation League, Hitler Salute (Hand Sign), ADL 
Hate on Display, https://www.adl.org/resources/hate-symbol/hitler-salute-hand-sign. 
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was “just defending himself” and “didn’t know what else to say.” Assistant Principal Bell said she had a 
“hard time believing he would do this because he’s so religious.” Assistant Principal Bell attempted to 
justify and excuse Perpetrator #5’s antisemitism.  

6. May 21, 2026: Physical Assault on the Last Day of School 

On or about May 21, 2026, the last day of school, Perpetrator #5 was removed from seventh 
period and called to the principal’s office. Student A’s father sent follow-up correspondence pressing the 
School to address the “ugly Jew” statement from the previous week. Perpetrator #5 returned to eighth 
period visibly angry. During yearbook signing, Student A accidentally bumped into him. In response, 
Perpetrator #5 turned around, grabbed Student A by her chest and back, and shoved her across a desk 
into a cabinet, causing bruises on her hips and side and a possible concussion. 

Moments after being physically attacked, Student A confronted Perpetrator #5 and told him that 
he could never put his hands on a girl like that. A teacher heard Student A’s raised voice and took her, 
but not Perpetrator #5, to Principal Knaeble. Principal Knaeble’s response was that the School 
“c[ouldn’t] really do anything” because it was the last day of school, signaling to a student who was just 
assaulted that there would be no consequences for the offending student because of timing. 

The nurse assessed Student A for a concussion; the assessment was negative, but Student A 
developed visible bruises on her hip. An aide walked her out, and the nurse called her parents. The 
following day, police came to the family’s home, took Student A’s statement, and photographed the 
bruises. 

The School, however, did not file an incident report documenting this assault. Student A’s father 
filed a second police report with the Phoenix Police Department on May 22, 2026.6 

C. Broader Pattern of Antisemitism at Desert Shadows  

 Student A’s experience at Desert Shadows was not isolated. During the same period, additional 
incidents of antisemitism occurred: 

• A swastika was placed in the backpack of another Jewish student. 

• Students left “Jesus loves you” notes in the backpacks of Jewish students. 

• Perpetrator #2 posted antisemitic content online; upon information and belief, the School 
was aware of this content. 

 
6 While the Phoenix Police Department commenced an investigation into this assault, the investigation was not completed. 
Rather than fully investigating, identifying, and interviewing the male student who physically assaulted Student A, the police 
prematurely closed the file. Student A’s family has been urging the Phoenix Police Department to reopen the case and 
complete its investigation. Complainants have obtained a copy of this police report and will make it available to OCR upon 
request. 
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• Upon information and belief, another Jewish student was attacked near the end of the 
school year. 

• Student A’s father is aware of additional Jewish families who experienced antisemitic 
incidents at Desert Shadows.7 

Upon information and belief, Perpetrator #3 performed the Heil Hitler salute at another Jewish 
student near the end of the school year. That student reported the conduct. Complainants are not aware 
of any disciplinary measures taken as a result of this incident. 

When Student A asked Assistant Principal Bell directly about this other supposed antisemitic 
incident—taking it upon herself to investigate what the School would not—the assistant principal 
refused to confirm it, citing privacy restrictions. This re-offense demonstrates that the District’s failure 
to effectively discipline Perpetrator #3 after the original Heil Hitler salute emboldened him, causing him 
to target another Jewish student with identical antisemitic conduct. This illustrates the broader dynamic: 
when a school fails to intervene decisively and effectively, antisemitism spreads. It becomes normalized. 
Students learn, as they did here, that targeting their Jewish classmates carries no real consequence. 

D. The District’s Notice and Knowledge of Antisemitism and Its Inadequate Response 

It is undeniable that the District had notice and knowledge of the antisemitic conduct directed at 
Student A and other students within the District since at least April 20, 2026. The District’s response, 
however, was inadequate and ineffective. More than that, the District’s response was affirmatively 
harmful. Every aspect of how the District handled these incidents—the delays, the minimization, the 
eye-rolling, the excuses, the victim-blaming, the refusal to discipline—communicated the same message 
to students: antisemitism is tolerated here. That message traveled through the peer network. Students 
saw that their classmates could invoke Holocaust rhetoric, perform Nazi salutes, and physically assault a 
Jewish girl without consequence.  

