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Introduction 
 
The following analysis reviews the activity of administrative staff at Sonoma Academy from 2005 to 
2021 regarding female student concerns about favoritism, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse by a 
teacher.  It touches on two other more serious cases of sexual abuse of students by two temporary 
personnel at the school only as these clarify the administration’s position and related actions.  It is 
written in response to the Report to the Board on their investigation of those matters by Debevoise and 
Plimpton.  It does not have the benefit of reviewing the materials gathered in interviews of the young 
women impacted by the teacher Marcus Morrone’s behavior -- and does not expect to have access, 
given the investigators appropriate guarantees of confidentiality.  Such access would, of course, greatly 
enhance this analysis.  It does have the benefit of reports, emails, notes provided by administration (all 
available to Debevoise and Plimpton during their investigation) and of subsequent interviews with the 
School Head. 
 
The concern of this analysis is that the investigation’s assessment of staff action -- or, as the 
investigation regularly states, “inaction” -- was inadequate and is misleading and has led the Board of 
Sonoma Academy -- presumably relying on the complete accuracy of the Debevoise Report -- to publicly 
claim that named administrators had failed the young women and merited public censure.  That censure 
occurred on several occasions in print and by actions (such as “unnaming” a building named in Durgin’s 
honor) taken by the Board.   
 
The author was a seasoned independent school head, a senior college administrator, and a consultant to 
schools. He also headed several accreditation reviews that included student safety as an important 
component.  He recognizes and accepts the investigation’s record of the teacher’s boundary-crossing to 
which the young women were subjected. He sees the material issues at the center of the investigation 
as fundamentally important in ensuring trust among students -- at a critical moment in the development 
of their personal, moral, psycho-social and intellectual lives.  Those issues are, of course, equally 
important to teachers, school leaders and parents. He shares the deep concern for the young women 
affected expressed by past trustees (of whom he is one), by founders and by staff with whom he has 
communicated, and he supports the school’s reaching out to the young women, recognition, and regret 
for their hurt, and offers of support including counseling. He does not attempt to address every aspect 
of the Debevoise Report: only those sufficient to question its conclusions. 
 
The following analysis is divided into three sections: 
1. A timeline of what was known about the various instances or sequences of harassment and how the 

school handled them over the course of fifteen years. 
2. The way in which the investigation was conducted; the conclusions reached; and the way in which 

they were articulated and publicized by the Board. 
3. How school communities -- and especially their leaders -- experience major challenges of this type, 

resolve them, and learn from them. 
 

Timeline 
 
Sonoma Academy was founded in 2001 with a mission both to “call its students to be creative, ethical, 
and committed to learning” and -- unusual in secondary schools -- to “nurture inspiring teachers”.  In its 
early years, it was shoe-horned into part of the Luther Burbank Center. Like most founding schools, it 
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was challenged to recruit a sufficient number of able students yet managed to recruit an outstanding 
faculty and staff despite financial and other constraints. 
 
In 2006, Janet Durgin, Head of School, heard carpool chatter about Marco Morrone having “favorites” 
and cautioned him about it.  In the late Spring of 2007, he informed Ellie Dwight, Assistant Head, of his 
concern about a student’s behavior (a possible “crush”).  He later sent some of her writings to Dwight 
and Durgin stating that he was uncertain how to handle such a situation.  Durgin met with Morrone, 
who angrily denied any romantic relationship, as a necessary follow-up.  She then met with the student 
twice and was assured there was no romantic relationship and no wish to tender a complaint.  (Dwight 
met with her as well.) Durgin (and possibly Dwight) seems to have served both as investigator and 
counselor -- not unusual in such instances.  She noted that this was the first such case of its kind during 
her tenure, and while she was not comfortable with the dynamics of the case, Durgin felt that she had 
taken what action she could.   
 
