
Kennebunk High/USM Timeline 

Phase I — Reported by the Portland Press Herald on February 17 and SeacoastOnline on February 18. 
 
February 2015 — RSU 21 hires Katie Hawes to the role of Superintendent beginning July 1, promoting her 
from Assistant Superintendent, a position she took in May 2014. 
 
Summer 2015 — Rosa Slack, a black female educator with 20 years experience, leaves a social studies 
position at Old Orchard Beach to take a job at Kennebunk High School, a predominantly white school with 
roughly two dozen black or multiracial students out of an enrollment of 710. Slack’s background includes 
working as a social studies teacher, an assistant principal, and a director of academic affairs. 
 
Fall 2015 — A student tells an education technician he feels like burning Slack’s house down. Slack 
immediately reports the threat to the KHS administration and files a police report. 
The student is removed from Slack’s class. 
According to Slack, “to my knowledge, KHS never independently investigated the threat or took any action 
other than to remove him from my class.” 
 
March 2016 — A friend of the above student enters Slack’s classroom on USA Day of Spirit Week with a 
Confederate flag with the word “Redneck” written on it draped on his shoulders. A third student 
videotapes Slack’s reaction. Slack asks the student to remove the flag and takes it to the administrative 
office. The students post the video to social media. 
Slack later emails administrators to report what happened, as well as a report from a black freshman: 
“those same boys paraded that same flag in front of me last year.” The student also reports another 
student told her he wanted to “kill all the blacks” while at Kennebunk Middle School the previous year. 
Both students involved in the flag incident are suspended. 
 
Fall 2016 — Slack forms a Civil Rights Team at Kennebunk High School, “a school-based group of 
students that works with faculty advisors to identify and address issues of bias in their school 
communities.” Slack serves as one of two faculty advisors. The Team wants to send a letter in support of 
Casco Bay High School students following a racial incident at that school, but Principal Sue Cressey tells 
the Team RSU 21 Superintendent Katie Hawes “decided we could not send the letter.” After an in-person 
meeting, the letter is sent on non-KHS stationery. 
Slack requests anti-bias training and banning the Confederate flag from school grounds. Administrators 
decline. 
 
Fall 2016 to Spring 2017 — At annual evaluation for the first time in her 20-year career, Slack is assessed 
as “below proficient” in several categories, questioning whether she “is a team player” and citing “an 
incident during the 2015-16 school year.” Slack receives amended evaluations that “contained falsehoods 
and unfair characterizations.” 
 
June 2017 — The student accused of saying he felt like burning Slack’s house down was found guilty in 
criminal proceedings. 
 
January 2018 — Slack files a race-based and whistleblower retaliation complaint with the Maine Human 
Rights Commission (MHRC). 
 
Spring 2018 — Slack fears for her job. Her evaluation calls her “less than proficient in the categories for 
‘Integrity and ethical conduct,’ ‘Decision making,’ and ‘Compliance with school and district regulations.’” 
“It was clear to me that the superintendent intended to send a message that she did not approve of my 
opposition to race discrimination, that my future at KHS was in danger because of it, and that RSU 21 was 
not going to change its ways to protect its black students and faculty from harassment.” 
 
June 2018 — Slack leaves Kennebunk High School for a position in Portland.   

https://www.pressherald.com/2019/02/17/racially-tinged-incident-at-kennebunk-school-grows-into-wider-conflict/
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Phase II — The investigation becomes public, and USM’s hiring of Hawes. 
 
February 17, 2019 — The Portland Press Herald publishes Slack’s account of the Kennebunk incidents 
and the formal complaint at the MHRC. 
 
February 18, 2019 — Superintendent Hawes issues a statement saying the district is being unfairly cast in 
a negative light and “takes all complaints seriously, investigates them, and takes prompt effective remedial 
action.” 
“Discrimination, harassment and bullying are issues that all school districts struggle with and RSU 21 is no 
exception,” the statement says, adding the district has been arranging an “equity audit” to understand 
where to target anti-bias training and how to provide the most effective training possible. “I signed an 
agreement with the Maine Human Rights Commission to keep information exchanged during its 
investigation of Rosa Slack’s complaint confidential as did Ms. Slack. I believe I am bound by that 
agreement and I do not think it is appropriate to try this case in the media.” 
 
February 25, 2019 — Hundreds turn out to a special school board meeting about the March 2016 incident, 
and about concerns of racism more generally within the school district. Superintendent Hawes reads a 
statement at the start of the meeting that includes: "I have learned that the issue is far more pervasive in 
our community, district and schools than I was aware." 
 
March 17, 2019 — RSU 21 School Board retains legal counsel to support selecting and hiring an 
independent investigator to look into the incidents directly related to the MHRC complaint. 
 
March 24, 2019 — RSU 21 School Board releases a statement announcing two investigations — one 
targeted, one broad — to address questions of racism within the school district. Cost estimates for the first 
investigation: $30,000 to $50,000. No figures are released for second investigation. 
 
April 1, 2019 — Former RSU 21 school board member Norm Archer calls for Superintendent Hawes to be 
put on administrative leave. 
 
April 4, 2019 — RSU 21 School Board releases an RFP for the independent investigation. 
 
April 29, 2019 — RSU 21 School Board votes unanimously to hire Boston-based Sanghavi Law Office to 
investigate RSU 21’s handling of allegations of race-based harassment and discrimination, as well as 
systemic racism in school districts. 
 
June 14, 2019 — Superintendent Hawes notifies RSU 21 staff via email that she will be leaving to accept a 
tenure-track position at USM. 
 
June 17, 2019 — RSU 21 School Board votes to sign a settlement agreement awarding Slack $40,000 in 
legal fees, $10,000 in compensatory damages, as well as makes revisions to Slack’s performance 
evaluations. 
 
June 18, 2019 — Slack and RSU 21 sign the settlement, ending the MHRC investigation. The RSU 21 
independent investigation remains ongoing. 
 
July 2, 2019 — USM Provost announces the university will be “conducting an internal investigation into the 
search process” that resulted in a tenure-track job offer for Hawes at USM. 
 
July 17, 2019 — USM Provost concludes review: “The candidate was vetted appropriately.” 
 
August 5, 2019 — USM President announces “a tenth critical goal… that focuses squarely on equity and 
justice.” 
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