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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Palmdale School District ("the District") retained Garcia Hernandez Sawhney, LLP 

("GHS") to investigate the taking, emailing, and publication of two photographs depicting a 

noose at Summerwind Elementary School ("Summerwind Elementary"). The first photograph 

involves four first-grade teachers posing with the noose inside the Summerwind Elementary 

teachers ' lounge. The second photograph involves the same noose hung on display on the wall 

of the Summerwind Elementary teachers ' lounge. 

On or about May 1, 20 I 9, the Summerwind Elementary Principal sent an email to all 

certificated staff inviting them to retrieve items from Room 223. At that time, Room 223 served 

as a storage room for miscellaneous books, old classroom decorations and classroom 

instructional materials. The Principal intended to convert Room 223 into a temporary classroom 

pending the renovation of other classrooms at the school. Accordingly, she sought to clear the 

storage room of all items. 

In response to the Principal ' s email, Summerwind Elementary's four first-grade teachers 

searched Room 223 for items that they could potentially use in their respective classrooms. 

Towards the conclusion of their search, they discovered a noose among the items in Room 223 . 

Teacher I removed the noose from Room 223 , along with several other items. The teachers 

thought it funny that that the noose was among the items in Room 223 , as it seemed out of place 

among the classroom instructional materials. In addition, the teachers joked that they were "at 

the end of their rope" because they had several tasks to complete before the end of the school 

year. The teachers also joked that they could use the rope to hang themselves to avoid all the 

work left to do before the end of the year. 

In an effort to share their "end-of-the-year" jokes, the teachers took the noose to the 

Summerwind Elementary teachers ' lounge to show it to the Principal. The Principal joined the 

teachers in the joke and laughed that the teachers had discovered the noose among the items in 

Room 223. At the suggestion of Teacher 1. the teachers posed for a single picture with the 

noose. The Principal took the picture on her phone. At the suggestion of Teacher I. the picture 
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was emailed to all classified and certificated staff at Summerwind Elementary from the 

Principal's phone. 

The District received its first complaint regarding the picture on or about May 7, 2019. 

Summerwind Elementary classified employee Witness 1 showed the picture to Witness 2 during 

a meeting related to Witness 1 's recent employee evaluation. 1 On or about May 8, 2019, 

Witness 3 received a call from a member of the Palmdale community who lodged a complaint 

about the picture. This community member threatened to take the picture to the media. On the 

afternoon of May 8, 2019, television news reports published the picture of the Summerwind 

Elementary first-grade teachers posing with a noose, as well as a second picture of the noose 

hanging on the wall of the teachers' lounge. By that time, the pictures had also been shared 

through social media multiple times and had gone viral. 

On May 8, 2019, the District retained GHS to investigate the circumstances that led to the 

taking and mass sharing of the pictures, and the impact that the pictures have had on 

Summerwind Elementary and on the broader Palmdale School District community. Specifically, 

this investigation addresses the following issues: 

I. Were the first-grade teachers motivated by racial animus when they posed for a 

picture with the noose? 

a. If not, why did the first-grade teachers pose for the picture? 

2. Was the Principal motivated by racial animus when she took the picture of the first

grade teachers posing with the noose and when she subsequently emailed the picture 

to all Summerwind Elementary certificated and classified staff? 

a. If not, why did the Principal take the picture and email it to all Summerwind 

Elementary classified and certificated staff? 

1 Witness 1 requested a meeting with Witness 2 to complain that she had been unfairly evaluated 
by Summerwind administrators. During the course of this meeting. Witness 1 revealed the 
picture to Witness 2 after requesting a transfer from Summerwind Elementary. 
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3. Was the display of the noose on a wall in the teachers' lounge motivated by racial 

animus? 

4. Did the picture of the teachers posing with the noose, the display on the noose in the 

teachers' lounge and the picture of the noose on display create a hostile work 

environment at Summerwind Elementary? 

5. Did the pictures and their publication violate Palmdale School District's board 

policies? 

6. What impact did the mass distribution of the pictures and the display of the noose on 

the wall have on the District's students, parents, and the broader Palmdale School 

District community? 

II. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

This investigation made the following findings: 

1. A preponderance of the evidence suggests that the picture of the teachers posing 

with the noose, the display of the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge, and 

the picture of the noose on display created a hostile work environment. 

2. A preponderance of the evidence suggest that the pictures violated Palmdale 

School District board policies. 

3. A preponderance of the evidence suggests that the pictures and media reports of 

the pictures caused extreme pain, anguish, and trauma on Summerwind 

Elementary staff, students, and parents, as well as on the broader Palmdale School 

District community. 

4. A preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a motivating 

factor in the decision by the first-grade teachers to pose with the noose. 

5. A preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a motivating 

factor in the Principal"s decision to email the picture of the first-grade teachers 

posing with the noose to all Summerwind Elementary staff. 
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6. Although a preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a 

motivating factor in the display of the noose on the wall, such a display was 

ignorant, lacked judgment, and exhibited a gross disregard for professional 

decorum in a school setting. 

III. NATURE AND SCOPE OF INVESTIGATION 

The investigator was charged with investigating the reasons and motivations underlying 

the taking, emailing, and publication of two photographs depicting: 1. Summerwind Elementary 

first-grade teachers posing with a noose and 2. A noose hanging on the wall of the Summerwind 

Elementary teachers ' lounge. The investigator was also charged with investigating the impact of 

the pictures ' publication on the broader Palmdale community. 

As part of this investigation, the investigator reviewed the following materials: 

1. A May 1, 2019 email sent from a school district email address at 3:50 p.m. to all 

classified and certificated staff at Summerwind Elementary with the subject line 

"Room 223 score"; 

2. A picture of four Summerwind Elementary first-grade teachers posing with a noose; 

3. Written statements submitted to the District by three Summerwind Elementary first

grade teachers ; 

4. Written statements submitted to the District by third-party Summerwind Elementary 

school teachers with knowledge of the incident; 

5. Hours of press coverage, onlinP. news r.overn2e, and online discussion forum 

commentary; 

6. A report related to a forensic investigation of technology equipment used by the first

grade teachers and the Principal ; 

7. A picture of a noose hanging on the wall of the Summerwind Elementary teachers ' 

lounge; 

8. Interview notes of a May 22, 2019 interview with the Summerwind Elementary Tech 

Support Liaison . 
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The investigator also conducted eight days of interviews with District administrators and 

employees. 

IV. FACTUAL BACKGROUND 

A. Educators' Background 

The Principal has been principal of Summerwind Elementary for the past four years. She 

has been an administrator for over five years and an educator for over fifteen years. 

Teacher 1 is a first-grade teacher at Summerwind Elementary. She has been an 

elementary school teacher for over twenty years. Teacher 1 is the first-grade level leader and, in 

this capacity, organizes and guides Professional Learning Committees2 ("PLC") for her grade 

level. Teacher 1 is also on the School Site Council , the Social Committee, volunteers for 

teaching at Saturday School, serves as the Summerwind Elementary Yearbook Coordinator, and 

organizes the Hispanic Heritage Program. 

Teacher 2 is a first-grade teacher at Summerwind Elementary. She has been a teacher in 

the District for eleven years. 

Teacher 3 began her teaching career at Summerwind Elementary. She has been a first

grade teacher for approximately six years. Prior to becoming a teacher, she served as a substitute 

teacher for approximately ten years. 

Teacher 4 is a first-grade teacher at Summerwind Elementary. She is currently serving 

her first probationary year as a teacher with the District. 