In September 0f 2007, the next academic year, Durgin received an informal complaint about Morrone’s 
behavior towards a different female student from the Academic Dean, whom the student trusted.  
Durgin asked the Dean to keep in touch with the student, and, the next day, Dean and Head conferred 
about the student’s wish to confront Morrone.  Durgin, concerned about the student’s emotional safety, 
told the Academic Dean, “This needs to be handled by the adults.” She then consulted with CFO Derice 
Hogle, whose brief included matters that might be legally sensitive.  She immediately called Morrone in, 
who corroborated the behavior cited by the student, and told him to change his behavior.  She also said 
that she would confer with the school’s attorney, which she and Hogle did the next business day.  Both 
administrators then met with Morrone to inform him that he was being disciplined and that a letter was 
placed in his personnel file.  Durgin informed Morrone that he must “retrain” with a reputable industrial 
psychologist recommended by the attorney.  Decisions were made and actions effected within the 
course of a calendar week.  Morrone experienced over two and a half hours of training (instead of a 
longer period suggested).  The psychologist reported that Morrone “gets it” and could effectively 
manage his behavior but should be monitored (without specifying how).  Morrone reported positively 
on the training session and returned to his teaching duties. 
 
Durgin also carefully reconnected with the student involved in the spring situation about specifics of her 
experiences and was assured that these were not about sex, although the student remained vague on 
details. The second student (with the complaint in the fall), when describing the behavior that deeply 
disturbed her, also did not characterize it as sexual harassment).   
 
Subsequently, Durgin carefully reviewed the student evaluations of Morrone’s classes as well as parent 
surveys and made unannounced visits (as well as announced visits such as she made to other faculty 
members’ classes) to monitor his teaching and, in this case, classroom culture and teacher-student 
relationships.  As the Investigation Report itself notes, there were no further complaints from students 
or families about favoritism or harassment from late 2007 until the student, now an alumna, visited with 
Durgin in the summer of 2012. 
 
These two instances are presented in some detail because the abbreviated version given in the 
Investigation Report omits much of that detail and gives a misleading impression: that staff paid little 
attention, discounted the student account, and took no significant action against the faculty member, 
both at the time and afterwards.  In fact, the student account was accepted by Durgin, disciplinary 
action regarding the faculty member immediately taken, and protracted monitoring ensued. 
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(The relevance of this is dealt with in the second section of this analysis: on the nature of the 
investigation and the report that flowed from it.)     
 
Throughout this period, up until Durgin’s retirement from Sonoma Academy in 2020, the Parent-Student 
Handbook and Faculty equivalent, both of which codify the school’s specific expectations concerning the 
kinds of behavior reported above, went through review by staff with occasional input from faculty and 
parents, on a yearly basis, often involving legal review to ensure that the expectations of changing laws 
and regulations were met. 
 
When the student who initiated a complaint in the fall of 2007, now an alumna, visited with Durgin in 
the summer of 2012, she expressed her strong concern that Morrone was still employed at the school, 
and that his being there revived her upset at earlier events and reenforced the distress she had 
experienced since.  At this point, she did characterize Morrone’s behavior as sexual harassment.  Durgin 
explained the disciplinary disposition of the case to the alumna, who was not satisfied.  A letter that was 
noted in the Investigatory Report supporting the alumna’s account came the day after the visit, and was, 
in fact, from her mother, an employee (points not noted in the Report), rather than from an unrelated 
observer.  The Report presents these events as independent of each other in source, content, and 
chronology.  A 2018 letter to Ellie Dwight presented similarly in the Report, as if it were from an 
additional and independent source, was from the same alumna.  Alumna and parent both expressed 
concern that Morrone continued at Sonoma Academy, but both focused on the experience of 
alumni/ae, not on subsequent students.  Durgin, having monitored Morrone, felt that the instances 
cited indicated no new cases and should not therefore be the basis for new disciplinary action. 
 
No further boundary-crossing behaviors were reported until 2019/2020 when two reports from alumni 
were received which are presented below with one exception.  The Investigation Report notes that in 
2013, Dwight was told of a specific rumor about Morrone’s behavior.  The person who offered this 
information also reported that Dwight followed up, interviewing the student, who denied any such 
interaction.  Two other people corroborated these facts, and Dwight asked at least one other student at 
the time specially about Morrone’s interactions with female students.  Thus, while there were no 
complaints filed, there may have been continuing rumors about Morrone’s interaction with individual 
students.  There is, however, no evidence presented that the administration was aware of any rumors, 
just evidence that some students assumed administration “must have known”.  Concerns brought 
forward in 2012 and 2018 by the girl and her mother were about the 2007 era and no later instances 
were included. No new rumors were brought to Durgin’s attention.  (Rumors are an important 
component of the Investigation’s assessment about both the extent and community knowledge of his 
behavior and about administration’s failure to act -- and are examined in the second and third parts of 
this analysis.)  
 
