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IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF THE SIXTH JUDICIAL CIRCUIT 
CHAMPAIGN COUNTY, ILLINOIS 

 
DR. DONALD D. OWEN, 
 
 Plaintiff, 
 
-vs- 
 
URBANA SCHOOL DISTRICT #116, 
JOHN H. DIMIT, BENITA ROLLINS-GAY, 
ANNE HALL, RUTH ANN FISHER, 
BRENDA CARTER, PAUL POULOSKY, 
and PEGGY PATTON, 
 
 Defendants. 

) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 
) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 JURY TRIAL 
 DEMANDED 

 
COMPLAINT AT LAW 

NOW COMES Plaintiff, Dr. Donald D. Owen, by and through his attorney, Ronald S. 

Langacker of Langacker Law, Ltd., and for his Complaint against Defendants, Board of 

Education of Urbana School District #116, John H. Dimit, Benita Rollins-Gay, Anne Hall, Ruth 

Ann Fisher, Brenda Carter, Paul Poulosky, and Peggy Patton, in their individual capacities, 

hereby states as follows: 

JURISDICTION AND VENUE 
 
1. The jurisdiction of this Court is invoked pursuant to 775 ILCS 5/7A-102 (C-1). Prior to 

bringing this lawsuit, Plaintiff has exhausted all of his administrative remedies, having filed a 

charge of discrimination with the Illinois Department of Human Rights (“IDHR”) in Charge 

No. 2019SF2466, on June 21, 2019. See Plaintiff’s Exhibit A, attached hereto. Plaintiff 

requested and received a “Notice of Opt Out of IDHR’s Investigative and Administrative 

Process, and of Right to Commence and Action in Circuit Court” form from the IDHR on 

August 27, 2019, true and correct copy of which is attached hereto as Plaintiff's Exhibit B. 

2. The venue of this Court to entertain the issues raised within this case is appropriate as the 
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Defendants engaged in their official activities within the judicial district of this Court and the 

claims giving rise to the above-captioned proceeding occurred within the judicial district of 

this Court.   

PARTIES 

3. Plaintiff, Dr. Donald D. Owen (“Dr. Owen”), was, at all relevant times herein, the 

Superintendent of the Urbana School District #116 (“School District”), and a full-time public 

employee of the Defendant, the Board of Education of the Urbana School District #116, and 

currently resides within this judicial district. 

4. Defendant, the Board of Education of Urbana School District #116, (“Board”), is a municipal 

corporation organized and existing under the laws of the State of Illinois. The School District 

is located in within the judicial district in Champaign County, Illinois. 

5. Pursuant to Section 10-10 of the Illinois School Code (105 ILCS 5/10-10), the Board is the 

duly constituted and elected governing body of the School District. 

6. Defendant, John H. Dimit (“Dimit”), is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times 

material to this action, Dimit was a duly elected member of the Board, and at all times stated 

herein, served as President of the Board. 

7. Defendant, Benita Rollins-Gay (“Rollins-Gay”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At 

all times material to this action, Rollins-Gay was a duly elected member of the Board, and 

served as Vice President of the Board.  

8. Defendant, Ruth Ann Fisher (“Fisher”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times 

material to this action, Fischer was a duly elected member of the Board, and at all times stated 

herein, served as Secretary of the Board. 

9. Defendant, Brenda Carter (“Carter”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times 
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material to this action, Carter was a duly elected member of the Board. 

10. Defendant, Anne Hall (“Hall”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times material 

to this action, Hall was a duly elected member of the Board. 

11. Defendant, Paul Poulosky(“Poulosky”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times 

material to this action, Poulosky was a duly elected member of the Board. 

12. Defendant, Peggy Patton (“Patton”) is an adult resident of the State of Illinois. At all times 

material to this action, Patton was a duly elected member of the Board. 

