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Addressing Leave Time Issues for
Same-Sex Partners
By: Elizabeth J. Taylor, Monroe County Intermediate School District,
Monroe, Michigan
equests for leaves of absence
from employees are a routine
matter for most school administrators. An employee will
follow procedures outlined in
a collective bargaining agreement, policy, or
employee handbook to request the leave; the
school administrator, usually from human
resources, will review the request and either
approve it at that level or send it to the board
for approval. Collective bargaining agreements generally list different types of leave
that have been negotiated. Those leaves may
be illness/injury, medical, educational, child
care, bereavement, and personal, to name the
most common. The agreements often spell
out the familial relationship that must exist in
order for the leave to be granted. For instance,
the agreement may allow an employee illness/injury leave to care for a spouse, parent,
or child, with “child” defined as a natural, step,
or adopted child.1

R

But how should a school administrator
respond to a request from an employee who
is a partner in a same-sex union and wants
leave to attend to a partner who has just
given birth, to care for a partner who is ill, to
care for an ill child of the partner, or to attend
the funeral of a partner. Then the lines are
not so bright nor are the choices automatic.
Much depends upon the state in which you
are located; but community mores also should
be considered.
The statutes and court cases addressing same-sex unions have kept the issue in
flux. Among the states that have addressed
these unions, no two are alike. This article,
therefore, will address one small corner of
this issue: leave requests for employees in a
same-sex union in a public school setting.

Same-Sex Marriage, Civil Unions, Domestic
Partnerships
In 1996, the House of Representatives
passed the Defense of Marriage Act2 (DOMA)
stating the statute was necessary “in light of
the possibility of Hawaii giving sanction to
same-sex ‘marriage’ under its state law, as interpreted by its state courts, and other states
being placed in the position of having to give
‘full faith and credit’ to Hawaii’s interpretation
of what constitutes ‘marriage.’”3 Although the
representatives authoring the analysis of the
DOMA did not necessarily agree that would
be the result, they noted that approximately
30 states were sufficiently alarmed by such a
prospect “to have initiated legislative efforts
to defend themselves against any compulsion
to acknowledge same-sex marriage.”4
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The DOMA was signed into law by
then-President Clinton in September 1996.
The DOMA had two immediate effects: (1)
no state (or other political subdivision) need
recognize a marriage between persons of the
same sex, even if the marriage was concluded
or recognized in another state and (2) the federal government may not recognize same-sex
or polygamous marriages for any purpose,
even if concluded or recognized by one of the
states.5 Supporters of the DOMA feared that
without such a federal law, states would be
forced to recognize same-sex marriages under
the Full Faith and Credit Clause6 of the U.S.
Constitution. But where they could not get
marriage, states looked for other avenues to
recognize committed same-sex unions and to
provide them access to state rights, benefits,
and responsibilities.
Following close on the heels of the
DOMA, the Vermont Supreme Court ruled in
1999 that the Vermont Constitution guarantees same-sex couples the same rights to
marriage as heterosexual couples, but the
court left it up to the legislature to decide
how to provide marriage rights and benefits to
same-sex couples.7 When the Vermont Governor signed a civil union bill,8 Vermont became
the first state to legally recognize same-sex
couples. Vermont’s action generated a whirlwind of national conversation about same-sex
marriages, civil unions, domestic partner9
benefits, and reciprocal beneficiaries.10
In November 2003, Massachusetts
legalized same-sex marriage.11 Employers
had to assess how the decision affected their
employees and any benefits extended to
employees. For example, most health insurance plans are covered by state law; therefore,
Massachusetts employers have to provide the
same benefits to married same-sex couples
as they do to married opposite-sex couples.
However, programs, such as FMLA, COBRA,
cafeteria plans, are federal programs and as
the federal government only recognizes marriage between a man and a woman, married
same-sex couples in Massachusetts are not
entitled to those programs.
At this time, only Massachusetts permits
same-sex marriage. Its legalization of samesex marriage prompted immediate action
by many states to define marriage in terms
of a union between a man and a woman or
to declare same-sex marriages as prohibited. Forty-two states have enacted statutes
similar to the DOMA. However, those statues