In 2018, a parent complained about her son suffering because of free-writing experiences in Morrone’s 
class, and she requested that he be excused from such assignments.  Free-writing journals are a 
continuing theme in the Investigation Report, as is the Report’s concern that all such student journals 
were not continuously monitored by administration.  Some students interviewed by the Investigators 
reported (in the interview process) being upset but did not communicate this to administration at the 
time. Dwight did actively monitor the content of journals submitted by some students whenever 
concerning content was brought to her attention.  (Free-writing and its use as a recognized pedagogical 
strategy and administration’s response to it are examined in the final section of this analysis.) 
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In July of 2019, an SA alumnus informed Durgin that he had heard rumors of inappropriate behavior by 
Morrone.  No names were given, but for the first time since 2007 there were specific descriptions of that 
behavior, as opposed to vague rumors.  Durgin consulted with counsel and at counsel's direction, 
followed up with the young man, urging him several times to encourage possible victims to contact any 
administrator at the school.  None of the alumnae did so.  Durgin informed board leadership who agreed 
that no official action could be taken against the faculty member without first-hand evidence.  She did, 
however, (together with Dwight and the HR Director) caution Morrone and documented in his 
personnel file that should individuals step forward or new information emerge, the school would launch 
an “outside” investigation. 
 
In February of 2020, the roommate of the alumnus mentioned above contacted Dwight, accusing 
Morrone of rape and Dwight and Durgin immediately asked him for information about the allegation.  
None was forthcoming and Durgin and Dwight urged him, too, to encourage individuals to come 
forward. In neither of these cases did the Investigation Report adequately cover the school’s response, 
and it is critiqued in the second section of this report.  And again, it fails to note that the second 
alumnus was the roommate of the first alumnus reporting his concerns, implying by this omission that 
there were several reports from different quarters (as in the case of the 2012 letter). 
 
While the sequence of events outlined above were unfolding, administration continued to upgrade 
school policies and procedures on the broadest range of student, faculty, and staff behavior -- including 
the sensitive areas covered here -- and to communicate this forcefully to the school community.  It is 
worth noting that the materials from 2014 onwards, were produced after extensively reviewing the 
experiences and policies of other schools that had had to handle more serious incidents.  They were also 
produced after review by school counsel, who is considered one of the most experienced and able 
lawyers in the field of workplace behavior, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse in schools. 
 
After Durgin's retirement in 2020, several alumnae then joined together and brought their concerns 
about Morrone's continuing at the school to the new Head of School, Tucker Foehl.  Following up on the 
warning Morrone had been issued by Durgin in 2019, Foehl engaged attorney Amy Oppenheimer, a 
professional investigator, to review the matter and report back to him.  The Board was briefed “at a high 
level” and then left the decision about Morrone’s termination to the Head and the school’s own counsel 
-- the same counsel who did not encourage Durgin to investigate in 2019 -- did not consider that the 
findings merited disclosure of Morrone’s termination and its cause.  Oppenheimer, as a skilled 
professional investigator, apparently did not think the evidence gathered warranted further 
investigation, nor did the Board question this assessment.   

 
The Investigative Report and Process 

 
The Debevoise & Plimpton Report is divided into four sections: the first outlines the reason for the 
investigation and presents its main conclusions; the second addresses two cases of sexual abuse by two 
temporary teachers -- one was promptly dismissed1 and the other not rehired (news of the incident 
arising after school his course had ended); the third chronicles the complaints and experiences of female 

                                                        
1 Durgin recognizes that this incident should have been reported despite her recollection that the father asked her 
not to do so. In the case of the incident with the film director Durgin was not informed until at least 10 years 
afterwards. 
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students at the school about Morrone (and about Morrone’s behavior towards some boys and faculty 
members); the fourth presents the investigators’ view of administrative leadership and its conclusions 
and recommendations to the Board.  The following analysis focuses mainly, but not exclusively, on the 
fourth section of the Report. 
 