ALLEGATIONS COMMON TO ALL COUNTS 

13. Dr. Owen has been an educator for over 30 years, and began his employment with the Urbana 

School District #116 in 1989. From 2013 until December 4, 2018, Dr. Owen was actively 

employed as the School District’s Superintendent. 

14. Defendant, Urbana School District #116, was an “Employer” and/or “Person” within the 

meaning of 2-101(B)(1)(a), 2-101(B)(1)(b), and 1-103(L) of the Illinois Human Rights Act, 

and was subject to the provisions of the Act. 

15. Among the duties of the School Board is the duty set forth in Section 10-21.4 of the Illinois 

School Code (105 ILCS 5/10-21.4) “to employ a superintendent who shall have charge of the 

administration of the schools under the direction of the board of education.” 

16. Under the Illinois School Code, the School Board makes all employment decisions pertaining 

to the superintendent. 105 ILCS 5/10–16.7.  

17. On June 16, 2015, the Board and Dr. Owen entered into an employment contract whereby the 

Board hired and retained Dr. Owen as Superintendent of the School District. The 2015 

Employment Contract had a term that commenced on July 1, 2015, and concluded on June 

30, 2019. 
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18. The School Code requires a performance-based contract for superintendents that includes 

“the goals and indicators of student performance and academic improvement determined and 

used by the local school board to measure the performance and effectiveness of the 

superintendent and such other information as the local school board may determine.” 105 

ILCS 5/10–23.8. 

19. The 2015 Employment Contract entered into between the Board and Dr. Owen made 

reference to, and complied with, the requirements set forth in Section 10-23.8 of the Illinois 

School Code (105 ILCS 5/10-23.8). Specifically, the 2015 Employment Contract is a 

performance-based contract and which goals and indicators of student performance and 

academic improvement. 

20. That throughout the course of his employment with Defendant, Dr. Owen performed his job 

duties in a satisfactory manner consistent with Defendant’s standards.  

21. During his tenure with the School District, Dr. Owen focused on issues concerning social 

justice and promoted initiatives to address the needs of a multicultural School District. Dr. 

Owen has been a passionate advocate for resolving issues related to racial and gender bias 

within the District. Notably, Dr. Owen was instrumental in instituting a restorative discipline 

process within the District after data revealed a significant disparity between the number and 

severity of punishments for students who were members of racial minorities. 

22. In recent years, a pronounced racial disparity existed within the District between a student 

body composed primarily of racial minorities, and teachers who were predominantly white. 

In order to address this inequality, Dr. Owen, along with other members of the 

Administration, formed a Recruitment and Retention Committee in 2017 with the intention 

to recruit, retain, and develop teachers, faculty and staff who would reflect the demographics 
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of the student population in race, ethnicity, and spoken languages. 

23. The effort of the administration to recruit and retain faculty and staff to more closely reflect 

the demographics of the district is expressed in Urbana School District Board Policy 5:10, 

entitled Minority Recruitment: “The District will attempt to recruit and hire minority 

employees. The implementation of this policy may include advertising openings in minority 

publications, participating in minority job fairs, and recruiting at colleges and universities 

with significant minority enrollments.” 

24. Though Dr. Owen and others members of District’s Administration were committed to 

reducing the District’s racial disparity, several District employees complained to individual 

Board members that minority candidates were being hired in violation of existing policy. One 

anonymous letter to the Board alleged that, “many people in the district feel that positions are 

being cut to hire people of color in order for the district to be more diverse.” (Gains, Lee. 

“Audit Report Points to Problems in Urbana School Hiring Process.” The News-Gazette. 15 

November, 2018). 

25. As a result of these complaints, the Board, without consulting with Dr. Owen or other 

members of Administration, commenced what became known as the hiring practices audit 

(“Audit”) of specific District employees who had allegedly been hired in violation of the 

District’s policies.  

26. Around 30 District employees were audited with the suspicion they had been wrongfully 

hired by the District. The specific employees were selected for audit by individual members 

of the Board, without input from Administration.   