B. Educational Climate at Summerwind Elementary 

Prior to this incident, Summerwind Elementary was described as a positive and very 

friendly work environment. The 2018-2019 academic year was one of the best years in recent 

memory at Summerwind Elementary. The school experienced an increase in teacher volunteers 

for afterschool and weekend tutoring. There were more school performances this year than any 

2 PLCs are committees comprised of the teachers for each grade level. Summerwind Elementary 
has four first-grade teachers who are all in the first-grade PLC at the school. PLCs meet to 
discuss lesson plans. grade level testing. specific student needs. and topics of instruction for their 
gr~rlP lPvPl 
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other year. Many of the performances focused on celebrating the cultural heritage of the student 

body. For instance, this past year the school held a Hispanic heritage performance and an 

African American heritage performance. The school also has a strong Parent Teacher 

Association ("PTA") group that supports the teachers and students. Teachers new to the school 

felt welcomed. In addition, the first-grade teachers worked very well together. The first-grade 

teachers all agreed that they had a "strong team." 

The Principal was described as "welcoming" and as having an "open door" policy. The 

Principal personally called all new teachers and offered them early access to their classrooms to 

prepare for the school year. She fostered a collaborative environment and sought input from 

teachers on improving students' educational experience. Overall the Principal fostered a "good 

working environment" where "everyone got along." 

In 2018-2019, there were approximately 745 students enrolled at Summerwind 

Elementary. Approximately 75% of the student body is Latinx and 18% is African-American. 

Summerwind Elementary had three African American teachers at the school in 2018-2019. 

C. May 1, 2019 

1. Teachers find noose in Room 223. 

On May 1, 2019, the first-grade teachers began their day much like any other day. They 

arrived on the Summerwind Elementary campus in advance of the first bell to settle into their 

classrooms. They greeted their students upon arrival and proceeded to distribute breakfast before 

commencing the day's lessons. 

May 1, 2019 was an "early release" day for students. Students ended their day at 1 :00 

p.m. All teachers then met with their PLCs for the afternoon. The first-grade teachers held their 

PLC meeting in Teacher 1 ' s classroom. During the course of their meeting, the Principal sent an 

email to all teachers notifying them that storage Room 223 would be cleared out of items to 

make room for a transitional classroom. The Principal invited the teachers to search Room 223 

for any classroom decorations or instructional material that they might use for their own 

classrooms. 
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After their PLC meeting, the first-grade teachers went to Room 223 to look through the 

items in storage. The first-grade teachers were in a jovial mood as they went through Room 223. 

Room 223 included items that may have been in storage for decades. Teacher 2 described the 

experience of searching Room 223 as a "treasure hunt" because they encountered "random old 

stuff' like old cassette players, stuffed animals, and decorative grass skirts (presumably for a 

Luau party). However, the teachers also found items useful to their instruction, including math 

books, posters, a microscope, seasonal decorations, and teacher magazines. 

As they were concluding their search, Teacher 1 discovered boxes with additional 

seasonal decorations. Within those boxes, Teacher 1 discovered a noose and showed it to the 

teachers. The teachers all started laughing at how odd it seemed that the noose was among 

Room 223's items. The teachers also spoke over each other, asking "What is that?!," "Why is 

that there?!," and "Was that for Halloween?!" The teachers then began joking about the amount 

of work they each had to do before the end of the school year, and began making jokes 

referencing the noose. Specifically, the teachers pointed to the noose and joked "Hang in there 

until summer!," "It's the end of the year. .. we may need this," "There's so much to do before the 

end of the year, just hang in there," and "There's so much to do ... just hang me." 3 

11. Teachers show noose to Principal and pose for picture. 

The teachers were in Room 223 for approximately one hour. As they concluded their 

search, Teacher I suggested showing the noose to the Principal. The teachers left Room 223, 

delivered items and instructional materials to their respective classrooms, and walked toward the 

teachers' lounge to find the Principal. Teacher 1 took the noose from Room 223 and carried the 

noose in her hand as she walked toward the teachers' lounge. 

The teachers encountered the Principal as she was walking through the lounge on her way 

home. Teacher I held up the noose and said, "You won ' t believe what we just found!'. The 

3 on P of thP tP::irhPrs could sta te with certainty which teacher made what joke beca use they 

were all speaking over each other upon the discovery of the noose. 
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Principal saw the noose and said, "What?! Why was that in there?!" The Principal joined the 

teachers in laughing at the noose. Everyone was in a silly mood. 

The Principal described to the investigator that the mere sight of the teachers was funny. 

They were sweaty and had dust on them from searching through Room 223. The Principal 

recalled that it was nice to see them all getting along. Continuing with the silly mood, the 

teachers repeated their jokes about the noose to the her: "We may need this to hang ourselves 

before the end of the year," and "It's the end of the year, I guess we've reached the end of our 

rope." 

As they continued joking, Teacher 1 asked the Principal to take a picture of the teachers 

and the noose. The teachers posed with the noose and the Principal took the picture. The 

teachers took only one picture with the noose. After the Principal took the picture, she showed it 

to Teacher 1. While the Principal showed the picture to Teacher 1, the other teachers dispersed 

but remained in the room. Teacher 1 requested that the Principal send her the picture. The 

Principal did not have her glasses on at the time, so she gave her phone to Teacher 1 so that 

Teacher 1 could email the picture to herself. When the Principal handed over her phone, Teacher 

1 asked whether she could send the picture to all teachers. The Principal agreed, and suggested 

that they also send it to all classified staff, so that classified staff would not feel excluded from 

the joke. The Principal then dictated two email addresses to Teacher 1 that directed the email to 

all classified and certificated staff. Teacher 1 typed the email addresses into the Principal's 

phone and sent the email to all classified and certificated staff at Summerwind Elementary. 

Teacher 1 and the Principal did not advise the rest of the teachers that they would be sending the 

picture to all school staff. Teacher 2, Teacher 3. and Teacher 4 had no knowledge that the 

picture they had just taken would be emailed to all school staff. The email attached a single 

picture of the four first-grade teachers smiling and posing with the noose. The email did not 
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include a written message in the body of the email. 4 The subject line of the email read "Room 

223 score." 

The teachers and the Principal explained that it was common for Teacher 1 and other 

staff to take pictures of Summerwind employees engaging in school activities. Teacher 2 

explained that it was common for Teacher 1, the school's yearbook coordinator, to takes pictures 

of students and staff at various school events, like talent shows. The Principal also explained 

that it is common for Teacher 1 to take pictures of staff interacting with each other. For instance, 

the walls of the staff meeting room include pictures of staff participating in a scavenger hunt. 

Pictures of school activities are also frequently displayed in the school hallway and on the 

school's "Facebook" page. On occasion, the Principal has sent these pictures electronically, via a 

google drive, to school staff. 

During their respective interviews, the Principal and the teachers all stated that they had 

no knowledge of the historical significance of a noose. They claimed ignorance regarding the 

symbolism of the noose as an object of racial hatred. Upon learning that the noose was 

associated with racial hatred towards African Americans and other people of color, each teacher 

and the Principal expressed extreme remorse for having taken the picture. They all expressed 

that they would never have made fun of the noose or taken the picture had they known that 

anyone would be offended or hurt by the noose, or had they known that anyone would associate 

the noose with racial hatred. The teachers stated that they showed the noose to the Principal 

because they wanted to share their "end-of-the-year" joke with her. Similarly, the Principal and 

Teacher 1 explained that they emailed the picture because they wanted to share the "end-of-the

year" joke with the rest of the Summerwind Elementary school staff. The Principal explained 

that she typically tries to be conscientious about sending emails to the entire school and about 

how her emails could be interpreted. However, because she was ignorant about the cultural and 

4 The email also did not include a picture of the noose hanging on a wall that subsequently also 
circulated in the media. 
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historical significance of the noose, she explained that in this instance, "This one (referring to the 

emailed picture) got by me." 