The case presented is carefully crafted.  It is natural to begin with key conclusions so that the reader can 
know what the Report is about.  However, in the third section of the Investigative Report, the authors 
begin by implying that interviewees presented concerns about “boundary-crossing”; pages later it 
proceeds to classify them as “sexual harassment”; and finally qualifies them as “sexual abuse”.  
Boundary-crossing is certainly unacceptable faculty behavior in any circumstances, but there is a 
difference -- and a legal difference -- among the three categories cited.  And the Report, in moving 
without clear differentiation from one to the next, is leading the reader, and one wonders whether the 
investigator may similarly have led the witnesses, many of whom seem not to have seen Morrone’s 
behavior as harassment at the time.  As noted elsewhere in this critique, after speaking with multiple 
witnesses the first investigator did not report evidence of sexual abuse.  
 
Why is it important to differentiate?  When unacceptable behavior crosses boundaries, a judgment has 
to be made as to whether it is reportable (CANRA).  When it qualifies as sexual harassment, a report 
should be made, and the behavior may also be open to civil penalties.  When it is sexual assault or 
sexual abuse, not only is a report mandated, but civil authorities are informed in case criminal action is 
merited. In the absence of reports to administrative staff, Durgin and Dwight and their colleagues 
believed that they were dealing with boundary crossing (favoritism and presenting materials more 
suitable for more mature audiences).  
 
In this context it is worth noting that a separate earlier skilled professional investigator, Amy 
Oppenheimer recognized that the Board had left the decision about Morrone’s termination to the Head 
of School, and that the school’s own counsel (who had not encouraged Durgin to investigate in 2019) did 
not think the findings of this report merited disclosure of Morrone’s termination and its cause.  
Oppenheimer apparently did not believe the evidence she was able to gather warranted a more 
substantial investigation; nor did the SA board question that assessment.  The school’s own letter of 
June 9, 2020, stated that “the investigator (Oppenheimer) found no evidence that Morrone had sexual 
relationships with students or engaged in sexual abuse of students.” And yet, the school’s letter of 
November 2021 publicly accuses Durgin (and Dwight) of “standing by when students under their care 
were being abused”.  This position is not warranted by the facts. 
 
A second concern about the Report is that it puts the distillation of numerous interviews all together.  It 
is not possible to know from the Report when the witnesses’ experiences occurred, even though they 
supposedly stretched across some fifteen years.  This is important because the timeline presented in the 
first section of this response clearly suggests that, after the initial complaint (2007) was made and after 
disciplinary action had been taken, no substantive corroborated report, formal or informal, was 
presented to Durgin and Dwight on which they could act.  (The single documented report, which Dwight 
heard and pursued, is noted in the Timeline, above.)  The impression given by the investigative Report is 
that Morrone’s behavior was consistent, frequent and pervasive, spread across the entire period, and 
therefore must have been known to administration and required its intervention.  The issues that were 
presented in 2012 and 2018 (from the same alumna) all related to the 2006/7 period -- which school 
leadership felt it had dealt with -- and which Durgin continued to monitor over succeeding years (as 
outlined in the Timeline). 
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Thirdly, the Report then recites several instances where witnesses noted the rumors that surrounded 
Morrone’s behavior (both regarding crossing boundaries with female students and regarding a possible 
relationship with another faculty member).  The Report notes that these students believed that 
administration must have known about the rumors, and therefore condoned the rumored behavior.  
Covering student witness interview responses in detail, the Report implies strongly that the 
Investigators shared the students’ belief.  The nature of rumors in schools, as in other intense 
communities, is addressed in the third section of this analysis.  Suffice it to say here, that rumors in such 
communities are not universally shared.  The Report itself notes that even some witnesses (presumably 
some among them the object of Morrone’s attentions) were not familiar with the term “Marco’s girls”, a 
term that operates in the same way as a rumor.  It is not sufficient to conclude that, because there were 
rumors, Durgin and Dwight must have been familiar with them.  “Hearsay” -- which is what rumors are -- 
is not admissible as proof of action and is no more admissible as proof of inaction in an investigation 
such as this. 
 