 Delayed Response to Initial Complaints. Student A’s father sent emails to the School on April 
20, April 21, and April 22, 2026. In his first email, sent at 10:55pm on April 20, 2026 (the same evening 
his daughter was told she should be sent to a concentration camp to be “gassed”), he demanded a formal 
investigation, disciplinary action, and a written prevention plan: 

 
7 Complainants are aware of other Jewish students at different schools within PVUSD who have also suffered antisemitic 
harassment based upon their Jewish identities. 
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participate because the District deprived her of that foundational learning during the final 
weeks of middle school. 

• Student A stopped wearing her Star of David necklace out of fear for her safety.

• Student A is now in counseling, in which she had not participated prior to these incidents.
PVUSD has not contacted the family since the end of the school year and has not checked
in on Student A’s well-being.10

IV. CONTEXTUAL AND LEGAL ANALYSIS

The antisemitic harassment directed at Student A was not mere schoolyard bullying. It drew
upon deeply rooted antisemitic tropes with specific historical significance: the epithet “dirty filthy Jew” 
and the threat to “steal her pennies” invoke longstanding stereotypes characterizing Jews as unclean and 
associating Jews with greed; the statement that Student A should be sent to a concentration camp to be 
“gassed” is an explicit invocation of the Holocaust; and the Heil Hitler salute is among the most 
universally recognized symbols of antisemitic hatred, evoking the Nazi regime’s systematic 
extermination of the Jewish people. See ADL, Antisemitism Uncovered: A Guide to Old Myths in a New 
Era (2022); ADL, Hate on Display: Nazi Salute. 

Taken together, these incidents reflect the full spectrum of contemporary antisemitic harassment: 
from age-old stereotypes, to direct invocations of the Holocaust and Nazi genocide, to physical violence 
motivated by antisemitic hatred. Each incident, standing alone, would constitute severe antisemitic 
harassment. Together, they created a hostile environment that no student should ever be forced to 
endure. At each stage, the School had the opportunity to de-escalate through meaningful discipline, 
separation of perpetrators, or education. It chose none of these options. 

A. Title VI Covers Antisemitic Harassment Based on Shared Jewish Ancestry and
Ethnicity

Title VI provides that “[n]o person in the United States shall, on the ground of race, color, or 
national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 
discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” 42 U.S.C. § 2000d. 
“[D]iscrimination against Jews may give rise to a Title VI violation when the discrimination is based on 
an individual’s race, color, or national origin.”11 

Executive Order 13899 directs all federal agencies to “enforce Title VI against prohibited forms 
of discrimination rooted in antisemitism as vigorously as against all other forms of discrimination 

10 Documentation can be provided should OCR request further information. 
11 See Exec. Order No. 13899, Combating Anti-Semitism, 84 Fed. Reg. 68,779 (Dec. 11, 2019) (“EO 13899”). 
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prohibited by Title VI.”12 Executive Order 14188, signed on January 29, 2025, reaffirmed EO 13899 
and declared it to be the “policy of the United States to combat anti-Semitism vigorously.”13 

“Title VI also covers discrimination that groups face on the basis of actual or perceived shared 
ancestry or ethnic characteristics” and therefore “provides protection to students from any discrete 
religious group that shares, or is perceived to share, ancestry or ethnic characteristics, such as Jews, 
Muslims or Sikhs.”14 The harassment experienced by Student A was directed at her because of her 
shared Jewish ancestry and ethnicity, and therefore falls squarely within the scope of Title VI. 