Neither the teachers nor the Principal remember anyone else present in the lounge at the 

time that the teachers took the picture. However, Witness 4, a teacher at Summerwind 

Elementary, was present in the lounge at that time. He did not participate in the conversation or 

in the taking of the picture. However, Witness 4 overheard the interaction and corroborated that 

the first-grade teachers' joke was about how everyone "was tired at the end of the year and at the 

end of their rope." According to Witness 4, "No one was saying anything about using it (the 

noose) on anyone else or about any person of color."5 

111. Teacher 1 hangs the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge. 

After the picture was emailed to all certificated and classified staff, Teacher 1 retrieved a 

tack and hung the noose on one of the walls in the lounge. Teacher 1 stated that she had to "pull 

a few strands from the rope to get it to stick on the wall" because the noose was too thick to stick 

a thumbtack through it. The wall where she hung the noose is not a wall where photographs are 

typically posted. The wall was located adjacent to a hallway with high teacher traffic and 

adjacent to a room where the teachers' mailboxes are located. The wall also faces the teachers' 

dining area. 

Teacher 4, Teacher 2 and the Principal confirmed that they saw Teacher 1 hang the noose 

on the wall. No one directed Teacher 1 to hang the noose on the wall. In addition, no one could 

explain why Teacher 1 chose to hang the noose on the wall. Teacher 1 'sonly explanation was 

that she hung the noose on the wall because she "didn' t know what to do with it." 

At that time, no one objected to Teacher 1 hanging the noose on the wall. The teachers 

explained that they were more focused on the time of day and on returning to their classrooms to 

complete their daily tasks before going home. Afle1 Tc:ctd1c:1 1 l1ung the noose on the -vvu ll , the 

Principal went home and the teachers returned to their classrooms. 

5 Witness 4 provided his account to the District via email on May 14. 2019. 
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No one present in the lounge on May 1, 2019 took a picture of the noose on the wall. 6 

iv. The teachers discover that the picture was emailed to all school staff. 

Before leaving for the day, Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 checked their respective emails and 

discovered that the Principal had distributed their picture to all staff at Summerwind Elementary 

without their consent. When Teacher 4 discovered the email, she was confused and surprised. 

Teacher 2 and Teacher 3 expressed a similar sentiment when interviewed. Teacher 2 stated that 

she was "shocked" and that her mouth "dropped open" when she learned that the picture had 

been distributed to all staff. Teacher 2 did not consent to the mass distribution of the picture, 

particularly without any context or message explaining the picture in the body of the email. 

Teacher 2 stated that she would not have shared the picture, which was a private joke amongst 

the first-grade team, with all members of the school staff. Teacher 2 does not know every staff 

member who received the picture and did not assume that everyone would understand the "joke" 

or find it funny. Teacher 4, Teacher 2, and Teacher 3 7 assumed that the Principal would only 

send picture to Teacher 1, who requested the picture or, at most, to the first-grade team. Teacher 

4, Teacher 2, and Teacher 3 did not expect the picture to be shared beyond their group. 

After learning that the picture had been emailed to all school staff, Teacher 4 grew 

concerned and called her husband. She told her husband that she and the first-grade teachers had 

taken a picture with a rope and that the Principal emailed the picture to school staff. Her 

husband asked, "What kind of rope was it?" Teacher 4 said that she did not know, but assumed 

the rope was used for an intruder drill. He then asked, "Was it a noose?" Teacher 4 responded 

that she did not know what a noose was. Teacher 4 sent her husband the picture via text 

6 None of the witnesses interviewed had information regarding the identity of the person who 
took the photograph of the noose hanging on the wall of the teachers ' lounge or regardmg the 
identity of the person who subsequently delivered the picture of the noose hanging on the wall to 
the media. 
7 Teacher 3 did not realize until the following day (May 2, 2019) that the Principal had 
distributed the picture. Teacher 3 explained that she thought it odd that the picture was 
distributed but did not really consider the ramifications or the significance of the mass email. 

12 



message. Her husband responded via text message, "That's a noose." Her husband then sent 

Teacher 4 a link to a webpage explaining the significance of a noose. 8 

Shortly thereafter, Teacher 1 walked into Teacher 4's classroom. Teacher 4 told Teacher 

1 that their picture was emailed to all school staff, and asked Teacher 1 whether someone could 

be offended by the picture. Teacher 1, as the first-grade team lead, assured Teacher 4 that the 

picture was not offensive and that the Principal would not have distributed the picture if she 

thought that someone might get offended. 

Teacher 1 subsequently checked her email to take a closer look at the picture, Teacher 1 

thought that perhaps the picture might be offensive to someone who is sensitive to jokes about 

suicide. At that time, Teacher 1 acknowledged that someone might be offended by the picture if 

that person "had a family member that committed suicide." During her interview, Teacher 1 also 

admitted that she should have gone back into the teachers' lounge and removed the noose from 

the wall after considering that it could have offended someone sensitive to suicide. She 

confirmed, "I should have taken it down." However, Teacher 1 explained that it was late in the 

day when she concluded her conversation with Teacher 4 and that she was in a hurry to get 

home. 

Accordingly, despite Teacher 4 raising concern about the offensiveness of the picture and 

despite realizing that the noose could have been offensive to someone sensitive to suicide, 

Teacher 1 assured Teacher 4 that no one would be offended by the picture and did not return to 

the teachers' lounge to remove the noose from the wall. 

When Teacher 4 arrived home that evening, she had a further conversation with her 

husband. Teacher 4 explained to her husband that their team lead (Teacher 1) did not think the 

picture would offend anyone. Teacher 4 ' s husband was not reassured by Teacher l ' s perspective 

and insisted that Teacher 4 write a letter memorializing the context of the picture should she ever 

6 Teacher 4 's husband 1s an electrician and frequently works wiih ropes. Teacher 4 's liusu,md 
once had a noose in the back of his truck. A co-worker saw the noose and told him that he 
should avoid keeping the noose in his truck. This co-worker also explained the historical 
significance of the noose to Teacher 4 's husband. 
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be disciplined for it. Teacher 4's husband was very concerned for Teacher 4's job and concerned 

that someone would misinterpret the picture. Teacher 4 felt conflicted. She was assured by her 

conversation with Teacher 1 and felt, at that time, that her husband was overreacting. Teacher 4 

ultimately decided not to write any statement regarding the picture at that time. 

v. The noose hung in the teachers' lounge until mid-day May 2, 2019. 

The Principal does not remember anyone responding to her mass email that distributed 

the picture of the four first-grade teachers posing with the noose. No one approached her to 

complain about the picture or to discuss the picture. Similarly, no one approached Teacher 3 to 

discuss the email or address the picture. 

Teacher 2, Teacher 4 and Teacher 1 briefly discussed the noose that hung in the teachers' 

lounge with fellow teachers. When Teacher 1 walked through the lounge on her way to a 

morning staff meeting, a fellow teacher touched the noose as it hung on the wall and asked, 

"What is this?" Teacher 1 responded that it was just some "junk" that the first-grade teachers 

had found in Room 223. 

When Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 arrived in the teachers' lounge for their lunch, the noose 

still hung on the wall. During their lunch, other teachers in the lounge asked Teacher 2 about the 

noose. Teacher 2 repeated the joke about everyone being at the end of their rope because it was 

the end of the year. The other teachers in the lounge laughed before moving on to other topics of 

conversation. No one removed the noose from the wall during this conversation. 

After Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 concluded their lunch, the fourth-grade teachers entered 

the lounge to commence their lunch. 9 Witness 5 had also seen the noose that morning on her 

way to the staff meeting. She did not like seeing it on the wall and thought that it looked "weird" 

hanging in the lounge. The noose bothered her that morning and continued to bother her when 

she saw it again upon entering the lounge during her lunch hour. A few minutes into her lunch, 

9 Generally, the first-grade teachers have their lunch from 11: 10-11 :55 a.m. The fourth grade 
teachers have their lunch at approximately noon. after the first-grade teachers conclude their 
lunch. 
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she walked over to the noose, took it off the wall, and put the noose in the trash. After Witness 5 

threw the noose away, another teacher in the lounge told her, "thank you." Witness 5 and her 

colleagues then continued their lunch without any further discussion about the noose. 