Which leads to the fourth point: an investigative report such as that by Debevoise and Plimpton serves a 
similar purpose to a document resulting from a legal process.  But it is not bound by the legal process 
expected in a court of law.  The investigator is, in a Kafkaesque way, not only judge and jury, but also 
prosecutor.  Nonetheless, investigative procedures in such cases are required to maintain complete 
impartiality in the search for truth.  This standard is explicitly stated in the Association of Workplace 
Investigators (AWI) employed in California. Unfortunately, this courtesy does not seem to have been 
extended to at least one of the principals accused of failure to act: Ms. Durgin willingly cooperated with 
the investigators; prepared as well as she was able to provide them with materials and insight they 
might not have had.  She was, however, treated in a hostile manner, not allowed to see documents 
produced as the basis for questions; not permitted to produce some of the evidence contained in the 
timeline in the first section of this analysis; was informed that the investigators were only interested in 
her answering their questions.  Her attending attorney, skilled in workplace law, considered that Durgin 
was not treated fairly, or in line with procedural behavior in such interviews.  Again, AWI principles 
preclude such investigative behavior and further state that witnesses should be offered the opportunity 
to reveal all the information they have to share that bears on the complaint, which Durgin was not 
permitted to do.  While not reduced to tears, as at least one other witness was, she was thoroughly 
inhibited by the process.  It is not customary to treat a voluntary witness as a hostile witness.  Durgin 
and her attorney both considered the interview an essay in confirming conclusions already determined 
by the investigator.  Curiously, Durgin, who probably had the most information based on occurrences 
and materials bearing on the case, was not interviewed until nearly the end of the investigation.  And 
based on conclusions apparently reached early in the investigation and a hostile session and response 
that Durgin was not allowed to clarify, the Investigator decided to disqualify Durgin’s response as “not 
credible”. 
 
These instances are not the only partiality shown in the Report.  The Report quotes a September 2007 
email from an employee that the word of a student should not be taken over that of a faculty member 
and cautions against discounting “gossip and direct accusations being made” as harmful to Morrone.  
(Report, page 27.)  The Report then notes that Durgin did not respond, presumably in writing, to this 
statement, leaving the impression that Durgin must have concurred even though the string of prompt 
actions taken by her (noted above) demonstrate that she clearly did not concur.  The email was only 
shared with her, not sent to her, and those familiar with the layout of the Luther Burbank Center know 
much official conversation between staff occurred in person between offices rather than through 
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documents.  Next, the Report notes Durgin’s response to the September 2007 student complaint 
(shared through an intermediary and covered in the first section of this analysis) where she urged the 
student’s advisor that the student not talk to Morrone.  It omits that Durgin was concerned about the 
student’s emotional well-being -- because of the very nature of the behavior of which the Investigator 
complained -- and told the advisor to tell the student that the adults (Durgin herself) were going to deal 
with the complaint.  Durgin’s immediate actions -- talking with the school attorney, other staff, 
Morrone, and the psychologist responsible for Morrone’s training several times -- are outlined in section 
one above.  The Report, however, gives the impression, intentionally or not, that staff, and especially 
Durgin, did not take student concerns -- and especially this student’s concerns -- seriously.  And that 
impression fits with the Report’s conclusion that Durgin and Dwight failed to provide oversight and 
follow-through.  However, it is completely at odds with the immediate and disciplinary action taken by 
Durgin and outlined in the Timeline (above). 
 
This type of omission occurs in other places: for example, by failing to include any of her 
correspondence with the alumnus in 2019 when she wrote, “it is critically and centrally important that 
we take care of our students. If that trust was somehow violated during their time on campus, we need 
to rectify the situation.”  The Report also failed to detail the continuing efforts of the administration to 
tighten the faculty code of conduct and communicate it to teachers, students, and parents.  The 
omission is disingenuously followed by a statement that, subsequent to Durgin’s departure -- and after 
the investigators’ recommendations -- serious improvements were finally made (Report pages 40-41).  
Improvements in policies and procedures had begun long before and been steadily expanded over time. 
 
