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Background

While the vast majority of school employees are dedicated, caring people who help our
children learn and grow, schools in communities all across the country are witnessing an
increase in disclosures of sexual abuse of students by both male and female teachers,
coaches, and other school personnel. In fact, this trend was reported in 2004 by the U.S.
Department of Education, whose report documented that “more than 4.5 million students
(10%) are subject to sexual misconduct by an employee of a school sometime between
Kindergarten and 12th grade.” Teachers or coaches were involved in a third of the cases. The
remainder included: substitute teachers, bus drivers, teacher’s aides, security guards,
principals, counselors, and other school employees.

A 2010 Government Accountability Office (GAQO) report confirms that some schools engage
in a practice which some legislators have labeled “passing the trash,” that is, the allowing or
even encouraging of school employees engaged in sexual misconduct to resign instead of an
internal investigation or outside legal action. Some schools have provided personal incentives
to encourage staff engaged in sexual misconduct or abuse to resign or retire. Confidential
separation agreements that include financial benefits, promises of excellent future letters of
reference, and/or the option to surrender one’s teaching certificate instead of legal action are
some of the benefits negotiated as part of this practice.

The prevalence of “pass the trash” highlights the importance of better screening of
applicants. It also emphasizes the reality of educator sexual misconduct (ESM) that is
occurring in our school system, even if survivors take decades to come forward about their
grooming and abuse. One aspect of transformative justice and systematic change is holding
individuals and organizations accountable for their abuses. While criminal statute of
limitations have historically never centered justice for the survivor, civil lawsuits related to
child sexual abuse have become more widespread as they give survivors greater agency and
opportunities to seek justice through extended statute of limitations (Nix Law).


https://enoughabuse.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/GAO-2010-report-History-of-Sexual-Misconduct.pdf
https://nixlaw.com/practice-areas/sexual-abuse/differences-criminal-civil-sexual-abuse-cases/

ESM Civil Lawsuits

This report focuses on educator sexual misconduct (ESM) civil lawsuits that settled out of
court in Massachusetts from the years 2010 to 2025. Educator sexual misconduct is a complex
and systematic issue. It is challenging to find information on case settlements and the final
decisions made about cases that are public record, despite going through multiple local,
state, and federal databases. While some court records may mention an amount that the
survivor (and oftentimes their family) asked for in damages, the majority of lawsuits settle out
of court and are not available. This lack of transparency should be troubling to advocacy
groups, policy makers, and the public - how many taxpayer dollars are going towards settling
cases of educator sexual misconduct?

Nationwide Cases

Unfortunately, ESM is far too common an occurrence in our schools. In a 2024 report from
United Educators, publicly reported major sexual misconduct damage awards and
settlements in public K-12 schools varied from 1 million to over 100 million dollars. This
number did not capture unreported damages from cases at private and independent schools.
Public and private schools are both affected in every state, not just Massachusetts.

In 2023, Matt Drange, a reporter at Business Insider, worked to obtain disciplinary records,
severance agreements, and license revocations from the 10 biggest school districts across all
50 states from 2017 to 2022. In this single year, Business Insider received over 3,700 teacher
severance agreements and 800 disciplinary files from 85 school districts across 34 states.
Although many of these records were partially redacted or incomplete, 388 files had enough
information to determine that they were related to sexual misconduct cases with students.
Nationally, over 1,800 teachers had adverse actions taken against their credentials by the
state education licensing boards for sexual misconduct, based on data from the National
Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification (NASDTEC).

In a Concord Monitor article, the Concord School District in Concord, NH, will pay a $1.5
million settlement to two former students who claimed to have been sexually assaulted by
former teacher Howie Leung. The United Educator report stated:

In 2020, the district reached a $545,000 settlement with another former student who
claimed to have been sexually assaulted by the same teacher when she was 13 and 14
years old and attending the Fessenden Summer ELL Program in Newton, MA. The
district settled a third complaint involving the same teacher, this one for $15,000, in
2019 when a middle schooler complained about the teacher’s relationship with some
of her female classmates, and rather than investigating him, they suspended her for
complaining. In the more recent settlement, witnesses saw the then-teacher kissing
the student in a car near Concord High School in 2018. Despite an internal
investigation by the district related to that incident, he was allowed to remain on the
job for about 14 more weeks before action was taken against him. No charges against
the former teacher have been filed in New Hampshire, but in Massachusetts, he is
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facing two charges of aggravated rape of a child with a 10-year age difference, two
charges of aggravated indecent assault and battery on a child under age 14, and two
counts of aggravated indecent assault and battery on a person age 14 or older. He has
pleaded not guilty. (United Educator, 2023)

This case highlighted how important it is for school districts to take students seriously and
to extend communication to further transparent dialogue between students and staff
without fear of repercussion or retaliation for speaking up.