During her interview for this investigation, Witness 5 explained that she did not have a 

particular reason to throw the noose away other than "it did not belong hanging on the wall and it 

bothered (her) that it was there." She explained that she had some awareness that the noose 

could symbolize either suicide or could be offensive to ce11ain groups of people. However, she 

did not engage in a deep analysis about the historical significance of the noose. According to 

Witness 5, "at a fundamental level, I didn't like it. It didn't sit right. So I threw it away." 10 

D. May 7, 2019: The District receives the first complaints of the picture. 

On the afternoon of May 7, 2019, Witness 2 learned that Summerwind employee Witness 

1 wanted to meet with her to file a complaint. Witness 1 is African American and a classified 

employee at Summerwind Elementary. 11 

Witness 2 invited Witness 1 into Witness 2's office. During this meeting, Witness 1 

explained that school administrators gave her an unfair evaluation. As a result, Witness 1 stated 

that she wanted to transfer to a different school. 

Witness 2 informed Witness 1 that the District has a process for requesting a transfer. 

Part of this transfer process required that Witness 1 first address her concerns with the Principal 

and Assistant Principal, which she had not yet done. Witness 1, however, was adamant that she 

did not want to discuss her transfer with the Principal and Assistant Principal. Witness 1 then 

showed Witness 2 the picture of the first-grade teachers posing with the noose at Summerwind 

10 Before Witness 5 threw the noose away, someone took a picture of the noose hanging on a 
wall of the teachers ' lounge. l he picture of the hanging noose was ultimmely sllareu wiLli rneJia 

and news outlets. None of the witnesses interviewed for this investigation could confirm the 
identity of the person who took the picture of the hanging noose and whether that same person 
distributed the picture to the news media. 
11 Through her attorney, Witness 1 refused to be interviewed for thi s investigation. 
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Elementary. Upon seeing the picture, Witness 2 asked Witness 1 to wait in her office while 

Witness 2 showed the picture to Witness 3. 

This was the first complaint that the District received about the picture. 12 Witness 2 had 

a firm understanding about the historical significance of the noose, and knew that the picture was 

"not good." Witness 2 explained to the investigator that in college she had taken several cultural 

sensitivity classes and a class on African American studies. Approximately two years prior, as a 

District employee, Witness 2 had also taken a two-part class on unconscious bias. Witness 2 saw 

the picture and identified the rope as a "noose." Witness 2 explained, "I looked at the picture 

and, just based on the classes I've taken, my cultural sensitivity - that's a noose. I'm not an 

expert on ropes or knots. To me, that's a noose. Immediately my mind went to this being a 

picture of a noose." 

Witness 2 walked to Witness 3's office and encountered him as he was on his way to a 

meeting. She showed him the picture of the first-grade teachers posing with a noose, and 

explained that it was taken at Summerwind Elementary. Witness 3 informed Witness 2 that the 

Principal happened to be near the District office at an administrator's training. Witness 3 asked 

Witness 2 to contact the Principal at the training and ask her to come to the District office right 

away. 

The Principal arrived at the District office shortly after Witness 2 contacted her. Witness 

2 showed the picture to the Principal and explained that Witness 1 had lodged a complaint. The 

Principal admitted to Witness 2 that she had taken the picture. The Principal also explained that 

Witness 1 was complaining about the picture because she was unhappy with her evaluation and 

not because she was actually offended by the picture. It was apparent to Witness 2 at that time 

that the Principal did not understand the significance of the photograph or, more specifically, the 

significance of the noose in the photograph. 

12 Witness 1 did not lodge a complaint directly with the Principal or anyone else al Su111111c:1 wi111.l 

Elementary about her evaluation or about the picture of the first-grade teachers posing with the 
noose. 
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Witness 2 stated that she would facilitate a meeting between the Principal and Witness 1 

in an effort to address Witness 1 's concerns. However, when Witness 2 attempted to located 

Witness 1, she had left the building. Witness 2 found Witness I outside, sitting in her car. 

Witness I stated that she would not meet with the Principal without a union representative. 

There were no union representatives present at the District at that time. The Principal also had to 

return to her administrators' training. Accordingly, Witness 2 informed Witness 1 that they 

would reschedule the meeting with the Principal to secure the availability of a union 

representative. Witness 1 advised Witness 2 that she would make herself available for any future 

meeting, and gave Witness 2 the number to her personal attorney. 

On May 9, 2019, Witness 2 called Witness 1 to schedule a meeting to discuss the transfer 

process. Witness 1 initially agreed to meet with Witness 2 on May 14, 2019, but then failed to 

appear at that meeting. One hour after the May 14, 2019 scheduled meeting time, Witness 1 

submitted a medical note and requested medical leave. 

E. May 8, 2019 

i. The Principal informs the teachers of the complaints. 

On the morning of May 8, 2019, Witness 6 called the District office and Summerwind 

Elementary to complain about the picture. Witness 6 spoke with Witness 3 and the Principal in 

separate instances. He stated that he was a "concerned citizen" and that he was very upset by the 

picture. He called the picture inappropriate and racially offensive. He also threatened to send 

the picture to the media. Both Witness 3 and the Principal invited him to an in-person meeting to 

discuss the picture. Witness 6 refused to meet with them. 

In response to Witness 6's complaint, Witness 3 contacted the Principal to request a copy 

of the email that she had sent the week prior to all school staff. Witness 3 also asked the 

Pnnc1pal to request written statemerns from the fir~l-g1i::1Lk lc:acl1c:1:, 1cba1Jing the incident. 

The Principal first approached Teacher I to request a written statement. Teacher 1 was 

not teaching that day. Instead, she was attending response to intervention ("RTJ ") meetings all 

day . The Principal interrupted one of the RT! meetings and requested that Teacher I write a 
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statement regarding the picture. Teacher 1 was surprised to learn that someone had complained 

about the picture of the teachers posing with the noose. She was also surprised to learn that the 

school received complaints that the picture was racially offensive. Teacher 1 went to the 

Principal's office and typed her statement on the Principal ' s computer before returning to her 

R TI meetings. 

After Teacher 1 typed her statement, the Principal approached Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 

while they were escorting their students to lunch. She briefly and discreetly explained to them 

that someone had complained about the picture they had taken the week prior. She asked 

Teacher 2 and Teacher 4 to write a statement about the circumstances surrounding the picture. 

The Principal then approached Teacher 3 in her classroom and requested a written statement 

from her as well. The Principal requested all written statements by the end of the day, May 8, 

2019. 

May 8, 2019 was also an early release day to allow the teachers to hold their PLC 

meetings. Teacher 2, Teacher 4, and Teacher 3 met in Teacher 2's room at the end of the day 

during their PLC meeting time to write their statements. Teacher 4 had lingering questions about 

how she should write her statement, what she should include in the statement, and where she 

should deliver her statement. 13 The Principal asked for the statement without providing 

additional instruction and without informing the teachers about the purpose of their statement. 

Indeed, the teachers had no information regarding who would review their statements or whether 

there would be a follow-up meeting after they submitted their statements. 

Teacher 2, Teacher 4, and Teacher 3 di scussed the facts leading up to the picture taken 

the week prior in order to refresh their recollection. They also wondered whether the Principal 

would be reprimanded for distributing the picture. As they wrote the statements, they did not 

13 Teacher 4 also had a particularl y difficult day on May 8, 2019. A student in her classroom 
appeared to have suffered a seizure and she was concerned for hi s health and safety. As a new 
teacher, this incident scared Teacher 4. After her student recovered from the incident at school , 
:::.l1c: uccamc preo ccupied w ith e n s uring tha t the s tude nt traveled h o m e s a fe ly a nd w ith informin e, 

hi s mother about the incident. 