The following is an abbreviated (and therefore necessarily incomplete) overview:  

• 2008 release of new Employee Handbook includes Standards of Conduct and Sexual and Other 
Unlawful Harassment (followed by request for Board review) 

• 2011 release of new Employee Handbook including same; harassment training 
• 2012 email to faculty re: more specific requirements (open doors, clear windows etc.) 
• 2014 Durgin, Dwight and Hogle correspondence with Marlborough School on new policies and 

its Board Policies & Practices Committee and reporting procedures 
• 2016 further edition of Handbook (includes review by school attorney 
• 2017 additional work with students on sexual harassment  
• 2018 Student Assembly and parent letter on harassment; parent survey 
• 2019 Code of conduct updated; Board meeting includes sexual harassment training; launching a 

faculty and staff committee to create a Belonging & Inclusion Dashboard 
• 2020 Belonging & Inclusion Dashboard (performance) & training 

 
Similarly, while criticizing Durgin for not formally informing the entire board about the 2019 alumni 
concerns about Morrone (which in retrospect, Durgin considers a better course of action), the Report 
largely omits conversations and emails with Board leadership about those issues, including a Five 
Schools Conference discussion of the Marlborough School’s experience and its Policies and Practices 
Committee.  It also omits an email exchange regarding Andover’s report on sexual misconduct and new 
policies.  (It also omits that school counsel, in red-lining the 2016 draft of revised policies, cautioned 
about the Head’s reporting adult cases of student sexual harassment to the full board.)  Durgin had also 
advised the board on the wisdom of establishing a risk management committee that would oversee such 
issues, but the Board did not act. In terms of institutional good governance, it is the board’s 
responsibility -- and not just the Head’s -- to take necessary steps to ensure institutional welfare.   
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Throughout this period, Durgin and Dwight were also scanning leadership at other schools which had 
experienced more serious breaches for best practices (e.g., Marlborough, Andover, Branson) to inform 
Sonoma Academy’s improvements in this area and others.  Again, Durgin conferred with school counsel 
in formulating those improvements.  Again, the investigator’s Report omits significant facts about 
affirmative policies while negating administration’s efforts to deal with potential harassment and other 
issues.  Administration initiated assemblies, training and school-wide communications to students, 
parents, faculty, and staff to underscore policies and impact behavior. 
 
There are other examples of the Report’s omissions or merely elliptical references to conversations or 
actual administrative actions prior to Durgin’s departure which, like those above, serve to correct the 
portrayal of Durgin, Dwight and others as lacking diligence in creating a safe environment, but the 
examples given are probably sufficient evidence of the Investigator’s determination to confirm early 
conclusions made before interviewing the person most capable of documenting administration’s pro-
active response; to disregard evidence that illustrated administration’s actions in particular cases and in 
community-wide efforts; and to rely on rumors as evidence of administration’s cavalier inattention. 
 

The School Community Experience 
 
 “Sonoma Academy calls its students to be creative, ethical, and committed to learning. The school 
nurtures inspiring teachers and engages with the surrounding community and its students communicate 
across cultures as they prepare to become leaders in a dynamic world.” 
 -- Mission Statement 
 
At its founding, Sonoma Academy deliberately chose an unusual mission.  The sentence on students 
does not differ significantly from many independent school mission statements.  The second, regarding 
nurturing faculty, most certainly does.  All independent schools try to hire and develop outstanding 
teachers, who are expected to create an inspiring curriculum that enables their students to reach to 
goals set forth in the first sentence.  Sonoma Academy made the latter focus explicit -- not to privilege 
faculty over students, but to recognize that the power and excitement that comes from exceptional 
educational interactions lies at its core. 
 
In this context it is worth noting that Morrone was recognized as one of Sonoma Academy’s most 
outstanding teachers and was reputedly asked by nine of sixteen graduating classes to be their 
commencement speaker -- many schools look elsewhere for that person; SA looks to its teachers.  The 
Report notices in passing that older students recommended his classes to younger siblings and students 
regularly continued in his full sequence of courses.   
 