In an NBC San Diego and AP article, Former San Diego “Teacher of the Year,” Jacqueline Ma,
pleaded guilty and agreed to a sentence of 30 years to life in a particularly egregious case of
child sexual abuse. Ma groomed 11 and 13-year-old victims by buying them gifts and
exchanging sexually explicit messages and photos. In the Redlands Unified School District,
also in California, CBS News reported that the school district paid out $8.25 million to victims
of a teacher in California that were sexually abused by their high school teacher. The teacher
in this case became pregnant and gave birth to the child of one of her underage victims.
These cases are clear examples of a teacher’s abuse of authority, as well as the reality that
women are also the perpetrators of abuse.

The largest publicly known settlement ever awarded to victims of sexual abuse in schools is
a $135 million settlement to two victims in California. In 2023, a Riverside Superior Court jury
determined that the Moreno Valley Unified School District was guilty of a “pattern of neglect”
and failing to prevent the abuse from occurring. Two victims came forward publicly about
their abuse from the 1990s, which included fondling, groping, kissing, and manipulation that
scared the young victims from reporting their abuse at the time.

The accused, Thomas Lee West, was hired by the Moreno School District even after having
a history of molestation complaints. He was arrested in 2003, found guilty of 10 counts of
child molestation, and is currently serving a 52-year-to-life sentence in a California State
prison. One of the victims, Justin McGregor, told The New York Times that he wanted to be
publicly identified through the course of the lawsuit “to give other victims of childhood sex
abuse the strength to be able to come forward and know that they will be OK — and that the
truth can prevail.” This settlement underscores the importance of civil litigation and statutes
of limitations in ensuring that survivors can pursue justice, even decades later.

Another large settlement involving a California school district was awarded by a Los
Angeles County jury in November 2025. They awarded $16 million to a former Beverly Hills
High School student in a childhood sexual abuse case against Beverly Hills Unified School
District (BHUSD) arising from abuse by teacher and coach Henry "Hank" Friedman in the early
1980s against a student. The jury found that BHUSD was negligent in its supervision and
retention of Friedman and that the District's failures were a substantial factor in causing the
survivor's lifelong emotional harm. The entire $16 million verdict was for noneconomic
damages, compensating for decades of emotional pain, psychological trauma, and loss of
enjoyment of life. Friedman used his position as a trusted teacher and coach at Beverly Hills
High School to groom and abuse a vulnerable student, and BHUSD failed to act on warning

3


https://www.nbcsandiego.com/news/local/teacher-of-the-year-to-learn-her-fate-after-having-sex-with-student-12/3822415/
https://apnews.com/article/jacqueline-ma-teacher-sexual-abuse-sentence-deb923f4e82f9b2680c1fdb099408733
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/california-school-district-to-pay-2-25-million-sex-abuse-victim-teacher-laura-whitehurst/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/11/us/teacher-molest-settlement-moreno-valley-ca.html

signs that should have prompted intervention. “The verdict recognizes not only the abuse
itself, but more than forty years of emotional fallout”, according to the Plaintiff’s law firm.

Massachusetts Cases

As of October 2025, Enough Abuse has totaled 49 lawsuits related to educator sexual
misconduct that have been filed since 2010. This number does not capture every case, but is
based on information from local journalism and what is available in the public record. For the
cases that were available through public records, all of them settled in the six-figure range.
Additionally, many civil lawsuits are still ongoing and can take years to be resolved.

In the 2023 Business Insider report, Massachusetts had 399 educators who received adverse
actions against their licenses, as reported to the National Association of State Directors of
Teacher Education and Certification by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education (DESE).

In January 2026, the largest child sexual abuse settlement in Massachusetts history was
awarded. The suit was filed against Springfield School District officials for negligence to
properly hire, train, supervise, and discipline a teacher. Two settlements were awarded to
victims in January 2026, one for $1.8 M, the other a record breaking $13 M. The City of
Springfield is set to pay the settlements to the families affected. Criminal charges are still
pending in this case against Robert Gayle, 60, a former teacher at the Springfield STEM Middle
Academy, who was federally charged in February 2025 with sexual harassment, grooming,
and abuse of middle school students. There are currently three other criminal cases against
Gayle for sexual assault, statutory rape and indecent assault and battery. Gayle was alleged to
have groomed students by kissing them on the neck, providing food during class for his girl
students, asking students to stay after class and not to tell anyone, etc.