18 



think that they had done anything wrong or that they would be in trouble. They also did not 

discuss the specifics of what each would write down. Teacher 2, Teacher 4, and Teacher 3 spent 

approximately five minutes writing their statements. After they wrote their statements, Teacher 

2 and Teacher 3 delivered the statements to the Principal's office. The Principal had left for the 

day. Teacher 2 placed the statements in a box outside the Principal 's door. 

Teacher 4 informed her husband that the Principal asked her to write a statement. She 

took a picture of the statement and showed it to her husband when she arrived home at the end of 

the day. 

At approximately 3:00 p.m., local news media began contacting the District's human 

resources department for a statement about the picture. In response to these calls, Witness 3 

drove to Summerwind Elementary. Since the Principal had left for the day, Witness 3 called her 

and advised that she would be placed on administrative leave pending an investigation into the 

incident. The Principal was in shock. At that point, she still did not understand the magnitude of 

the incident and thought that she would be allowed to return to the school after a few days. 

ii. The pictures are published by evening news programs. 

On May 8, 2019, Teacher 3 remained at Summerwind Elementary later than usual. At 

approximately 6:00 p.m. Witness 7, a student aid at Summerwind Elementary, called Teacher 3 

to discuss the picture of the first-grade teachers posing with a noose. Witness 7 is African 

American. Teacher 3 described Witness 7 as a "wonderful" and "selfless" person, and considers 

Witness 7 her friend. 

Witness 7 called Teacher 3 to inform her that someone had sent the picture of the first

grade team posing with a noose to the media. Witness 7 expressed concern for Teacher 3 and the 

other first-grade teachers. Witness 7 also very candidly told Teacher 3 that she felt sick after 

seeing the picture, and explained what a noose represents to her and to the broader African 

American community. Thi s conversation helped Teacher 3 understand the depth of symbolism 

in a noose. Teacher 3 told Witness 7 that the teachers meant no offense and that the picture 

origina ted from ::i n Pnrl-nf-the-ye:::i r joke about the first grade team reaching .. the end of their 
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rope." Witness 7 and Teacher 3 spoke for approximately one hour before Teacher 3 left the 

school at approximately 7:00 p.m. 14 As she walked to her car, Teacher 3 noticed a news van 

parked in front of Summerwind Elementary. Teacher 3 called Teacher 2 to alert her regarding 

the news van and Witness 7's warnings. Teacher 2 told Teacher 3 to leave the school as soon as 

possible. 15 

Teacher 4 first learned that the picture had been mass distributed when she arrived home 

on the evening on May 8, 2019. Upon arriving home, she checked her Facebook account and 

noticed that someone she did not know attempted to add a picture to her timeline. 16 The post 

involved the picture of the first-grade team posing with the noose. The post included the caption 

"Fire these racist bitches." The caption also stated that the news would be "up in the school 

tonight." Teacher 4 was alarmed and immediately disabled her Facebook account. Teacher 4's 

husband was home at the time and signed into his personal Facebook account to determine the 

scope of the news articles discussing the picture. It was then that they learned that several news 

outlets had reported on the picture, along with a second picture of the noose hanging on the wall. 

Both pictures had gone viral. 

Teacher 1 arrived home that evening and showed her family the picture of the first-grade 

team posing with the noose. By the time she arrived home, Teacher 1 had received a text 

message from Teacher 2 and Teacher 3 informing her that there was a news van parked outside 

of the school. At that point, she still did not understand why someone would claim that the 

picture involved a racist symbol. She showed the picture to her family to make them aware 

about her image being published in the media. After a brief discussion with her family , Teacher 

14 At the conclusion of the conversation, Witness 7 told Teacher 3 that she valued their friendship 
a11d had never felt excluded in any way from the first-grade classrooms. 
I ) Teacher 3 does not own a computer or a television and has no social media accounts . reacher 
3 therefore did not have the ability to watch the evening news or witness the picture going viral 
on social media. 
16 Teacher 4 ' s Facebook privacy settings required that she give her approval before pictures are 
posted on her timeline . Teacher 4 did not approve the posting of the picture from thi s unknown 
person. 
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1 called a friend who was a former representative of the Palmdale Elementary Teachers 

Association ("PET A"). She described the photo to her friend. This friend then explained the 

history of the noose and that it is frequently used as a symbol of racial hatred. After this 

conversation, Teacher 1 began to understand the depth of harm that the picture could cause. 17 

Although the first-grade team did not intend to offend anyone with the picture, Teacher 1 grew 

increasingly concerned that the picture had caused others pain. 

After learning that the picture had gone viral, Teacher 4 called Teacher 2 and Teacher 1 

to inform them about what she had learned through social media. Teacher 2 and Teacher 1 both 

tried to calm Teacher 4 who, by this point, was in tears. All teachers were primarily concerned 

about their students possibly viewing and believing the news reports. The teachers also 

wondered whether they should go to work the following day. After some discussion, the 

teachers agreed to go to work the following day for the sake of their students. 

At approximately 10:00 p.m. on May 8, 2019, a close friend called Teacher 1 to alert her 

that the evening news had reported on the picture of the first-grade team posing with the noose. 

This close friend expressed concern for Teacher 1 safety. Teacher 1 also became concerned for 

her own safety and grew increasingly more upset as she began to understand the magnitude of 

the problem. She was crying and especially concerned about the children in her class hearing the 

news reports. After this phone call , Teacher 1 and her husband called the Principal. During this 

conversation, the Principal revealed that she had been placed on leave. The Principal attempted 

to comfort Teacher 1 and encournger1 TP::irhPr 1 to go to school the following day for the sake of 

her students. 

17 Teacher 1 and her family often attend rodeos and have at times entered rodeo competitions. 
Prior to her conversation with the former PET A representative. Teacher 1 explained that to her 
the noose was a symbol of the wild west. Similarly. Witness 3 initially thought of the wild west 
when he first saw the noose but soon realized that the noose may also be perceived as a symbol 
of racial hatred. 
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F. May 9, 2019: The first-grade teachers are placed on administrative leave. 

On the morning of Thursday May 9, 2019, Witness 3 and District representatives arrived 

at Summerwind Elementary. 

Witness 3 first met with the first-grade teachers. He inquired about their capacity to work 

and their emotional state in light of the media reports. The first-grade teachers all expressed a 

desire to be with their students and to proceed with the day. 

The District Representatives then met with Summerwind Elementary staff to address the 

media reports and to answer their questions. Summerwind staff were instructed to proceed with 

their day as usual , and to direct any questions from parents or media to District Representatives. 

Witness 3 also met and spoke with several parents as they dropped off their children at 

school for the day . Some parents were very upset that Summerwind Elementary was, once 

again, the subject of a controversy covered by the media. 18 Other parents expressed strong 

emotion concerning the fact that a noose was in any way associated with the place where their 

children attend school. Parents demanded answers and some even sought to personally confront 

the first-grade teachers. Witness 3 described that some parents were using foul language and 

having a difficult time controlling their emotions. Some parents even refused to allow their 

children to remain at school upon learning about the picture. 

Witness J ' s discussion with the parents made him realize that the teachers' safety was 

potentially at risk. In the interest of ensuring their safety pending an investigation, and after a 

discussion with the Superintendent, Witness 3 placed the first-grade teachers on administrative 

leave until further notice. 