But in all good schools, developing trust and respect across all segments of the community is 
fundamental to educational excellence.  And it is this breach of trust that is central to the Athena 
Project’s complaint, whether the breach be considered boundary-crossing, harassment, or worse.  
Sonoma Academy has always prided itself on actively building trust, perhaps best witnessed through its 
community assemblies where intense support and respect was manifest during student, faculty or staff 
presentations.  
 
With regard to administration, trust was fundamental to strong interpersonal bonds and was 
continuously demonstrated in the Timeline segment of this analysis: in the immediate response to the 
2007 complainant’s report; on building an increasingly rigorous set of (handbook) expectations for 
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faculty and student behavior; by training and in community-wide gatherings.  Recognition of this was 
sadly -- and significantly -- absent in the Investigation Report.  Such omissions, outlined in the Critique 
segment of this analysis, limit the credibility of the Report as an impartial workplace investigation in 
which a thorough understanding of the workplace culture is integral to its report and recommendations. 
 
As the Report itself recognizes, twenty-four student witnesses apparently nowhere qualified Morrone’s 
behavioral actions as overtly sexual, yet the Report dwelt on “rumors” with a sexual component 
regarding students.   These rumors included a report on Morrone’s purported relationship with another 
faculty member -- later vehemently denied by the other party. Without in any way minimizing the 
significance that students attach to such events, or rumors of events, or the deep hurt felt because of 
the events detailed in the rumors, it is important to understand the nature of rumors in a school 
environment.  (The alumna’s communication with the school in 2012 and 2018 was almost exclusively 
based on events or rumors of events reviewed in the Timeline that occurred in or before 2007—and 
from the same source).   
 
Some witnesses were reluctant to bring the content of these rumors to the administration.  They 
assumed the administration must already have known and condoned it.  They were reluctant to share 
them with the school counselor -- the natural staff person to confidentially discuss such matters with.  
The school counselor was (unknown to administration but apparently known to some students) 
providing continuing therapeutic support to Morrone at the time of the Incident in September 2007 and 
continued to do so for the remainder of the school year.  Further complicating matters, she was the also 
the mother of the 2007 complainant and was, therefore, in some students’ minds, compromised.   
 
Both concerns are understandable.  To anyone who has worked closely with teenagers and has some 
knowledge of adolescent psychology, rumors can, and often do, exist protected from exposure to adults.  
It is, perhaps, in the very nature of rumors to serve as a uniting bond among the initiated.  (Many or 
most parents are surprised to learn later what “knowledge” their children did not share with them.)  
And for adolescents, caught up in their own developing sexuality, circulation may be even more 
constrained.  As adolescents mature, in a more adult, perhaps professional, context -- and this may have 
been a factor in the recycled reports -- memory, rumor and context change.   
 
As pointed out in the Critique (above), the Investigation’s condemnation of administration’s purported 
inaction clearly seems to be based on the witnesses’ assumption that the adults knew and did not care.  
Were that the case, there clearly would have been validity in castigating Durgin, Dwight and others. But 
their response is that they did not know; that nothing new had surfaced since 2007 (on which direct 
action had been taken); and that further action without new substantiated information was not 
possible.  (In the latter case they were supported by counsel.)   
 
Like any dedicated professional, Durgin has revisited and revisited what more might have been done.  
She certainly recognizes that Morrone’s behavior was far more devious than she might have imagined.  
But it is totally unclear from the Report what such additional steps might be other than unacceptably 
intruding into personal student, faculty and family lives (and thereby violating the very sense of trust on 
which a community like SA is built).  Further, the Investigation commends the new administration for 
adopting policies and procedures that the Investigation itself recommends, much of which had already 
been begun by Durgin and Dwight, but which the Report fails to acknowledge. 
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The Report does suggest stricter monitoring of faculty -- while focusing on a single teacher, presumably 
these procedures would have to be school-wide to be effective and fair.  The suggestion made is that all 
the journals Morrone had students keep should have been monitored by administration.  The Report 
includes faculty comments about the “pile” of journals Morrone could be seen reviewing.  A small staff 
could not possibly have exercised such detailed oversight for even one teacher without sacrificing 
attention to the myriad other responsibilities entailed in any school and particularly in a founding 
school.  To have attempted to do so would have utterly compromised the trust implicit in independent 
schools.  The second part of the school’s mission would have been subverted.  But, where concerns 
were brought to its attention, administration did investigate and act. 
 