provide little protection if a state court rules
that the statute violates the state constitution.12 Many states moved, therefore, to block
same-sex marriages through a constitutional
amendment. Twenty-seven states now have
constitutional amendments defining marriage as a union between a man and woman.13
Only three states, New Mexico, New York,
and Rhode Island, have no law banning or
condoning same-sex marriage.14 Finally, 19
states have constitutional amendments that
go beyond just defining a marriage as between
a man and woman to potentially prohibiting
other spousal rights.15
Other states have taken a different
route and have chosen to offer civil unions,
domestic partnerships, or reciprocal beneficiaries. At this time, Connecticut, Vermont, New
Jersey, and New Hampshire are the only states
to offer civil unions while California, Maine,
Washington, and Oregon offer domestic
partnerships and Hawaii offers reciprocal beneficiary rights. The level of spousal privileges
and benefits with these nine states varies from
bestowing all state-level rights to allowing
just hospital visitation, organ donation, and
inheritance without a will.
The movement of some states toward
recognizing civil unions and the movement
of other states toward adopting a Defense
of Marriage Act16 that mirrors or enhances
the federal DOMA raises perplexing questions
and, sometimes, dilemmas for school districts
ranging from how to determine who is legally
married or in a civil union and what, if any,
benefits they are entitled to.
Federal law governs many employee benefits, the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) being
one of the most important benefits and the
focus of this article. The DOMA states that for
the purposes of any benefit under federal law
marriage is defined as a “legal union between
one man and one woman as husband and wife,”
and a spouse is defined as “a person of the opposite sex who is either husband or wife.”17 As
a result, an employer is prevented from offering
certain benefits to a partner in a civil union
or domestic partnership who does not have a
recognized status under federal law.18
Family Medical Leave Act19
Since 1993, covered employers20 have been
required by the FMLA to grant eligible employees21 up to 12 weeks unpaid leave during
a 12-month period:
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■

for the birth and care of the newborn
son or daughter of the employee;

■

for placement with the employee of a
son or daughter for adoption or foster care;

■

to care for an immediate family member
(spouse, child, or parent) with a serious health
condition; or

■

to take medical leave when the employee
is unable to work because of a serious health
condition.22

Spouse means a husband or wife as
defined or recognized under state law for
purposes of marriage in the state where the
employee resides, including common law
marriage in states where it is recognized.23 A
son or daughter means a biological, adopted,
or foster child, a stepchild, a legal ward, or
a child of a person standing in loco parentis, who is either under age 18, or age 18 or
older and “incapable of self-care because of a
mental or physical disability.”24
It is clear from these definitions that
same-sex unions are not afforded the benefits
of the FMLA. Yet, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC), which is a gay/lesbian advocacy
group, estimates that 3.1 million people live
in same-sex relationships in the United States
and that many of these couples raise children
together.25 What are the options, then, for
school districts when faced with an employee requesting leave time to care for a sick
domestic partner, or to attend to the birth of
a child of a same-sex partner, or to attend the
funeral of a same-sex partner? These are issues that can arise in any area of the country
and any school district, large or small, urban
or rural. School districts must be prepared
to address the practical aspects of these requests such as, does the collective bargaining
agreement permit such a leave, and the more
sensitive issues including how will the school
board or community view such requests?

State Enacted FMLA Laws and Same-sex
Unions
Married couples have the protection of
the federal law if they need to take a medical
leave for a sick spouse. But if an employee
in a domestic partner relationship needs to
care for a sick partner, he or she will have to
rely upon a voluntary employer sponsored
leave allowance because federal law does not
require the FMLA to be extended to domestic
partners. Eleven states, plus Washington, D.C.,

have enacted state statutes that may enhance
FMLA rights.26 Many of those legislatures
did so, in the words of Oregon’s legislature,
because “the ability to enter into a committed,
long-term relationship with another individual that is recognized not only by friends and
family, but also by the laws of this state, is a
significant and fundamental ability afforded
to opposite-sex couples by the marriage laws
of this state” and that “it has long been the
public policy of this state that discrimination
against any of the citizens of this state is a
matter of state concern that threatens not
only the rights and privileges of the states
inhabitants but menaces the institutions and
foundation of a free democratic state.”27
Of the 11 states that have “state-FMLA,”
nine offer either civil unions domestic partnerships or reciprocal beneficiary rights. Not
all nine states, however, extend family leave
to same-sex partners. The following states,
plus Washington, D.C., allow partners to take
family leave for illness of a same-sex partner
or domestic partner:
■

California’s Paid Family Leave Program28
provides up to six week of partial pay per
year to take time to care for a sick registered
domestic partner and to bond with a newborn
child.29
■

In 2006, New Jersey enacted a civil union
law recognizing same-sex unions and providing civil unions the same rights, benefits,
and responsibilities as married couples. New
Jersey also has state FMLA, thus same-sex
partners in a committed civil union have the
same family leave rights as married couples.