18 In 2017, Summerwind Elementary was the focus of national media reports related to the 
murder of Summerwind student Gabriel Hernandez. One of the teachers previously taught 
Gabriel Hernandez. This teacher was a testifying witness at his murder trial. Some media 
outlets incorrectly reported that the first-grade teachers took the picture with the noose to 
celebrate the conviction and sentencing of the defendants in the Gabriel Hernandez case. These 
media reports are fal se. There is no truth to them and no connection between thi s incident and 
the Gabriel Hernandez incident. 
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G. District parents and community members express anger, pain and frustration after 

learning about the pictures through media reports. 

In the weeks that followed, parents and community members expressed pain, anger, and 

disappointment after learning that the first-grade teachers posed with the noose and after learning 

that the noose was hung in the teachers ' lounge. 

On May 10, 2019, parents and community members staged a protest outside of 

Summerwind Elementary to demand answers regarding a motive for the photograph. Many 

parents and students were in tears over the pictures circulating in the media and on the internet. 

One parent interviewed by the media stated that racism was a prevalent problem at the 

school and requested that her child be removed from the school. Several parents expressed 

sadness over having to answer their children's questions regarding the noose as a symbol. One 

parent lamented, "What's a hangman's noose? What is it used for. .. how are you going to 

explain that to a 9-year-old?" Indeed, at least one media report indicated that some children 

asked whether a noose could ever be used to punish them or to "hang" them. 

Several parents requested a classroom or school transfer for their children. Several 

parents expressed concern over the disruption that the incident caused to the Summerwind 

Elementary learning environment. One parent analogized Summerwind Elementary to a 

"plantation" during an interview with the press. Many community members opined that the 

"integrity of the school (was) compromised." Published media statements from parents and 

community members regarding this incident include the following: 

1. "To the black community, a noose is a weapon, a symbol of slavery and lynching;" 

2. "Do you know what they use that for? They use that to hang African-American 

people -- that's what they do -- and kill them. They still do it to this day.' ' 

3. "It hurts. It absolutely hu11s me to the core . .. It's di sgusting and I'm outraged, and I 

want to see some action and not just admini strative leave;" 

4. '·Even if it was a prank it does not belong in the school environment;" and 

5 . " The image of the noose i.;; ::ipp:::illing.'· 



On May 14, 2019, the District held a town hall meeting to encourage dialogue with 

community members, parents, and the broader Palmdale School District community regarding 

the incident. During this town hall meeting, several parents and community members spoke 

about the pain and trauma they experienced after seeing the pictures circulating in the media. 

One parent stated, "I'm not surprised at what happened. I' m appalled but not surprised." This 

parent also encouraged the District to review the curriculum and ensure that everyone at the 

District is learning the "truth" about slavery and the symbols of slavery to prevent similar 

incidents in the future. 

A community member also addressed the board and confirmed that the trauma of slavery 

is deeply embedded in the psyche of African Americans. This community member stated that 

the African American community cannot forget the legacy of slavery in this country, and is 

reminded of the trauma when they see a noose. In addition, some individuals who spoke were 

unable to fight back tears. One individual tearfully stated: 

"I have lived here for years and the pain I feel. .. there are no words to express the 

pain. There is no need for an investigation. The noose speaks for itself. This is 

hurting our kids. The world has come so far but we still have so far to go." 

A coalition of parents was also present at the town hall. A representative for the parent 

coalition expressed their frustration with the incident as follows: 

"We trusted you. By god we trusted you. As parents we wake up in the morning 

every morning and we bring our children to this institution with hope that they 

receive quality education. Instead, on May 8 it broke our hearts to find that not to 

be true and our trust to be compromised. Now as parents you have left us with 

not only a heavy heart but the responsibility to sit our children down next to us to 

expJam to them that their anceswrs· efforts tuwct1u:, fn:;c;Jom and civil rights j3 a 

mere mockery to their teachers and Principal. What was so funny? I'd love to 

hear the punchline that was told before the picture was taken. What was so 

funny? 400 years of oppress ion is not a joke to me and nothing to laugh at. Why 
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hang the noose up on display days later after finding it. .. are there no trash cans 

here on campus where you could've simply disposed of this symbol of hate? 

Why no response from the District? You were given time to correct this matter 

before it came out like this. The evidence was given to you guys on May the 

first ..... What are you doing to address the students and their mental health? Now 

that our children have been traumatized." 

District employees affected by the incident requested to transfer to a different school or 

even to a different school District. Indeed, even a former member of the Palmdale Board of 

Trustees spoke at the town hall meeting. This former board member also expressed her outrage 

and criticized existing racial tensions in the District. 19 

V. GOVERNING LAW AND PALMDALE BOARD POLICIES 

A. Palmdale's Civility Policy: Board Policy 1313. 

Palmdale Board Policy 1313 outlines the District's civility policy. The policy states the 

Governing Board's desire that "all district facilities (be) places in which mutual respect is 

practiced and reinforced by all who enter." It requires that civility permeate the entire District 

and that all students, staff, and members of the public be treated with respect. This policy also 

specifically outlines the role of the school as follows: 

"The school's role is to create a civil environment where people exhibit 

behaviors that foster sound, educational practices, allow people to grow socially 

and academically, and encourage healthy dialogue in respectful ways by 

presenting teachers and staff as positive role models. We foster positive 

communications and discourage disrespectful treatment. 

It is the District"s belief that a civil environment should be free of abusive 

behavior and threats. Positive human interaction is required by and among all 

19 This report by no means provides an exhaustive list of comments and complaints received by 
the District in response to the incident. This report includes only a snapshot of the most 
prevalent themes within the comments and complaints that the District received so as to convey 
the depth of the pain and trauma expressed in response to the incident. 
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Board members, teachers, administrators, staff, students, parents, and the general 

public. This policy is ... intended to . .. maintain, to the extent possible and 

reasonable, a safe, harassment-free workplace for our students and staff." 

B. Non-Discrimination in Employment: Palmdale Board Policy 4030. 

The District is determined to provide district employees "a safe, positive environment 

where they are assured of full and equal employment access and opportunities, protection from 

harassment or intimidation." Palmdale Board Policy 4030 prohibits discrimination or 

harassment against any District employee by a coworker, supervisor, or manager in the course of 

employment on the basis of the employee's actual or perceived race, color, national origin, 

ancestry, physical or mental disability, or other protected characteristic. Palmdale Board Policy 

4030 also specifically prohibits "unwelcome conduct, whether verbal, physical, or visual that is 

so severe or pervasive as to adversely affect an employee's employment opportunities, or that 

has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with the individual's work performance or 

creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment." 

C. Professional Standards for Palmdale Employees: Board Policies 4119.21, 4219.21, 

and 4319.21. 

Board Policies 4119.21, 4219.21, and 4319.21 govern employee conduct. Per these 

policies: 

"The Governing Board expects district employees to maintain the highest ethical 

standards, behave professionally, follow district policies and regulations, abide by 

state and federal laws, and exercise good judgment when interacting with students 

and other members of the school community. Employees shall engage in conduct 

that enhances the integrity of the district, advances the goals of the district's 

educational programs, and contributes to a positive school climate:· 

Inappropriate employee conduct includes "engaging in harassing or 

discriminatory behavior towards students, parents/guardians. staff or community 
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members, or failing or refusing to intervene when an act of discrimination, harassment, 

intimidation, or bullying against a student is observed." 

D. Non Discrimination/ Harassment: Board Policy 5145.3 

Board Policy 5145.3 prohibits discrimination and harassment against students in a school 

environment. This board policy aims to provide "a safe school environment that allows all 

students equal access and opportunities in the district's academic and other educational support 

programs, services, and activities." Prohibited discrimination and harassment under this board 

policy includes verbal or nonverbal harassment of any student on the basis of a student's actual 

or perceived race, color, national origin, ancestry, physical or mental disability, or other 

protected characteristic. 