The Investigation Report also pays considerable attention to free-writing (featured in the journals) and 
the inherent risks for boundary-crossing.  It notes that other faculty had concerns about it.  Among 
English teachers, however, this pedagogical method stretches back more than fifty years, is well 
integrated into the discipline, and its value is affirmed even by alumni involved in this case.  The faculty 
code of conduct expressly outlines the boundary-crossing prohibited (not specifically for free-writing but 
in all student-faculty relationships).  Again, unaware of Morrone’s contravention of the code, but now 
recognizing that they had been misled, Durgin and others appreciate that there was a need for greater 
effort.  Free writing is not the problem it is made out to be.  Faculty breach of trust and harmful actions 
are.  Durgin’s concern on such matters, sensitized by an increasing focus in secondary education 
generally, resulted in her community-wide address of such matters, shared with all students, faculty and 
parents.   
 
When considering incidents such as those cited in the Report, it is important to understand all the 
factors at play in addition to the welfare of the school community and its members.  In the 2000s and 
2010s no major professional conference lacked a session on the latest legal developments affecting 
education.  These sessions were invariably attended by heads and included, as well as dialog on student 
welfare and harassment (sexual, racial, disability, etc.), the importance of procedural fairness in dealing 
with faculty discipline.  Even in states where faculty are employed “at will”, supervisors (often the Head) 
were urged to be scrupulously fair; to seek the advice of legal counsel; and to treat any disciplinary 
action taken with concern for privacy rights in mind.  This is not simply because there could otherwise 
well be uproar among fellow teachers and possibly parents, students, and alumni, but because of the 
risk of legal action against supervisor and school.  (Presumably, this is one of the reasons School counsel 
advised the board not to release information regarding Morrone's termination in 2020.)  
 
While Sonoma Academy seems to have lacked an effective centralized reporting and record keeping 
system for CANRA (child abuse) as appropriately noted in the Report, Durgin, in her second decade as 
Head, attended such presentations on harassment; brought experts to educate the board; with Dwight, 
sought insight from peer schools; and urged the Board to create a risk management committee that 
would oversee such issues.  The Board did not act on this recommendation.   
 
If leadership fails to act in such cases, it is reasonable to ask whether they did so because they were 
unaware of the violation at issue; whether they were unaware but should have been or whether they 
were aware and should have done more.  The point of discussing unsubstantiated reports and rumors is 
not to apportion or deflect blame but to reach an understanding of what transpired, what was known, 
and how the issues were dealt with.  In this respect, the Investigation’s conclusion that Durgin, and 
others, did know is not substantiated -- it rests on hearsay and the assumptions of students who could 
not know what administrators knew.  Unfortunately, the board prohibited employee communication 
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with Durgin; accepted that unsubstantiated assumption; pursued a process that was anything but fair -- 
was hardly even a process; and failed to communicate with her in any way.  It did not share the contents 
of the report with her prior to publicization2, nor give her advance notice of steps it had determined to 
take (such as removing her name from the Commons building that recognized her dedication to the 
school throughout its twenty years founding) before such news appeared in the press. 
 
The Board has stated its commitment to support the young women who brought their concerns to light; 
to help the school community heal its internal anxiety and deep concern after a torrent of exposure in 
the press; and to move forward with greater care for student welfare.  Those who care about Sonoma 
Academy, the alumnae involved, and those who built and still build the school as an exemplary 
institution, consider the handling of the situation based, as it was, on the Investigative Report, flawed.  
They seek to join with the Board and the community in reconciling its divisions.  They believe that such 
reconciliation depends on a truthful assessment of what transpired -- and action, going forward, based 
on such clarity.  It is in that spirit that this analysis is offered. 
 

                                                        
2 While Durgin briefed the incoming head of school on a wide range of school issues, including personnel -- and 
specifically Morrone -- and was aware that the Board had initiated the Oppenheimer investigation, the Board did not share that 
report, its scope and conclusions with her either. 


