
The Sunday Oregonian

AUGUST 5 ,  2012

NEWSROOM: 503-221-8100
NEWSROOM@OREGONIAN.COM

NEWS FROM THE PORTLAND AREA AND THE NORTHWEST

METRO NW B

The $970,000 jury award is a pri-
mordial scream against retribution, in-
competence and bureaucratic malaise. 

But $3 million may be the more au-
dacious figure in the tale of what hap-
pened to Michael Wright and Oregon’s 
blind and visually impaired students at 
the hands of the Northwest Regional 
Education Service District. 

Late Wednesday, a Washington 
County jury - after deliberations that 
were tellingly swift - awarded Wright 
$970,000 for the damage done to him 
by that ESD. 

A former teacher at the Oregon 
School for the Blind, Wright was hired 
by the district after the state closed the 
school in 2009. 

He was passionate about the legisla-
tive mandate that the school’s former 
students receive the same level of ser-
vice at their mainstream high schools. 

In his view, that care deteriorated 
dramatically because the Northwest 
Regional ESD showed scant interest in 
spending the $3 million set aside for 
the task in the 2009-11 biennium. 

“I was shocked at how little was 
spent out of the fund,” said Rep. Sara 

Gelser, D-Corvallis, who led efforts 
to close Oregon School for the Blind. 
Payments totaled $1.3 million, less 
than half of the money appropriated 
by the Legislature. 

“What was embarrassing is here 
was a case where we had the resources 
set aside, and a mandate that was very 
clear, and students were still going 
without services.” 

Unlike the ESD administrators, 
Wright took the embarrassment per-
sonally, especially after hearing from 
the anguished parents of former OSB 
students. 

This is a guy, I might add, who has 
taken in 15 foster kids over the years 
and adopted the last of the 15. 

One parent, Karen Lisowski, was so 
frustrated by the lack of expertise and 
resources available to her son at Aloha 
High - she says he was once deposited 
in front of a TV set to watch “Scooby-
Doo” - that she filed a due process 
complaint against the district. 

When Lisowski bumped into 
Wright at Aloha in the fall of 2009 
and shared those frustrations, Wright 
tried to set up a meeting to resolve the 
problem. 

His supervisor, DiAnne Fentress-
Rowe, promptly told him to “back away 
from this discussion ... Our role is to 
support the district. The district’s role 
is to support the student and family.” 

“No one was there to support 
(Lisowski),” Wright said Thursday. 
“We were supposed to support the 
district in a blatant violation of the 
law.” 

In February 2010, Wright received 
an “unsatisfactory” rating on his mid-
year review because on several occa-
sions he “overstepped” his responsi-
bilities by engaging in conversation 
and offering to provide assistance to 
troubled parents. 

“They lay out that I’m a great teach-
er, but here’s a problem: You keep 
standing up for kids,” Wright said. 

I can only imagine how that review 
played for the jury. 

Wright responded in May 2010 with 
a four-page rebuttal, in which he ar-
gued that he does “not serve districts. 
I serve students. By doing my best to 
serve students, I fulfill my role as an 
ESD employee and the districts are 
served as well. I won’t change. This is 
what you got when you hired me.” 

Less than four months later, the 
ESD fired him. 

“I made a mistake,” Wright con-
cedes. He allowed his teaching license 
to lapse. Although the ESD has a long 
history of authorizing emergency li-
censes in such cases - even for teach-
ers who fail their licensing tests - it 
refused to do so for Wright. 

A “black-and-white” issue, ESD 

administrator Joan Steiner testified in 
her deposition. 

Steiner admits, by the way, that 
she never bothered to read Wright’s 
response to his evaluation. Asked if 
Wright’s explanation and perspective 
mattered to her, Steiner replies, “Not 
really.” 

Wright and his attorneys, Greg and 
Jason Kafoury, convinced the jury that 
he was fired for giving a damn in his 
advocacy for the blind and visually 
impaired. 

To rub salt in the wound, the 
ESD also spent four months fight-
ing to prevent Wright from receiving 
unemployment. 

“I came in and said, ‘We have to do 
things differently. The law says so,’” 
Wright said. “I think that threatened 
them. They shut down every good 
idea.” 

Not surprisingly, the jury found 
much more to like in Wright’s passion 
for these students than in the blase 
depositions and testimony of the ESD 
administrators. 

“A jury cannot be intimidated or 
corrupted because it has the power 
of a thunderbolt, and the lifespan of a 
gnat,” Greg Kafoury said. “Only in the 
courtroom are large institutions truly 
held to account.” 

I can only wonder, then, who will 
impanel the jury that focuses on the 
Oregon Department of Education 
and the ESD administrators it fails to 
monitor. 
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“A jury cannot be intimidated or 
corrupted because it has the power of 
a thunderbolt, and the lifespan of a 
gnat. Only in the courtroom are large 
institutions truly held to account.” 

- Greg Kafoury