27. ALL of the employees who were audited based on Board suspicion that they had been 

wrongfully hired were people of color: specifically, employees of African-American, Latino, 
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or Asian descent. No Caucasian individuals on the list of alleged wrongful hires. 

28. When Dr. Owen became aware that the Audit was being conducted, Dr. Owen notified the 

Board that all the employees who had been selected were all people of color, and it appeared 

that the Board was targeting minority employees. 

29. During the Board’s closed session meeting on September 24, 2018, Dr. Owen stated that 

several building administrators had asked him about a review of the hiring of employees of 

color. Dr. Owen stated that he was very concerned about both the public perception and legal 

consequences of auditing individuals based on race. The Board President responded by 

stating that he wanted everyone in the meeting to know that, while the District was publicly 

calling the record review an “audit,” in his mind, it was an “investigation” of specific 

individuals.  

30. At the conclusion of the September 24 Board meeting, it was discovered that there was no 

audio recording of the closed session meeting. Dr. Owen was told that the Recording 

Secretary had turned the recorder it off after public comment and failed to turn it back on.  

31. On September 26, 2018, Dr. Owen expressed his concerns to Board Member Peggy Patton 

that word was now circulating that “there was a list that had the names of the black secretaries, 

but no white secretaries,” who had been recently hired. Patton did not have a suggestion or 

response. 

32. On October 16, 2018, Dr. Owen spoke to Board Vice President, Benita Rollins-Gay, and 

advised her of his concerns about public comment at the Board meeting on that date, based 

on the audit and the fact that employees in district offices were becoming aware that the Audit 

was based on a list of names containing only racial minorities, and that he was not able to 

answer any questions about the reason behind the Audit. Rollins-Gay stated that she wanted 
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Dr. Owen to direct all questions from the media to Anne Hall and Peggy Patton, because they 

were the two Board members behind the Audit. 

33. Dr. Owen continued to express concerns about the Audit to members of the Board; 

specifically, that the way the Audit had been conducted violated the collective civil rights of 

a protected class of employees. The Board attempted to keep the Audit from becoming public 

knowledge due to concern about public perception.   

34. On November 8, 2018, Dr. Owen had a regularly scheduled meeting with Board Member 

Paul Poulosky. Dr. Owen again reiterated his concerns about the Audit. Poulosky mentioned 

that the entire process was handled poorly from both Board and attorney actions. Later in the 

meeting, Poulosky stated that he needed to get in touch with Board Member Anne Hall right 

away and tell her to delete all of the texts between them. 

35. On November 12, 2018, Dr. Owen electronically presented the Board with a Memorandum 

detailing his specific concerns regarding the Audit. See Exhibit C, attached hereto.  

36. Within the Memorandum, Dr. Owen unequivocally stated that there was a perception that the 

Board was investigating only a small percentage of the total District hires, and because the 

individuals whose hiring had been questioned were all employees of color, the Audit was 

problematic—especially since the District had previously committed to increasing the 

recruitment and retention of faculty and staff of color.  

37. At the November 20, 2018 executive Board meeting, eight days after providing the Board 

with the Memorandum, Dr. Owen was verbally notified that he would be placed on paid 

administrative leave for the remainder of the term of his contract, and that Dr. Preston 

Williams would be named as Interim Superintendent on December 4, 2019.  

38. On December 4, 2019, the Board voted to place Dr. Owen on administrative leave for the 
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remaining term of his Contract. Five Board members (Dimit, Poulosky, Hall, Patten, and 

Carter) voted in favor of Dr. Owen being placed on leave, with two board members (Rollins-

Gay and Fischer) opposed. Two other Administrators who had also been instrumental in the  

promotion of racial diversity within the District, Assistant Superintendents Katherine Barbour  

and Samuel Byndom, were also placed on administrative leave by the Board on that date. At 

the conclusion of the meeting, Rollins-Gay announced she would not be running for another 

Board term in 2019. Dr. Owen was not provided with a reason for having been placed on 

administrative leave. 

