™ CAIR

Via Email (school.ethics@doe.nj.gov)

Attn: Brigid Martens, Director
New Jersey Department of Education &
Chairperson Dennis Roberts &
Members of the School Ethics Commission

100 Riverview Plaza

P.O. Box 500

Trenton, NJ 08625

School Ethics Commission

New Jersey Department of Education

August 25, 2026

Re: The Propriety Under the School Ethics Act, N.J.S.A. 18A:12-21 et seq., of South
Orange-Maplewood School District Administrators Participating in Privately Funded
International Travel Sponsored by an Advocacy Organization

Dear Director Martens, Chairperson Roberts Members of the School Ethics Commission:

I write to inform you that the Council on American-Islamic Relations, New Jersey chapter
(CAIR-NJ), has filed an official complaint with the School Ethics Commission regarding
Columbia High School Principal Frank Sanchez’s participation in fully funded international travel
to Israel. We request review, investigation, and statewide guidance concerning the trip as a
potential violation of New Jersey's School Ethics Act. It was offered at no cost to the participant,
by an organization whose publicly stated interests bear directly on matters within the participant's
official authority. It is the participant’s acceptance of the free trip, the substantial cost of the trip,
together with the sponsoring organization’s expressly stated objective in offering it, that goes to
the heart of CAIR-NJ’s ethics complaint.

School district administrators have a responsibility to make curriculum and educational
decisions objectively, independently, and in the best interests of students and the public. Accepting
substantial, privately funded international travel from an organization with a clear advocacy
position on a subject directly related to their official responsibilities creates a significant risk of an
ethics violation. Even if no actual influence occurs, such a benefit can reasonably be perceived as
capable of impairing impartial decision-making or creating an appearance that official judgment
has been compromised.

I. Background
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Mr. Frank Sanchez is the Principal of Columbia High School in the South Orange-
Maplewood (SOMA) School District. His trip was not publicly disclosed through any public
forums or announcements leading up to or after his trip. It was only when parents received a
response to an Open Public Records Act request with the school district in July 2026 did this
information become public. Thus, this complaint falls within the 180 day window from which the
public first officially learned of this trip. Through the OPRA request we learned the following:

e On December 26, 2023, a representative of the Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest
NJ (the "Federation") wrote to Principal Sanchez at his District email address, inviting him
to a Federation-sponsored trip to Israel. The invitation was extended to him expressly in
his official capacity, stating: "As a key educator, we are inviting you [...] to join us on this
mission as our guest." The invitation stated that the Federation was "organizing all ground
logistics, transportation, and security and will take care of all costs." Principal Sanchez
accepted the following day, writing from his District email account: "YES, I would like to
attend."

e Principal Sanchez participated in the trip from Sunday, January 21, 2024, to Wednesday,
January 24, 2024.

Under New Jersey's School Ethics Act (N.J.S.A. 18A:12-24(c) and (e)), a school official's
acceptance of substantial privately funded benefits from an organization whose advocacy interests
bear directly on matters within the official's authority raises a serious concern of an ethics violation
and warrants the Commission's review. Accepting all-expenses-paid trips of this kind undermines
the independence, objectivity, transparency, and public trust that the School Ethics Act is designed
to protect.

For the reasons set forth below, we respectfully ask the Department and the Commission
to review this practice, investigate whether any applicable ethics or disclosure requirements were
violated, and issue clear guidance to the District and to districts statewide so that public confidence
in school governance may be preserved.

I1. The School Ethics Act Applies to District Administrators
The New Jersey School Ethics Act applies to school officials, including district
administrators and superintendents. The Act requires school officials to avoid conduct that violates

the public trust or creates the appearance that the public trust has been violated.

I11. Accepting Privately Funded Travel from an Advocacy Organization
Implicates the Prohibited Acts

A. Acceptance of a Gift to Influence Official Duties (N.J.S.A. 18A:12-24(e)).
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The Act prohibits school officials from accepting a gift or anything of value when it is
offered to influence their official duties. N.J.S.A. 18A:12-24(e). A fully funded international trip
is clearly something of significant value.

B. Objectivity and Impartiality (N.J.S.A. 18A:12-24(c)).

The Act also prohibits school officials from participating in matters where a financial or
personal benefit could reasonably affect their objectivity or independent judgment. N.J.S.A.
18A:12-24(c).

This concern is particularly relevant if an administrator who accepted the trip later makes
decisions involving Israel and Palestine, including selecting educational materials, inviting
speakers, determining how these issues are presented in schools, or responding to student
discussions

C. Financial Disclosure and the Consequences of Non-Disclosure (N.J.S.A. 18A:12-
25, 18A:12-26).

School officials must annually disclose certain gifts, reimbursements, and prepaid expenses
worth more than $250 from a single source.

Because a fully funded international trip would ordinarily exceed this amount, an
administrator who accepted such travel would generally be required to disclose it. The
Commission can therefore review the administrators’ financial disclosure statements to determine
whether the travel was properly reported.

Where any such travel has already occurred, we ask the Commission to determine whether
the participating administrator reported it as required by and, if not, to treat any omission as an
independent violation of the Act.

Finally, beyond the legal concerns set out above, the profound moral affront of accepting
an all-expenses-paid trip to a state currently carrying out a genocide, as recognized by the U.N.
Commission on Inquiry!, various human rights organizations including Human Rights Watch?,

1 Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian Territory and Israel. Document
A/HRC/62/CRP.2. United Nations Human Rights Council, June 2026,
www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/sessions-regular/session62/a-hrc-62-crp-2.pdf.
2 "Israel’s Crime of Extermination, Acts of Genocide in Gaza." Human Rights Watch, 19 Dec. 2024,
www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/19/israels-crime-extermination-acts-genocide-gaza.
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Amnesty International® and B’Tselem?, and a prominent media outlet®, is deeply troubling. As
violence against the people of Palestine continues unabated, officials entrusted with educating
children should recognize this trip for what it is: an effort to shape the narrative around Israel and
Palestine in our public schools.

IV. Conclusion

CAIR-NIJ respectfully requests that the Department of Education and the School Ethics
Commission:

1. Review the practice of District administrators’ participation in privately funded
international travel sponsored by non-profit organizations, including how any such travel
was or would be organized, authorized, funded, and classified, and determine whether it
violated the School Ethics Act;

2. Determine and disclose, as to any such travel that has already occurred, whether
participating administrators reported it on their financial disclosure statements and, if not,
treat the omission as an independent violation subject to the sanctions provided in N.J.S.A.
18A:12-29;

3. Provide guidance to the District, and to districts statewide, regarding the propriety under
N.J.S.A. 18A:12-24 of administrators accepting privately funded international travel from
organizations whose publicly stated interests bear directly on matters within the official
authority of administrators.

We separately call upon the District’s Board of Education to pause sponsored administrator
travel of this kind pending review, account publicly for any such travel already approved or
accepted, and to ensure that District resources, curriculum, and personnel are administered with
impartiality.

Sincerely,

Naureen Akhter
Public Affairs Director, CAIR-NJ

3 "Amnesty International Investigation Concludes Israel Is Committing Genocide Against Palestinians in Gaza."
Amnesty International, 5 Dec. 2024, www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/12 /amnesty-international-concludes-
israel-is-committing-genocide-against-palestinians-in-gaza/.

4"B’Tselem and Physicians for Human Rights Israel: Israel is committing genocide in the Gaza Strip." B'Tselem, 28
July 2025, www.btselem.org/press_releases/20250728_our_genocide.

5 "Comments: Week of August 24, 2026." New York Magazine, 24 Aug. 2026, nymag.com/article/comments-week-
of-august-24-2026.html.
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