Executive Orders 13899 and 14188 direct federal agencies (including OCR) to consider the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (“IHRA”) Working Definition of Antisemitism when 
investigating complaints of antisemitic discrimination. The IHRA Definition defines antisemitism as “a 
certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews” and includes among its 
contemporary examples: “calling for, aiding, or justifying the killing or harming of Jews in the name of 
a radical ideology or an extremist view of religion”; “making mendacious, dehumanizing, demonizing, 
or stereotypical allegations about Jews as such or the power of Jews as collective”; and “accusing Jews 
as a people of being responsible for real or imagined wrongdoing committed by a single Jewish person 
or group.” Here, the harassment of Student A (and others) included direct references to Nazi genocide 
(concentration camps, gas chambers, the Heil Hitler salute), stereotypical allegations about Jewish 
people (i.e., mentions of the “pennies” trope, the “dirty filthy Jew” epithet), and dehumanizing 
characterizations of Jewish identity (“ugly Jew”). This conduct maps directly onto the IHRA 
Definition’s core examples of antisemitism and reinforces that the harassment was motivated by 
antisemitic animus targeting Student A’s shared Jewish ancestry and ethnicity. 

B. The District Permitted a Hostile Environment to Exist 

To establish a hostile environment in violation of Title VI, OCR must find: (1) a hostile 
environment based on national origin, shared ancestry or ethnicity—i.e., unwelcome conduct that is 
subjectively and objectively offensive and sufficiently severe, pervasive, or persistent so as to interfere 
with a student’s ability to participate in or benefit from educational programs; (2) the recipient of federal 
funds (here, the District) had actual or constructive notice of the hostile environment; and (3) the 
recipient failed to take prompt and effective steps reasonably calculated to end the harassment, eliminate 

 
12 Id. 
13 Exec. Order No. 14188, Additional Measures to Combat Anti-Semitism, 90 Fed. Reg. 8847 (Jan. 29, 2025). 
14See U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Dear Colleague Letter: Protecting Students from Discrimination, such as 
Harassment, Based on Race, Color, or National Origin, Including Shared Ancestry or Ethnic Characteristics (May 7, 2024); 
U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Dear Colleague Letter: Discrimination, including Harassment, Based on Shared 
Ancestry or Ethnic Characteristics (Nov. 7, 2023); U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Dear Colleague Letter: 
Addressing Discrimination Against Jewish Students (May 25, 2023); U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Fact Sheet: 
Protecting Students from Discrimination Based on Shared Ancestry or Ethnic Characteristics (Jan. 4, 2023); U.S. Dep’t of 
Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Questions and Answers on Executive Order 13899 (Combating Anti-Semitism) and OCR’s 
Enforcement of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Jan. 19, 2021); U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Know 
Your Rights: Title VI and Religion (Jan. 17, 2017); Russlyn Ali, Dear Colleague Letter: Harassment and Bullying (Oct. 26, 
2010); Kenneth L. Marcus, Dear Colleague Letter on Title VI and Title IX and Religious Discrimination (Sept. 13, 2004, 
reissued Jan. 17, 2017). 
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any hostile environment and its effects, and prevent the harassment from recurring.15 All of these 
elements are satisfied. 

Importantly, OCR’s standard applies the disjunctive “severe, persistent, or pervasive,” meaning 
any one of these factors is sufficient. Here, the District allowed severe, persistent, and pervasive 
antisemitic harassment to occur and continue, creating a hostile environment. 

1. The Harassment Was Severe, Persistent, and Pervasive 

The harassment in this case satisfies all three prongs of the OCR standard. 

It was severe. Student A was told her parents should send her to a concentration camp to be 
“gassed.” She was subjected to a Heil Hitler salute. She was physically assaulted and thrown into a 
cabinet. Each of these incidents, standing alone, constitutes severe harassment. See T.E. v. Pine Bush 
Cent. Sch. Dist., 58 F. Supp. 3d 332, 349 (S.D.N.Y. 2014) (finding viable hostile environment claim 
where Jewish students “had anti-Semitic slurs directed at them, witnessed swastika graffiti, and were 
subjected to anti-Semitic ‘jokes’”). 