In 2022, Auburn Public Schools settled with student survivor “Mary Joe” for $6,000,000 in
damages out of Worcester Superior Court. The abuser, Stephen Jaszek, is currently serving an
18 to 20-year prison sentence on multiple charges of aggravated rape of a child. The sexual
assaults occurred in 2009 and 2010 when Jaszek was an elementary music teacher at Auburn
Elementary School, and the victim was a student. Jaszek was arrested in 2018 and sentenced
in 2022, the same year that the civil suit was settled, which began in 2019. Boston 25 News, a
local outlet well-known for its investigative journalism and focus on ESM, reported on this
egregious case and obtained the final settlement number.

In 2016, a New Bedford Superior Court jury awarded an anonymous “John Doe” survivor
$300,000 in their civil suit. The abuser, Albert Vaillanacourt, was a sixth-grade teacher at the
Notre Dame School in Fall River when the abuse occurred in 1987. The victim was 10 years old
at the time of the sexual assault. They testified to being abused once on school grounds and a
second time when mowing the grass at Vaillanacourt’s home. Vaillanacourt died in 2019 after
retiring from 42 years in the Catholic School System and never facing criminal charges. This
case emphasizes how common it is for survivors to make delayed reports of sexual assault, as
well as why civil lawsuits are such an important avenue for seeking justice when the criminal

justice system fails to take action or is not an option due to the passing of time.
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Background on Massachusetts Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Bills:

Massachusetts legislators must pass a bill to require child sexual abuse prevention
education and policies in schools. According to the US Department of Education (DOE), 7% or
3.5 million American school children in Grades 8 -11 report having had unwanted direct
sexual contact with someone in their school, usually a teacher or coach, at some point in their
school career. Substitute teachers, bus drivers, teacher aides, security personnel, principals,
and counselors were among other school employees identified. Overall, the DOE report found
that when non-touching sexual offenses were included, e.g., sending illicit texts or photos,
making suggestive comments, etc., the percentage of school children exposed to contact
and/or non-contact sexual misconduct rose to 10% or 4.5 million students (U.S. Department
of Education, 2004). Given the Massachusetts student population of 1 million, this means that
as many as 100,000 Massachusetts school children may be vulnerable to this type of harm.

Despite these alarming numbers, according to one study on teachers’ knowledge of and
attitudes towards child maltreatment, two-thirds of teachers don’t receive training in
preventing, recognizing, or responding to child sexual abuse, either in their college
coursework or as part of their professional development. Nearly one in 9 said they were
unaware of the signs of child sexual abuse and would not report sexual abuse to school
authorities, even if a child disclosed to them (Kenny, 2004). Not surprisingly, a study of
primary school teachers found the most common reasons for not reporting suspected child
sexual abuse were their lack of confidence in their ability to identify it and to respond
appropriately to suspicions (Goldman, 2007).

This unwillingness to report is likely influenced by the expressed fears and biases of school
personnel documented by Enough Abuse as part of its in-person training of school personnel.
These include: disbelief that a colleague could be engaged in sexual misconduct, dismissal of
rumors about misconduct, concerns that reporting would reflect badly on the school, fears of
not being supported by other colleagues and administration if they report, fears of being
sued if allegations were proven false, abdicating to others the legal responsibility to report a
suspected case; or misinformation that children likely lie about being sexually abused.

Research by Enough Abuse on school personnel’s education about child sexual abuse
shows that to date, only twenty-eight (28) states and D.C. have passed legislation mandating
child sexual abuse awareness and prevention education in schools. Ten (10) states have
passed legislation allowing or recommending this kind of instruction. Only fourteen (14)
states require the education of both school employees and students; eight (8) require the
education for students only; and seven (7) require it for students and only a limited group of
employees.

Schools are charged with the fundamental dual responsibility of educating children and
ensuring a safe and nurturing environment that allows them to learn. Without adequate
training, educators may not understand the impact childhood trauma, including child sexual
abuse, can have on a child’s learning and academic success. In one study, the cognitive
abilities, memory scores, and academic achievement of sexually abused children were lower
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than those of their non-abused peers. For example, 48% reported below-average grades,
39% displayed academic difficulties, 24% repeated a grade, 15% were enrolled in remedial
classes, and a higher percentage failed to graduate. (Daignault, & Hebert, 2009). Clearly,
educating adults, students, and their parents about child sexual abuse prevention through
training opportunities in schools and youth organizations is a key strategy to end the silence,
shame, and denial that have undermined the safety and well-being of our children for so
long.