E. The Noose as a Recognized Symbol of Hate in Legal Jurisprudence 

American jurisprudence has repeatedly recognized the noose as an ominous symbol of 

racial hatred. In 2001, a Court stated that a single display of a noose hanging on an employer's 

office wall could be sufficient to create a hostile work environment towards African American 

employees. Williams v. New York City Housing Authority, 154 F. Supp. 2d 820 (S.D.N.Y. 2001) 

(denying Defendants' motion to dismiss for failure to state a hostile work environment claim 

under Title VII). In addressing this issue, Williams analyzed the historical symbolism of the 

noose in American history and its impact on the psyche of the African-American community: 

"Those of us for whom a particular symbol is just that - a symbol - may have a 

difficulty appreciating the very real , very significant fear that such symbols 

inspire in those to whom they are targeted. No less than the swastika or the 

Klansman's hood , the noose in this context is intended to arouse fear." 

Id. at 824 (citing Vance v. Southern Bell Tel. & Tel. Co., 983 F.2d 1573 , 1583 (11th Cir. 1993) 

(Fay, dissenting).) The noose is among the most "repugnant" racist symbols because it 

symbolizes a history of violence against African-Americans and other people of color. Id ; See 

al so US v. Baca, 61 U F . Supp. 2d. 1203. 1212 (E.D. Cal. 2009) and Washington v . Francisco, 

2015 WL 9300413 at *4 (N.D. Cal. 2015). Per Williams, ··from 1882 ... to 1968, 3,446 African-

27 



Americans died at the hands of lynch mobs." Id. ( citing Robert L. Zangrando, The NAACP 

Crusade Against Lynching, 1909-1950 4 (1980).) This count is likely an underestimate because 

"such atrocities were underreported." Id. 

"The effect of such violence on the psyche of African-Americans cannot be 

exaggerated." Id. Lynchings were used to "maintain dominance" over African Americans to 

discourage them from testing the contours of their subordination. Id. Moreover, the noose as a 

symbol of oppression and fear continues in modern day, and invokes a generational trauma 

amongst the African-American community: 

"The lynchings in this nation's past cannot be relegated to the history books .... 

The hangman's noose remains a potent and threatening symbol for African

Americans, in part, because the grim specter of racially motivated violence 

continues to manifest itself in present day hate crimes. Moreover, persistent 

inequality in this country resuscitates for modern African-Americans many of the 

same insecurities felt years ago. It is for this reason that the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 was enacted." 

Id. at 824-825 . Indeed, the noose and its association with targeting and killing African 

Americans and other people of color cause a psychological impact on members of these 

communities. This psychological impact "transcends both empathy and sympathy (with 

actual victims oflynchings) ... Members of the target community experience reactions of 

actual threat and attack" from the mere image of the noose. Id. at 825, n. 1 (citing 

Frederick M. Lawrence, The Punishment of Hate: Toward a Narrative Theory of Bias

motivated Crimes. Mich. L. Rev. 320, .45-.46 (1994).) 

VI. ANALYSIS 

A. A preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a motivating 

factor in the decision by the first-grade teachers to pose with the noose. 

The preponderance of the evidence suggests that the teachers posed for a picture with the 

noose to commemorate an end-of-the-year joke. Both direct and circumstantial evidence 
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suggests that the teachers were ignorant to the racial symbolism of a noose, were not motivated 

by racial prejudice or racial hatred when posing with the noose, and had no intention of causing 

the immense pain that the picture ultimately caused on the Summerwind Elementary and 

Palmdale School District community. 

The teachers exhibited extreme remorse during their interviews for this investigation. 

Their greatest concern was the harm that the picture could potentially cause their students. One 

of their biggest regrets was their inability to conclude the school year with their students and 

their inability to give their students closure before the end of the school year. Teacher 1, Teacher 

2, and Teacher 3 have taught for decades. They do not have a history of discipline regarding 

prior racial incidents. Teacher 4 has no history of discipline in her short tenure as a probationary 

employee prior to this incident. 

The investigator reached this conclusion by also considering circumstantial evidence 

independent of the teachers' testimony. Witness 4's email provided necessary context to the 

motivations of the teachers when taking the photograph. Witness 4 corroborated the teachers' 

testimony that the picture was taken as an end-of-the-year joke and not because they were 

motivated by racial animus. In addition, the District conducted an independent forensic 

investigation of the teachers' computer and electronic devices. This independent forensic 

investigation, which included a review of the teachers' respective internet use, an analysis of 

their browser history, and a review of their emails failed to find evidence of unusual , 

inappropriate, or offensive content. 

In fact , the only inappropriate content located on the teachers ' computers and devices was 

the May 1, 2019 email from the Principal that attached the picture of the teachers posing with the 

noose. While the teachers' decision to pose with the noose suggests ignorance, a lack of 

leadership and a lack of decorum in a school setting, the preponderance of the evidence does not 

suggest that posing for the picture was done as a racist act or with racist intent. 
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B. A preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a motivating 

factor in the Principal's decision to email the picture of the first-grade teachers 

posing with the noose to all Summerwind Elementary staff. 

Similarly, the preponderance of the evidence suggests that the Principal did not act with 

racial animus when she allowed the picture of the teachers posing with the noose to be emailed 

from her school district account through her cell phone. Like the first-grade teachers, the 

Principal was ignorant that a noose is a symbol of racial hatred towards African Americans and 

other people of color. Like the teachers, the Principal showed extreme remorse for having taken 

the picture and sending it to all Summerwind Elementary staff. 

The Principal has no history of prior disciplinary incidents. By all accounts, she was 

considered one of the District's most effective principals. She was well respected by teachers at 

Summerwind Elementary as well as by District leadership prior to this incident. Witness 4's 

email corroborates the Principal ' s account of the motivation behind the taking of the photograph: 

that it was taken as a joke rather than as a result of racial animus. The forensic investigation of 

her computer, emails and devices failed to find evidence of offensive content other than the 

email she sent attaching the photograph to all Summerwind Elementary staff. 

Notably, the evidence suggests that the Principal failed to take any action towards 

addressing complaints regarding the picture after learning on May 7, 2019 that Witness 1 was 

offended by the picture. When the Principal first learned that Witness I was offended by the 

picture of the teachers posing with the noose, the Principal suggested that Witness 1 's complaint 

was a pretext for her disagreement with her evaluation. The evidence suggests that the Principal 

viewed Witness I as disgruntled and that the Principal did not fully grasp the depth of symbolism 

in a noose. Even after the District requested that the Principal secure written statements from the 

teachers, there is no evidence that the Principal offered to write a written statement from her 

perspective or offer to address the potential impact that the picture had on Summerwind 

Elementary staff. 
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All of these facts support a finding that the Principal was ignorant regarding the offensive 

nature of the picture that she ultimately circulated to Summerwind Elementary staff. While the 

Principal's taking of the picture and subsequent emailing of the picture suggests ignorance, a 

lack of leadership and a lack of decorum in a school setting, the preponderance of the evidence 

does not suggest that her actions were motivated by racist intent. 

C. Although a preponderance of the evidence indicates that racial animus was not a 

motivating factor in the display of the noose on the wall, such a display was 

ignorant, lacked judgment, and exhibited a gross disregard for professional 

decorum in a school setting. 

The above-mentioned evidence also supports a finding that Teacher 1 did not act with 

racial animus when hanging the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge. 20 The preponderance 

of the evidence suggests that Teacher 1, like the rest of the teachers, viewed the noose simply as 

a joke. The teachers were surprised to have found the noose in Room 223 and were engaged in a 

shared joking experience of being at "the end of their rope." Teacher 1 wanted to include the 

rest of the Summerwind Elementary teachers and staff in the joke and, accordingly, suggested 

that the picture be emailed to all staff at the school. Similarly, Teacher 1 then made the 

inappropriate decision to hang the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge in an eff011 to keep 

the joke going. 