It was persistent. The harassment occurred repeatedly over the course of approximately one 
month, from April 20 through May 21, 2026 (the last day of school), involving at least five separate 
incidents perpetrated by at least five different students. Upon information and belief, harassment of 
Jewish students continues to this day. 

It was pervasive. The harassment pervaded Student A’s school environment. It occurred in her 
study hall, in the hallways, on the way to lunch, in her  class, and elsewhere on campus. Multiple 
perpetrators participated, and some coordinated with one another. The School’s failure to respond 
effectively signaled to the broader student body that targeting a Jewish classmate was permissible. Other 
Jewish students at Desert Shadows were also targeted, reflecting a school-wide climate of antisemitism 
that was allowed to continue. 

The harassment deprived Student A of her ability to participate in and benefit from her 
education. As detailed in the Statement of Facts, Student A missed substantial instructional time, 
accumulated more than 45 missing assignments, and saw her grades drop significantly. These effects 
have been ongoing at her new school. See Zeno v. Pine Plains Cent. Sch. Dist., 702 F.3d 655, 667 (2d 
Cir. 2012) (affirming jury verdict where plaintiff was subjected to ongoing racially motivated 
harassment that affected his academic performance). 

2. The District Had Actual Notice 

The District had actual notice of the hostile environment. As documented in Section III.D above, 
Student A’s father sent emails to the School and District officials on April 20, April 21, and April 22, 
2026, each time documenting incidents and demanding action. District Director of Student Services, Dr. 

 
15 See U.S. Dep’t of Educ., Office for Civil Rights, Revised Sexual Harassment Guidance (2001) (setting forth the hostile 
environment framework that OCR applies to Title VI harassment claims); see also T.E. v. Pine Bush Cent. Sch. Dist., 58 F. 
Supp. 3d 332 (S.D.N.Y. 2014). 
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Asmussen, attended the April 23, 2026 security meeting in person. The family subsequently sought help 
from the Phoenix Police Department, filed multiple police reports, and escalated these incidents to the 
Arizona Superintendent of Public Instruction. See Monteiro v. Tempe Union High Sch. Dist., 158 F.3d 
1022, 1034 (9th Cir. 1998) (actual notice established when a student or parent makes a complaint to 
educational authorities).  

In his April 21, 2026 email, after the Heil Hitler salute, Student A’s father wrote to the School to 
advise them of the ongoing antisemitic incidents. Ex. A (email dated Apr. 21, 2026 at 10:33pm). 

Moreover, the District had constructive notice of the broader pattern of antisemitism at Desert 
Shadows through the incidents involving other Jewish students. Under these circumstances, the District 
knew or should have known of the hostile environment. 

3. The District Failed to Respond Promptly and Effectively 

 Despite actual and constructive notice, the District failed to take prompt and effective steps 
reasonably calculated to end the harassment, eliminate the hostile environment and its effects, and 
prevent its recurrence. At each stage, its response was clearly ineffective, because the harassment 
continued. 

(a) Delayed Response. Despite the urgency of Student A’s father’s emails (the first sent the same 
evening that his daughter was told she should be sent to a concentration camp) the School’s responses 
were perfunctory and it was not until he engaged the Phoenix Police Department that the School 
convened a security meeting. 

(b) Minimization. Assistant Principal Bell blamed the harassment on the School’s own 
Holocaust curriculum, suggested the Heil Hitler salute meant Perpetrator #3 “probably had a crush on” 
Student A, and was observed rolling her eyes and expressing frustration with the family’s complaints. 
This pattern of rationalizing antisemitic conduct rather than condemning it sent a clear message that the 
School did not take the harassment seriously. 

(c) Inadequate Discipline. The discipline imposed was grossly disproportionate to the severity 
of the conduct. Upon information and belief, students who invoked concentration camps and gas 
chambers received only three-day suspensions. Upon information and belief, a student who performed a 
Heil Hitler salute received no suspension at all. A retaliatory threat apparently went undisciplined. And a 
physical assault resulted in no discipline and no incident report. This pattern of non-discipline signaled 
to the student body that targeting Jewish classmates carries no real consequence. 