39. On February 24, 2019, the Board notified Dr. Owen by certified mail that they would not be 

renewing his employment contract with the District. The Board affirmed their decision on 

May 6, 2019. 

COUNT I 
(Retaliation—Illinois Human Rights Act/Title VII of the Federal Civil Rights Act) 

 
40.  Plaintiff repeats and re-alleges all paragraphs in this Complaint as if fully set forth herein. 

41. The Illinois Human Rights Act (“IHRA”) and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act forbids 

retaliation against anyone who has opposed any practice made an unlawful employment 

practice by Title VII or because he or she has made a charge, testified, assisted, or 

participated in any manner in an investigation, proceeding, or hearing. 42 U.S.C.A. § 2000e-

3(a). 

42. Moreover, it is a civil rights violation to retaliate against a person because he or she has 

opposed that which he or she reasonably and in good faith believes to be unlawful 

discrimination, sexual harassment in employment or sexual harassment in elementary, 

secondary, and higher education, discrimination based on citizenship status in employment, 

775 ILCS 5/6-101 and/or 42 U.S.C.A. § 2000e-3(a). 
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43. Plaintiff engaged in a protected activity pursuant to Section 6-101(A) of the Act and 42 

U.S.C.A. § 2000e-3(a) as stated infra, as Plaintiff opposed a practice which he believed 

constituted unlawful discrimination. 

44. Plaintiff has suffered an adverse employment action, as he was placed on administrative 

leave for the remainder of his contract term shortly after advising the Board of his opposition 

to the discriminatory practices, and his employment contract was not renewed.   

45. That a causal nexus exists between Plaintiff’s protected activity and the adverse employment 

action by the Defendants. 

46. That as a direct and proximate result of the Defendants’ foregoing conduct, Plaintiff 

sustained the loss of certain economic benefits derived through his position with the School 

District, as well as his subsequent inability to secure employment. Additionally, Plaintiff 

suffered emotional pain and anguish, damage to his reputation, embarrassment, 

inconvenience, and the loss of enjoyment of life, as well as attorneys’ fees and costs of suit. 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff, Dr. Donald D. Owen, respectfully requests that this Court 

enter the following relief: 

A. Award Plaintiff damages sufficient to compensate him for any economic losses suffered as 

a result of conduct alleged in the Complaint; 

B. Assess against Defendants all incidental and consequential damages, the costs and expenses 

incurred by Plaintiff in maintaining the above-captioned proceedings together with 

reasonable attorney’s fees incurred by Plaintiff in prosecuting the above-captioned case; 

C. Award against Defendants and in favor of Plaintiff such compensatory and exemplary 

damages as may be permitted by law;  

D. Enter a declaratory judgment determining that the actions complained of in this Complaint 
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are unlawful and in violation of the provisions of state and federal law, and issue a 

mandatory injunction against Defendants to refrain from engaging in any actions with 

respect to the Plaintiff which are prohibited under the terms of the foregoing laws; 

E. Issue a mandatory injunction directing the Defendants to reinstate Plaintiff to the position 

of employment which he held prior to the conduct complained of in this Complaint with all 

employment duties, responsibilities, salaries, benefits and rights attendant to that position; 

F. Award punitive damages against Defendants, John H. Dimit, Benita Rollins-Gay, Anne 

Hall, Ruth Ann Fisher, Brenda Carter, Paul Poulosky, and Peggy Patton, in their individual 

capacities; 

G. For all further relief the court deems equitable and just. 

PLAINTIFF DEMANDS TRIAL BY JURY. 
 

Dr. DONALD D. OWEN, 
PLAINTIFF 

 
By: /s/Ronald S. Langacker 
Ronald S. Langacker 
Attorney for Plaintiff 

 
 
Ronald S. Langacker 
Langacker Law, Ltd. 
210 N. Broadway Ave. 
Urbana, Illinois 61801 
(217) 954-1025 
ron@langackerlaw.com 
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