Teacher 1 's act of hanging the noose on wall showed a gross disregard for 

professionalism in a teaching position and an inexplicable lack of judgment by someone with 

over twenty years of teaching experience. However, there was insufficient evidence to suggest 

that her actions were racially motivated. 

The investigator is also not satisfied with Teacher 1 's failure to explain her decision to 

hang the noose on the wall. When asked why she hung the noose on the wall her response was 

simply that she did not know what to do with it. When a co-worker asked Teacher 1 why the 

20 As stated. Teacher I had no prior history of discipline and had no inappropriate content on her 
computer or her personal devices. 
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noose hung on the wall, Teacher I stated that the noose was "junk" retrieved from Room 223. 

Teacher l's actions of hanging the noose on the wall are inconsistent with her view that the 

noose was simply "junk." She took the time to search for and retrieve a tack from the teachers' 

lounge, then hung the noose on a wall that is not traditionally used for posting or hanging school 

pictures. If she really viewed the noose as "junk," Teacher I failed to explain why she chose to 

display the noose on the wall rather than dispose of it before leaving school for the day. 

Teacher 1 also admitted that on May 1, 2019 she briefly considered whether the noose 

would be offensive to someone with a sensitivity to themes of suicide. She considered the 

offensiveness of the noose after Teacher 4 raised concerns that someone could be offended by 

the picture in the Principal's email. Teacher I assured Teacher 4 that the picture was not 

offensive. Teacher 1 then went back to review the picture that had been emailed and considered 

the implications that it might have for someone sensitive to themes of suicide. Despite these 

considerations, Teacher 1 did not return to the lounge to remove the noose from the wall. She 

also failed to remove the noose from the wall the following day, when a co-worker asked her 

about the noose. 

Teacher I admitted that, having thought about the potential offensiveness of the noose on 

May I, 2019, she should have removed the noose from the wall. Her hanging of the noose on the 

wall , lack of satisfactory motives for doing so, and admission that she should have removed the 

noose from the wall on May I, 2019 exhibit a lack of judgment and consideration for others' 

sensitivities. 

D. A preponderance of the evidence suggests that the picture of the teachers posing 

with the noose, the display of the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge, and the 

picture of the noose on display created a hostile work environment and violated 

District Board Policies 1313 and 4030. 

The preponderance of the evidence suggests that the picture of the teachers posing with 

the noose, the display of the noose on the wall of the teachers ' lounge. and the picture of the 
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noose on display created a hostile work environment at Summerwind Elementary and violated 

the District's Civility Policy 1313 and Non Discrimination in Employment Policy 4030. 

Witness 1, a classified employee at Summerwind Elementary, took a medical leave of 

absence and ultimately requested a transfer to a different school as a result of the picture and the 

subsequent display of the noose in the teachers' lounge. Witness 5 stated that she was 

immediately uncomfortable when she saw the noose hanging on the wall of the lounge on the 

morning of May 2, 2019. When Witness 5 saw that the noose was still on display during her 

lunch hour, she was so bothered by it that she took it off the wall and disposed of it in the trash. 

Witness 5 stated that a noose should not be on display, particularly on a wall of a teachers ' 

lounge at an elementary school. At least one other teacher was disturbed by the display of the 

noose on the wall. This teacher was also in the teachers ' lounge with Witness 5 and thanked 

Witness 5 for taking the initiative to remove the noose from the wall. 

Courts have acknowledged that a noose in a workplace creates a hostile work 

environment. See Williams v. New York City Housing Authority, 154 F. Supp. 2d 820 (S.D.N.Y. 

2001) (denying Defendants' motion to dismiss for failure to state a hostile work environment 

claim under Title VII). The impact of the image of teachers posing with a noose and the display 

of the noose on the wall created an environment of intimidation and offensiveness that interfered 

with employees ' enjoyment and use of the workplace and of the communal space of the teachers ' 

lounge. Indeed, as recognized by legal jurisprudence, the image of a noose carries with it a 

potent and threatening historical impact rooted in racial violence towards African Americans and 

other people of color. A noose has no place in any workplace, particularly in an elementary 

school environment. 

E. A preponderance of the evidence suggests that that the images of the noose, the 

teachers posing with the noose and the display of the noose on the wall of the 

teachers' lounee violated Palmdale School District board policies. 

A preponderance of the evidence indicates that the image of the noose hanging on the 

wall of the teachers· lounge. the image of the teachers posing with the noose and the display of 



the noose on the wall of the teachers' lounge violated the District's Professional Standards for 

Employees BP 4119.21, 4219.21 , and 4319.21, and the District's Student Non Discrimination / 

Harassment Policy 5145 .3. 

The Principal's emailing of the picture and the viral nature of the photographs in the 

media interfered with the integrity of the District, its goals of advancing and fostering a positive 

school climate, and its goals of creating a safe environment for its students and staff. As a result 

of the photographs ' publication, the entire first-grade staff of Summerwind Elementary was 

placed on administrative leave one month before the conclusion of the school year. This caused 

a severe disruption to the learning of all first-grade students at Summerwind Elementary. In 

addition, several parents of students at Summerwind Elementary refused to allow their children 

to return to the school after learning about the photographs. The day following initial media 

reports on the photographs, several students were in tears on school grounds. Parents were angry 

and wanted to personally confront the first-grade teachers and the Principal regarding the 

pictures. Some children asked whether a noose could ever be used against them in any capacity. 

Parents were left to wonder how they could possibly explain the incident to their children. 

Although the teachers and the Principal did not intend to create these consequences by 

their actions, the impact of their actions and the mass circulation of the photographs resulted in a 

severe disruption to the Summerwind Elementary learning environment. 

F. A preponderance of the evidence suggests that the pictures and media reports of the 

pictures caused extreme pain, anguish, and trauma to the Summerwind Elementary 

and Palmdale School District community. 

The District received overwhelming testimony by parents, staff, and community members 

that the pictures and their publication in the media caused extreme anguish, trauma, and pain 

within the Palmdale School District community. Members of the African American community 

overwhelmingly expressed the deep sadness and adverse psychological impact caused by the 

images of the noose in the media. During the town hall meeting. several members of the African 

American community gave detailed accounts of the historical origins of the noose and the 
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symbolic oppression of the noose. These accounts confirmed that the image of the noose 

remains "a potent and threatening symbol ... because of the grim specter of racially motivated 

violence (that) continues to manifest itself in present day." Williams, supra, 154 F. Supp. 2d 

820. 

Several parents and community members staged a series of protests at Summerwind 

Elementary and at the District offices to address their concerns over the images. In addition to 

disrupting the learning environment, the images also caused an adverse impact on the broader 

Palmdale School District community. 

Regrettably, the origin of this disruption fundamentally stemmed from ignorance related 

to the symbolism of the noose as an object of racial hatred and racial oppression. Although the 

educators involved in this incident would not have participated in their "end-of-the-year" joke 

had they understood the symbolism of the noose, the adverse impact of the pictures in the media 

and the display of the noose in the teachers' lounge was felt throughout the Palmdale School 

District community. 

VII. RECOMMENDED CORRECTIVE ACTIONS 

This investigation does not make recommendations regarding any disciplinary action 

against the Principal, Teacher 1, Teacher 2, Teacher 3, or Teacher 4. Such decisions are outside 

the scope of this investigation and subject to the administrative discretion of the District's Board 

of Trustees and their counsel. 

Per the above-mentioned findings, the investigator recommends the following corrective 

actions: 

(1) Require all school employees to participate in cultural sensitivity training that 

includes training on historical symbols of oppression and racism; 

(2) Require all school employees to pa11icipate in training related to the appropriate use 

of school technology, email , and social media; and 

(3) Remind school employees about the District's non-discrimination policies. civility 

policy. and policies governing employee professional standards. 
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