(d) Penalizing the Victim. As detailed in Section III.E, the District’s protective measures placed 
the burden entirely on Student A: she was moved to a classroom with one of her harassers, assigned an 
escort that broadcast her victim status, and ultimately confined to the principal’s office while losing 
access to her classes and disability accommodations. 

(e) Refusing Appropriate Educational Measures. The District refused to permit a Holocaust 
survivor to speak and offered only a single ineffective “hate speech” class that may not have addressed 
antisemitism at all, declining the very educational interventions that might have begun to repair the 



 
October 16, 2026 
Page 19  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

damage. The administrators’ conduct throughout demonstrates that District personnel are in dire need of 
training on the nature and gravity of antisemitism. 

(f) Misuse of IEP Protections as a Shield Against Accountability. The District invoked IEP 
protections across multiple perpetrators and multiple incidents as a categorical bar to any accountability, 
rather than as one factor in a disciplinary calculus that must also weigh the safety of other students. 
IDEA places certain limits on a school’s ability to impose disciplinary sanctions on students whose 
conduct is a manifestation of their disability. See 20 U.S.C. § 1415(k)(1). However, those limitations do 
not relieve the District of its independent obligation under Title VI to protect other students from a 
hostile environment. IDEA expressly permits school personnel to remove a child with a disability for up 
to ten school days, to the extent such alternatives are applied to children without disabilities. IDEA, 
therefore, did not prevent the District from imposing a short suspension on a student with an IEP. A 
district that excuses or minimizes harassment because the perpetrators have IEPs, rather than 
implementing alternative protective measures such as separating students, reassigning classes, or 
increasing supervision, has not taken prompt and effective steps to address the hostile environment. The 
District likely knew these students may have required additional support and oversight, yet failed to 
channel that knowledge into protective action for Jewish students who were being targeted. The 
District’s blanket invocation of IEP protections—without any evidence that manifestation 
determinations were conducted, that alternative measures were considered, or that the District weighed 
its Title VI obligations alongside its IDEA obligations—demonstrates a failure to respond promptly and 
effectively to the hostile environment. See id. 

Courts have held that a district’s failure to effectively respond to known harassment—
particularly where that failure leads to escalating conduct—supports a finding that the response was not 
prompt and effective, and may even constitute deliberate indifference under the stricter federal court 
standard. See Zeno, 702 F.3d at 669 (affirming jury verdict where district “took more than one year . . . 
to take steps to provide nondisciplinary remedies”). Here, the District’s response was clearly 
unreasonable in light of the circumstances. The eye-rolling, the phone-muting, the sighs, the dismissive 
comments in front of Student A—these were not merely unprofessional; they were evidence of a 
systemic mindset that viewed antisemitic harassment as an annoyance rather than a violation of a 
student’s civil rights and a violation of school district policies. The District did not merely fail to 
effectively respond to the antisemitism; its dismissiveness and treatment of Student A with contempt 
allowed the hostile environment to persist and worsen. 

V. SUGGESTED REMEDIES 

ADL and Reed Smith respectfully request that OCR require PVUSD to implement the following 
remedial measures: 

1. IHRA Definition of Antisemitism.  Ensure that the District community 
understands and recognizes antisemitic discrimination by incorporating the IHRA Definition, 
including its guiding examples, in the District’s policy manuals and documents related to 
discrimination, consistent with Executive Orders 13899 and 14188 and the values of free speech 
and academic freedom. The District should also announce its commitment to utilize the IHRA 
Definition when investigating and responding to incidents of harassment and discrimination to 
determine whether they are motivated by antisemitic animus; and amend its codes, policies, and 
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procedures concerning discrimination, retaliation, intimidation, harassment, bullying, and 
violence to clarify that conduct falling within the IHRA Definition and examples will be 
considered discriminatory and retaliatory treatment in violation of those codes, policies, and 
procedures. 