■

Effective October 1, 2005, same-sex

couples in Connecticut obtained legal
recognition as members of a civil union and
were provided the same family medical leave
benefits as those provided to marriages.30
■

On January 1, 2008, civil unions become
legal in New Hampshire. Parties entering a
civil union are “entitled to all the rights and
subject to all the obligations and responsibilities provided for in state law that apply to
parties who are joined together pursuant to
RS 457” (the New Hampshire statute governing heterosexual marriage),31 which includes
rights to any state family leave.32

■

Since July 2000, Vermont has allowed
parties to a civil union to have all the same
benefits, protections, and responsibilities
under law, whether they derive from statute,
administrative or court rule, policy, common law or any other source of civil law, as
are granted to spouses in a marriage.33 This
includes family leave benefits.
■

As of January 1, 2008,34 the Oregon Family Fairness Act allows same-sex couples to
enter into domestic partnerships that provide
the same rights, benefits, and responsibilities
as marriage under state law.35

■

Washington, D.C. has recognized domestic partnerships since 1992, but Congress
prohibited any expenditure of public money on
the domestic partnership registry until 2002. In
Washington, D.C. domestic partners have the
right to take sick leave to take care of a partner.36

In addition to family leave for couples
in a civil union or domestic partnership,
bereavement leave for the death of a partner
may be available in these states.
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Collective Bargaining Agreements
Most school districts, outside of the
nine states that have adopted civil unions or
domestic partnerships, have different kinds of
leave language embedded in their collective
bargaining agreements or employee handbooks. A typical collective bargaining agreement addresses bereavement leave, child care
leave, and personal leave. It is not unusual to
find layers of familial relationships delineated
in a bereavement leave clause ranging from
five days of paid leave for a close relation
(spouse, child, parent) to three days of paid
leave for a more distant relation. Given its
plain meaning, such bereavement leaves do
not allow a same-sex partner to take bereavement leave for a partner in a state that
does not recognize civil unions or domestic
partnerships. However, in a state that does
recognize same-sex unions, districts will need
to take a close look their state statutes definition of “spouse.”37
The Michigan Court of Appeals ruled in
2007 that the Michigan Marriage Amendment prohibits universities and other state
public institutions from providing benefits to
employees on the basis of a same-sex partner
relationship. However, if benefits are being
provided under a collective bargaining agreement, those may continue until the agreement expires.38
Many contracts contain “personal leave”
language which allows an employee to
request personal leave, usually at the board’s
discretion, for a discrete period of time and
not for the purpose of seeking other employment. A school administrator may well receive
a request from an employee in a same-sex
union to take personal leave to attend to a
sick partner or attend the birth of a partner’s
child. School administrators should avoid reactive responses based on personal values and
review the circumstances under which they
have granted personal leave to other employees. Administrators might want to think twice
about denying personal leave for an employee
to tend to a sick partner or attend the birth of
a partner’s child if, in the past, personal leave
has been granted to another employee to
tend to a sick friend.
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sion as a policy decision.39 Some points to
consider are:
■

Nationally, through court cases, many
states offer rights and benefits to same-sex
partners.

12

13

■

Determine if you must (or must not)
provide same-sex benefits according to your
state.

14
15
16

■

Anti-discrimination laws in some states
may be triggered if benefits are not offered
to same-sex partners. Several states bar discrimination based on sexual orientation.

■

Offering domestic partner benefits may
help recruit and retain quality employees.

17
18

19
20

■

Offering domestic partner benefits may
help or harm the public’s perception of the
district, depending on the community.

■

Studies suggest that costs for adding domestic partner benefits are minimal. According to a 2000 report by the Institute for Gay
and Lesbian Strategic Studies, the likely cost
increase is about the same as the increase in
enrollment, typically between 0.5% and 1%.

21

■

Consider any documentation requirements such as affidavits or other proof from
same-sex partners and whether it is required
from opposite-sex couples.
22

The discussion about civil unions and domestic partnerships will continue to be lively
and changing, both on the legal front and at
the bargaining table. School districts should
keep informed at their state level on this issue
and be prepared to make decisions about
requests from employees about benefits associated with civil unions. I&A
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NO PAIN, NO GAIN: LIABILITY FOR DEATHS AND INJURIES
IN SCHOOL ATHLETICS
By: Chris W. McCarty, Lewis, King, Krieg & Waldrop, Knoxville, Tennessee

F

ew sounds are more frightening than a silent stadium.
Every eye locks onto the
field. Coaches and trainers
stand huddled around a
motionless athlete. His or her teammates
gather off to the side, some staring into space
while others hold hands and pray.

