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Former special education teacher Mi-
chael D. Wright said he plans to continue 
advocating for blind and visually impaired 
students after a Washington County jury 
awarded him nearly $1 million in a wrong-
ful termination suit.

The jury determined late Wednesday 
night that the Northwest Regional Educa-
tion Service District fired Wright in retalia-
tion for stepping over the boundary of ser-
vice to advocating for the kids.

Wright, who taught blind and visu-
ally impaired students during the 2009-10 
school year, questioned the use of $3 mil-
lion in state funds the ESD was expected to 
spend on the kids. In addition, he sought 
modern Braille equipment, additional staff 
and other resources for the students. 

The ESD claimed Wright failed to re-
new his teaching license before the start of 
school despite repeated reminders and a 
warning that he would lose his job. 

Wright, 43, said he expected the verdict. 
“I believed they would see the truth,” he 

said of the jury. “The other side had a lot 
of bureaucracy. What I had were the stories 
from the children.” 

The ESD released a statement Thursday 
morning saying it was surprised by the ver-
dict. 

“NWRESD takes concerns people raise 
about issues seriously and believes that 
those did not play any role at all in the em-
ployment decision at issue.” 

The ESD’s attorney, Bruce White, said the 
district might appeal. 

The jury spent about three and a half 
hours in deliberations Wednesday night 
before awarding Wright $320,000 in eco-
nomic and $650,000 in non-economic 
damages for violating his First Amendment 
rights of free speech, the Rehabilitation Act 
and the Whistleblower Protection Act. The 
amount was about half of the $2 million 
originally sought. 

It was not a simple civil case. 
Wright had worked as a teacher at the 

Oregon School for the Blind for a year be-
fore the state closed it in 2009. About 22 
students returned to their home school 
districts, and the Northwest Regional ESD 
was given responsibility for managing $2.9 
million in state funds dedicated to all 850 
visually impaired and blind students in the 
state. 

The ESD, which offers services to 20 

school districts in five counties, hired 
Wright in September 2009, and he traveled 
from school to school, working with visu-
ally impaired and blind students. The jury 
had to weigh what appeared to be a pattern 
of Wright’s advocating for students fol-
lowed by written reprimands from his su-
periors against the fact that he let his teach-
ing license expire and failed to get it fully 
renewed after a four-month extension. The 
case pitted email against email and word 
against word. 

Ultimately, it may have come down to the 
district’s failure to grant Wright an emer-
gency license after test scores required for 
his license renewal failed to arrive in time 
for the start of the 2010-11 school year. 

“I think this concept of everybody was 
an exception except Michael Wright didn’t 
add up,” said Jason Kafoury, who with 
his father Gregory Kafoury, represented 
Wright. 

The Kafourys showed the jury evidence 
that eight days after Assistant Superinten-
dent of Human Resources Jack Musser 
refused to authorize an emergency license 
for Wright, he signed one for a new teacher 
who had failed to pass her tests. 

The ESD’s attorney, White, continually 
reminded the jury to base its decision on 
the legal facts that Wright did not have a 
current license when school started the fol-
lowing year and could not, legally, teach 
students. 

“This case is chock-full of arguments that 
have nothing to do with the case,” White 
told the jury during closing arguments. 

He reminded them not to be swayed by 
emotions. 

“I believe passion and prejudice has been 
injected into this,” he said. “Ninety percent 
of this case are red herrings that have no 
basis in the facts.” 

White said emails taken out of context 
and notes placed in Wright’s files were not 
reprimands but reminders for a new teach-
er about how the ESD worked. 

If the ESD was trying to get rid of Wright, 
he asked the jury, why they would give him 
a strong evaluation and recommend him 
for rehire? 

It was after the recommendation that the 
district discovered Wright had been teach-
ing with an expired license and helped him 
get a 4-month extension with the warning 
that he would get no emergency license if 
he failed to renew in time. 

Wright, who might not see any of the 
money for years if the district appeals, said 
it was not about the money. 

“It’s making sure people know,” he said. 
“It’s time to make sure the kids get what 
was promised to them.” 
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Teacher fired wrongly, jury finds

“The other side had a lot of bureaucracy.  
What I had were the stories from the children.”
Michael D. Wright, former Northwest Regional ESD teacher 

A former special education 
instructor is awarded 
$970,000 by a Washington 
County jury. 