2. Zero-tolerance policy.  Communicate and enforce a zero-tolerance policy for 
antisemitic conduct. Said communication should be disseminated to all District educational 
stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, faculty, employees, students, and families. 

3. Statement Denouncing Antisemitism.  Issue a standalone statement denouncing 
antisemitism in all its forms. We recommend the District use the following language: “We 
condemn antisemitism in all its forms. The District is committed to taking all necessary actions, 
including discipline where appropriate, to address and ameliorate discrimination and harassment 
based on actual or perceived Jewish shared ancestry or ethnicity. Antisemitic bullying, 
harassment and targeting of Jewish students because of their Jewish ancestral and ethnic identity, 
is contrary to the District’s institutional values and nondiscrimination and conduct codes, and 
will not be tolerated.” 

4. Mandatory Antisemitism Training.  Implement mandatory training on 
antisemitism to all District administrators, teachers, faculty, and staff who interact with students. 
The training should familiarize all members of the community with traditional as well as 
contemporary antisemitic stereotypes and conspiracy theories and their social and political 
functions, so that the District community will be able to better identify and respond to antisemitic 
incidents in the future. Such training should incorporate the IHRA working definition of 
antisemitism16 with its guiding examples, along with information on how to respond to and 
report antisemitic incidents and the District’s legal obligations under Title VI. 

5. Student Training & No Place For Hate.  Implement mandatory training on 
antisemitism and the Holocaust for all District students. The training for students should also 
include the No Place For Hate program facilitated by the ADL. 

6. Policy & Procedure Review.  Review the District’s policies and procedures to 
ensure that they adequately address the Title VI prohibition on discrimination based on race, 
color, and national origin, including discrimination based on a student’s actual or perceived 
shared ancestry or ethnic characteristics (e.g., antisemitism); revise its policies and procedures 
accordingly; and submit the revised policies and procedures for OCR’s approval. This includes 
amending School Board Policy AC to include explicit guidance on the application of Title VI to 
antisemitism, as it relates to the prohibition on discrimination based upon actual or perceived 
Jewish shared ancestry and/or ethnicity. 

 
16 See Working Definition of Antisemitism, International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, 
https://holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definition-antisemitism; see also EO 13899 § 1 (directing agencies to 
consider the IHRA Definition when investigating antisemitism complaints); Exec. Order No. 14188 § 2 (reaffirming EO 
13899 and directing additional measures to combat antisemitism). 
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7. Title VI Coordinator.  Appoint a Title VI Coordinator to oversee the District’s 
compliance with Title VI, including ensuring that the District adequately and consistently 
responds to allegations of discrimination and harassment based on all protected traits, including 
allegations of antisemitism; ensure Title VI and District policies regarding bullying and 
harassment are enforced equally, applying the same standards for all students, including Jewish 
ones; review and implement OCR Guidance and applicable law; recommend policy updates 
relating to Title VI; coordinate the investigation of Title VI allegations as outlined in the District 
policies; and ensure complainants are appropriately supported. Said Title VI Coordinator should 
be a separate and distinct role from any Title IX Coordinator. 

8. Independent Monitor.  Appoint an independent monitor to: evaluate the 
District’s response to complaints of discrimination and harassment based on Jewish shared 
ancestry and/or ethnicity; review the District’s implementation of Title VI guidelines; produce an 
annual public report concerning the District’s response to allegations of discrimination and 
harassment on the basis of Jewish shared ancestry and/or ethnicity; and undertake an audit of all 
bullying and bias-incidents reported to Desert Shadows Middle School for the last three school 
years, to be reviewed by OCR, with findings provided to OCR within ninety (90) days. 

9. Impact Assessment.  Ensure that the District’s policies clarify that when students 
report incidents of harassment or bullying, any potential supportive measures should consider the 
impact of such measures on students. When necessary while schools are investigating and/or 
working to remediate bullying or harassment incidents with appropriate interventions, supportive 
measures may include working to minimize the potentially negative consequences a targeted 
student may face from missing required or voluntary educational programs or activities. 