Although people fear the foregoing situation, they also expect it. Injuries and even
deaths have always been a part of athletics. Until the 1970s, when helmets became
effective, football players often died from
traumatic head injuries. Yet football has
never cornered the market on injuries. In
2005, the Consumer Product Safety Commission reported 409,799 basketball-related
injuries and 317,041 cycling-related injuries.
Recently, the American Medical Association
estimated that brain damage or deterioration
occurs in three out of four boxers with 20 or
more professional fights. And never assume
that certain sports are safer than others
when cheerleaders remain the most often
injured female athletes.
Assumed Risk
This common link between injury and
sports lead most courts to bar liability against
schools and coaches by using an assumed
risk analysis. As Judge Cardozo wrote in
1929:
One who takes part in such a sport
accepts the dangers that inhere in
it so far as they are obvious and
necessary, just as a fencer accepts
the risk of a thrust by his antagonist
or a spectator at a ball game the
chance of contact with the ball.1
All sports, though, are not created equal.
“[P]articipants in team sports, where physical
contact among participants is inherent and
virtually inevitable, assume greater risks of
injury than nonparticipants or participants
in noncontact sports.”2 Thus, “[t]he general
rule is that participants in an athletic contest
accept the normal physical contact of the
particular sport.”3
As the Maryland Court of Appeals
concluded in 1994, parents of minor athletes

rarely prevail when arguing that school officials are “negligent because of some failure
to warn the plaintiffs of the possible dangers
involved in voluntarily participating in [a] contact sport.”4 In fact, when examining “the vast
majority of such cases . . . those asserting such
claims cannot recover as a matter of law.”
Of course, with the rise of comparative
fault, many argue that assumption of risk
should no longer be seen as an absolute bar
to an athlete’s claim. Instead, they argue
that assumption of the risk may only act to
mitigate liability rather than prohibit it.
In addressing this modern approach, the
New York Court of Appeals noted that although assumed risk may not be an absolute
defense under comparative fault, it can still
be used to bar liability.5 Here, assumption of
the risk can and should be used to measure
a defendant’s standard of care. That defendant’s standard of care increases or decreases
based on the plaintiff’s understanding of the
situation at issue. As such, coaches and/or

schools’ standards of care greatly diminish
due to athletes’ knowledge and appreciation
of those risks inherent to their chosen sports.
One finds the heart of this assumed risk
argument within this idea of chosen sports.
Hopefully, coaches and schools never force
student athletes to play sports. Instead, students choose to play them. It is this element
of choice that separates “injur[ies] occur[ing]
during compulsory physical education classes
rather than during voluntary participation
in school athletic contests.”6 Put simply, “a
participant chooses to participate in voluntary
games, and so can avoid them if he or she is
weak, slow, disabled, etc.” Thus, not only do
courts assume that athletes are knowledgeable; courts also assume that athletes are
capable.

Duty of Care
Yet what happens when a knowledgeable
and capable athlete dies of heat stroke after a
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summer practice? From the outset, this may
seem such a rare occurrence that it is not
worth addressing. From 1995 to 2006, however, 35 young football players died of heat
stroke in the United States.7 More alarmingly,
2006 saw the first significant spike in these
heat-related deaths since 1972.
Obviously, death—be it heat-related or
otherwise—should never be considered a
common risk of any school sport. Therefore,
when faced with a lawsuit stemming from a
student athlete’s death, coaches and schools
must look elsewhere for defenses.
In Kleinknecht v. Gettysburg College,
for example, the Third Circuit Court of Appeals analyzed a lawsuit centering on the
cardiac arrest and death of student athlete
Drew Kleinknecht during a college lacrosse
practice.8 At the district level, the court held
that “the College had no duty because the
cardiac arrest suffered by Drew . . . was not
reasonably foreseeable.” The Third Circuit,
however, observed that the district court’s
definition of foreseeability was “too narrow.”
Foreseeability, unlike proximate cause, “is not
dependent on the foreseeability of a specific
event.” Thus, the Third Circuit held that
Drew Kleinknecht’s family “produced ample
evidence that a life-threatening injury occurring during participation in an athletic event
like lacrosse was reasonably foreseeable.”
As such, the College had a duty to provide
adequate medical services.
To school districts and others involved
in athletics, the Third Circuit’s broad-brush
painting of foreseeability may seem disheartening; nevertheless, it serves as an effective
reminder that the core of any defense centers
on duty of care. As one should expect, the
“law recognizes the general duty of schools,
principals and teachers to adequately supervise students placed within their care.”9
A school normally meets its general duty
by providing adequate instruction, proper
equipment, and comparable participants/opponents. Whether a school breaches this duty
remains a question of fact.
Due Process
Based on the foregoing, it seems clear
that coaches and schools possess a duty of
care to their student athletes. However, some
plaintiffs may incorrectly argue that a failure
to meet this duty of care should be seen as a
denial of due process.
In Burden v. Wilkes-Barre Area School
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District, for instance, a Pennsylvania district
court analyzed a due process claim stemming
from the heat-related death of student athlete James Burden, Jr., after an August football practice.10 Therein, James Burden’s family
argued the school board’s “decision not to
hire a certified athletic trainer . . . denied the
decedent his constitutional rights to life and
liberty under the Fourteenth Amendment.”
Relying on the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision
in Deshaney v.Winnebago County Department
of Social Services, the district court pointed
out that “no constitutional obligation arises
out of the State’s failure to provide services
even if such services or protection are necessary to secure life or liberty.”11 Therefore,
James Burden, Jr., “was not deprived of any
right guaranteed to him under the United
States Constitution or Federal statute.”
The Burden opinion illustrates the
repeatedly overlooked gap between common
law duties of care and constitutional due process protections. “[I]n certain limited circumstances the Constitution imposes upon the
State affirmative duties of care and protection with respect to particular individuals.”12
Though with that said, the Due Process Clause
“does not transform every tort committed by
a state actor into a constitutional violation.”