The Prevention Package

Massachusetts has fallen behind in its efforts to prevent child sexual abuse. Recognizing
this, Massachusetts Senate and House leaders filed several bills in the 2025-2026 Session to
prevent child sexual abuse in our schools, youth organizations, and communities. These
Massachusetts child sexual abuse prevention bills would protect children in a variety of ways -
ensuring that all children have the right to a safe childhood. These bills will require students,
school personnel, and youth organization staff to receive child sexual abuse prevention
education and policy information. These prevention bills will limit the progression of “passing
the trash”, bolster the applicant screening process to identify any past sexual misconduct or
abuse, criminalize sexual abuse by school personnel and other adults in places of authority,
extend the penalties for school employee-perpetrated sexual abuse, and eliminate the statute
of limitations. Overall, these bills will make substantial contributions to further preventing
child sexual abuse in our schools and communities.

School Employee Screening for Histories of Sexual Misconduct

In the 2010 U.S. Government Accountability Office report, they conducted a case study of
public and private schools to explore the factors relating to the hiring or retaining of
individuals with histories of previous sexual misconduct. In at least six cases, the GAO found
offenders used their new positions to abuse more children. The following factors were found
to have contributed to their hiring or retention by the schools: 1.) school officials allowed
teachers who had engaged in sexual misconduct toward students to resign rather than face
disciplinary action, often providing subsequent employers with positive references; 2.)
schools did not perform pre-employment criminal history checks; 3.) even if schools did
perform these checks, they may have been inadequate in that they were not national,
fingerprint-based, or recurring; and 4.) schools failed to inquire into troubling information
regarding criminal histories on employment applications.

In 2017, the federal “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA) responded to the stated concerns
of Congress about State and Local Education Agencies not adequately addressing the sexual
abuse of students, which it indicated had increased fifteenfold over a decade ago. Under SEC.
8546. Prohibition on Aiding and Abetting Sexual Abuse, the U.S. Department of Education
now requires- a state education department or school that receives Federal funds under the
Act to establish laws, regulations, or policies that prohibit any school or its employees from
assisting an employee in obtaining a new job, if the individual or agency knows, or has


https://enoughabuse.org/get-vocal/ma-child-sexual-abuse-prevention-bills/

probable cause to believe, that such school employee engaged in sexual misconduct
regarding a minor or student.

Passage of this legislation would meet our state’s obligation to meet the ESSA
requirements and would further build the capacity of schools to protect students from the
devastating consequences of child sexual abuse and its impact on families and our
communities. According to research by Enough Abuse, eighteen (18) states and D.C. to date
have enacted laws to address educator sexual misconduct and abuse by requiring new
standard practices to screen prospective employees, and by prohibiting schools from aiding
and abetting school employees engaged in sexual misconduct to secure positions in other
schools through confidentiality agreements aimed at suppressing information about the
misconduct.

Criminalizing Sexual Abuse by Adults in Positions of Authority

These bills close the “age of consent” loophole, which allows defendants to claim that the
victim consented to sexual act(s). Since the age of consent in MA is 16, defendants’ lawyers
can claim that the offender believes the victim, aged 16-18, consented. If it cannot be proven
by prosecutors that the victim did not consent, then the age of consent can be used as a
defense to help offenders escape prosecution. This problem is worsened when educators or
other adults in positions of authority groom students until they reach the age of consent,
acting increasingly inappropriately with the student until they are 16, and then beginning a
sexual relationship with them.

Another result of the grooming process, as we have heard from several adult survivors of
educator sexual misconduct, is that the victim may believe at the time that the sexual
relationship is consensual and that the abuser loves them, and they often will not recognize it
as grooming and abuse until they are an adult in their 20s, 30s, or even 40s. As awareness of
child sexual abuse, educator sexual misconduct, and the power imbalance between adults in
positions of authority and students grows, more states have passed laws to close the “age of
consent loophole”, with 39 states and the District of Columbia having adopted statutes that
specifically prohibit the sexual abuse of children by individuals working in or associated with
schools and by persons in positions of authority that include school personnel. Massachusetts
is one of only 11 states that has not yet passed this law to protect children.