10. Anti-retaliation Policies & Procedures.  Adopt new policies and procedures for 
administrators and other employees regarding Title VI’s prohibition against retaliation. The 
revised policies and procedures should ensure that the District will protect students who report 
civil rights violations, and that it will take prompt and effective action to stop retaliatory 
harassment that occurs as a result of a student’s report of discriminatory conduct. 

11. Disciplinary Review.  Undertake a disciplinary review of all Desert Shadows 
Middle School staff or faculty members who failed to report, respond to, or appropriately address 
antisemitic incidents involving Student A, and appropriately enforce School Policies and 
Procedures which indicate that an employee who fails to report a case of suspected bullying may 
be subject to disciplinary action. 

12. Confidential Reporting Mechanism.  Develop and implement a confidential and 
accessible reporting mechanism for students to report antisemitic incidents without fear of 
retaliation. 

13. Confidential Reporting Requirements for Staff and Faculty.  Create a 
confidential reporting process for teachers, faculty, and staff to require reporting of antisemitic 
harassment and bullying to appropriate administrators if they observe, witness, or are notified of 
said antisemitic conduct occurring as it relates to students at the District. In the alternative, if said 
process already exists, renew training to ensure teachers, faculty, and staff are properly trained 
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on recognizing antisemitism so that they are able to effectively report incidents when they occur. 
Should said process currently not exist, once created, train all teachers, faculty, and staff to 
understand their obligations around these reporting mechanisms and the importance of their roles 
as educators in stopping harassment, and reiterate the District’s commitment to a harassment-free 
and welcoming school environment. 

14. Annual Audit.  Conduct an annual audit for the next five academic years of all 
complaints of national origin discrimination, including shared Jewish ancestry discrimination, to 
ensure they are addressed by the District in a timely and effective manner. Consistent with OCR 
guidance, the District will apply the IHRA Definition and its examples when evaluating such 
complaints. 

15. District-wide Antisemitic Incident Reporting.  Implement mandatory annual 
District-wide reporting to OCR on the number and disposition of antisemitic incident reports at 
all District schools, for a period of no less than three years. 

16. Apology.  Provide a formal written apology to Student A and her family. 

17. Harm Remediation.  Take immediate steps to remediate the individual harm to 
Student A as a direct result of the antisemitic harassment and hostile environment endured while 
in the District. This should include compensatory education or academic remediation addressing 
the instruction Student A lost and the work she was unable to complete, and reimbursement by 
the District for past and future out-of-pocket costs directly incurred for academic support, 
counseling costs, mental health services, and any medication costs. 

18. Policies & Procedures.  Enact policies and procedures to ensure that responses to 
harassment do not penalize the targeted student, including by reviewing policies regarding 
classroom reassignment to ensure that victims are not burdened by the consequences of reporting 
harassment. 

19. School Climate Survey.  Implement a school climate survey to assess the 
prevalence of antisemitism and other forms of discrimination at Desert Shadows and other 
schools within the District. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This Complaint demonstrates a clear and sustained pattern of antisemitic harassment at Desert 
Shadows Middle School, targeting Student A and other Jewish students on the basis of their shared 
Jewish ancestry and ethnicity. The District had actual knowledge of this hostile environment and failed 
to take prompt and effective steps reasonably calculated to end the harassment, eliminate the hostile 
environment and its effects, and prevent its recurrence. This conduct constitutes a clear violation of Title 
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

We respectfully request that OCR initiate an investigation of the Paradise Valley Unified School 
District and pursue the remedial measures outlined above. We further request mediation pursuant to 
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Section 201(a) of OCR’s Case Processing Manual, to be followed by a full investigation if mediation is 
not successful.  

We welcome the opportunity to discuss this matter with OCR at its earliest convenience and to 
provide any additional information needed to support this complaint. 
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