Governmental Immunity
As with the preceding due process
argument, many creative plaintiffs will not
only sue a school board, but also the student
athlete’s individual coach and/or coaches.
When faced with these individual claims,
defense attorneys are often aided by governmental immunity statutes.
In Tarlea v. Crabtree, for example, the
Michigan Court of Appeals analyzed individual claims brought against coaches Jack
Crabtree, Mike Price, and Randy Dunny as
a result of the heat-related death of high
school football player Jeremy Tarlea.13 Under
Michigan’s Governmental Tort Liability Act
(GTLA), “to be liable in tort, a governmental
employee must act with gross negligence.”
This would suggest a “willful disregard of
precautions or measures to attend to safety
and singular disregard for substantial risk.”
And as coaches Crabtree, Price, and Dunny
took “numerous precautions and safeguards
to protect the safety of the football players in
their charge,” the GTLA barred Jeremy Tarlea’s
family’s suit against his individual coaches.

Similarly to general governmental immunity, coaches and schools can sometimes find
protection from liability under a so-called recreational use statute. Put simply, in an effort
to encourage governmental agencies to build
and maintain public parks and athletic fields,
some state statutes provide tort immunity for
incidents occurring at those facilities.14
In Barrett v. Unified School District No.
259, for instance, the Kansas Supreme Court
analyzed whether a school district should be
afforded immunity under the recreational
use exception to the Kansas Tort Claims Act
(KTCA).15 Student athlete Robert Barrett’s
family brought suit as a result of his heatrelated death after a summer practice. As the
Kansas Supreme Court noted, however, the
KTCA’s recreational use exception provides
governmental immunity for:
any claim for injuries resulting
from the use of any public property
intended or permitted to be used as
a park, playground or open area for
recreational purposes, unless the
governmental entity or an employee
thereof is guilty of gross and wanton
negligence proximately causing such
injury.
As Robert Barrett “died as a result of activity which occurred on a football field during
football practice,” the foregoing recreational
use language applied, thus the KTCA barred
the Barrett family from pursuing an ordinary
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negligence claim against the school district
and its coaches.
At first glance, a cynical person may
assume that the immunity statutes discussed
in both Barrett and Tarlea demonstrate some
grand government conspiracy to protect its
own. On the other hand, one could reach the
more logical conclusion that states want to
continue promoting healthy lifestyles by providing recreational and athletic opportunities
for their citizens. As an apt example, without
some form of protection, most school districts
could not afford the risks and expenses associated with athletics.
Conclusion
For a moment, leave the world of legal
analysis and return to the injured athlete
lying motionless in the silent stadium. This
dramatic and emotional scene should beg for
one’s sympathy, but not at the expense of
one’s common sense. If schools and coaches
are going to be asked to provide students
with athletic opportunities, then parents must
assume and accept that injuries and deaths
may sometimes result. These assumptions are
not ideal, yet they are practical. And unless
one can show gross negligence or reckless
disregard on the part of these schools and/or
coaches, then they should continue to be
afforded strong defense (and sometimes immunity) from tort liability. I&A
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