Statute of Limitations Reform

The Statute of Limitations (SOL) on child sexual abuse cases, although it has been extended
in Massachusetts in 2014, still limits access to justice for survivors and is a barrier to ensuring
sexual abusers face consequences and cannot continue to abuse children. The majority of
child sexual abuse is not reported while the victim is still a child, due to trauma and secrecy.
Most victims will not share or report what happened to them until years after the fact, and in
many cases, the SOL can make it impossible to pursue civil damages or criminal charges.

That is why many states are reforming or eliminating the SOL on child sexual abuse. 44
states have no criminal SOL for CSA, 19 states have no Civil SOL for CSA, and 30 states have

7


https://enoughabuse.org/get-vocal/laws-by-state/screening-school-employees/
https://enoughabuse.org/get-vocal/laws-by-state/screening-school-employees/
https://enoughabuse.org/get-vocal/laws-by-state/criminalizing-educator-sexual-misconduct-map/

revived expired SOL. Although MA made changes in 2014, according to ChildUSAdvocacy, MA
still receives an F on revival laws, as well as the cap on civil damages allowed due to charitable
immunity. MA is far behind the national movement. There is no real institutional incentive to
be transparent and to implement better child protection policies, procedures, and responses,
given that the 2014 law did not apply to institutions. In short, children are still in harm’s way
in Massachusetts until the SOL is eliminated.

Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM)

To address the exponentially growing problem of online child sexual abuse material
(CSAM), several pending Massachusetts bills would enable the prosecution of people for
developing and sharing sexually explicit images of children that are technologically edited,
collaged, morphed, or Al-generated. These bills were drafted with input from Enough Abuse,
which researched statutes in 45 states to date that have criminalized computer or Al-
generated CSAM, as well as parents of survivors whose images have been used this way, and
national policy experts at the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.

Impact of the Prevention Package on Civil Lawsuits

Through this report, we aimed to total ESM damages and explain the impact of the
Prevention Package as it works through the Massachusetts legislature. While educator sexual
misconduct is a systemic issue, the ability to file and resolve cases through civil lawsuits is an
avenue toward justice for survivors. The lack of transparency in public records should
concern taxpayers - there is no way to know what funds, or how much, are being spent
on resolving cases of ESM.

While researching over 30 lawsuits, only 5 reached a settlement amount with a total sum of
$7.6 million dollars. This number does not account for the undisclosed amounts or the
amount of money asked for in the remaining 25 cases. $7.6 million dollars may serve as a
gross underestimate in truly quantifying how much money was spent on settlement cases in
MA. This underscores how, even though we did not find much to give an extensive history of
ESM settlement damages, transparency in these cases is all the more crucial.

While school districts and towns may seek to limit negative press or reactions in their
communities, this lack of transparency erodes the public’s trust in institutions that are meant
to educate and protect the most vulnerable population - children. Additionally, when civil
lawsuits are kept a secret and settled out of court, survivors may see this as another barrier to
coming forward and sharing their own stories and seeking justice. This underscores how
improving transparency in civil lawsuits for CSA should be a priority for all. Millions are spent
resolving cases of ESM in the United States, including in Massachusetts.

Additionally, according to a study on the economic burden of child sexual abuse in the
United States, including health care costs, productivity losses, child welfare costs,
violence/crime costs, special education costs, and suicide death costs, the lifetime economic
burden of child sexual abuse is $9.3 billion. The lifetime cost for victims of fatal CSA per
female and male victim is on average $1.1 million and almost $1.5 million, respectively, and
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the average lifetime cost for victims of nonfatal CSA is $282,734 per female victim. For male
victims of nonfatal CSA, there was insufficient information on productivity losses,
contributing to a lower average estimated lifetime cost of $74,691 per male victim.
(Letourneau et al. 2018).

Taxpayers deserve to know how their tax dollars are being spent, and most would agree
that money should be spent on preventing child sex abuse and educator sexual misconduct,
not on paying damages after the fact.

Who we are

ENOUGH ABUSE?® is the nation’s oldest citizen-based child advocacy organization, with a
65-year history of improving the lives of vulnerable children. We work in states, nationally,
and with international partners to ensure every child’s right to a childhood free from abuse
and exploitation. For over two decades, our primary focus has been to prevent the sexual
abuse of children in their homes, communities and online through our effective prevention
trainings, education and advocacy.

This report was researched and written by Alvalyn Dixon-Gardner and Gabrielle Rudolph for Enough Abuse®.
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