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AUGUSTE ESCOFFIER SCHOOL OF CULINARY ARTS DISCRIMINATES AGAINST 
DEAF STUDENTS 

Escoffier refuses to pay for sign language interpreters for deaf applicant 
 

Auguste Escoffier School of Culinary Arts (“Escoffier”) boasts that it is “an outstanding 
culinary institute for career-focused students.”  They claim that they are “committed to 
preparing America’s next generation of culinary professionals.”  William Lawrence is career-
focused and wants to be a part of that next generation of culinary professionals.  He is 
qualified for every aspect of Escoffier’s programs and was admitted to the school.  But 
William Lawrence is deaf.  

 
William Lawrence applied for and was accepted into Escoffier in the fall of 2012.  He 

received a letter from Michel Escoffier, the President of the Escoffier Foundation and 
Museum and great grandson the chef for whom the school is named, Auguste Escoffier.  
Because Mr. Lawrence is deaf, he requested that Escoffier provide him with qualified sign 
language interpreters for his courses.  Escoffier did not refuse to allow Mr. Lawrence to use 
sign language interpreters, but they refused to pay for those services.  

 
The American’s with Disabilities Act (“ADA”) was passed and enacted in 1990.  Since 

then, the ADA has required private schools like Escoffier to “take those steps that may be 
necessary to ensure that no individual with a disability is excluded, denied services, 
segregated or otherwise treated differently than other individuals because of the absence of 
auxiliary aids and services[.]”  The term “auxiliary aids and services” includes qualified sign 
language interpreters.  The school can refuse to provide sign language interpreters only if it 
“can demonstrate that taking those steps would fundamentally alter the nature of the goods, 
services, facilities, privileges, advantages, or accommodations being offered or would result 
in an undue burden, i.e., significant difficulty or expense.”  Also, any school that receives 
federal financial assistance, such as student financial aid, is prohibited under Section 504 of 
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the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (“Section 504”) from discriminating against students with 
disabilities.  This includes the duty to provide qualified interpreters as well. 

 
Mr. Lawrence was led to believe by Escoffier officials that he would be provided with 

qualified interpreters for his courses.  He was also led to believe that Escoffier would pay for 
those services.  Just as classes began, Ken Hause, Escoffier’s Campus Director, informed Mr. 
Lawrence that the school would not pay for interpreter services.  Mr. Lawrence cannot 
receive an equal educational benefit if he is denied effective communication.  He needs 
qualified sign language interpreters.  He cannot afford to pay for them.  Escoffier is 
prohibited from attempting to pass the cost of the interpreters on to Mr. Lawrence.  That 
would constitute an unlawful surcharge. 

 
Mr. Lawrence and the Colorado Cross-Disability Coalition (“CCDC”) filed a lawsuit 

today in Federal District Court.  The lawsuit seeks a court order requiring Escoffier to provide 
Mr. Lawrence -- and any other deaf student -- appropriate and effective communication.  
The Plaintiffs also seek damages and recovery of their reasonable attorneys’ fees and costs as 
permitted by these statutes.  

 
“Recently, CCDC has filed numerous lawsuits against law enforcement agencies for 

failing to provide sign language interpreters,” said Andrew Montoya, CCDC Legal Program 
Attorney. “This is the first case CCDC has brought against a school for failing to provide 
interpreters.  Just as we experienced with law enforcement agencies, we suspect that many 
educational programs discriminate against deaf applicants as well.  No one seems to take this 
obligation seriously.  This leads to outright intentional exclusion of deaf individuals from the 
mainstream of society and defies the purposes of the ADA.” 

 
CCDC is a nonprofit, disability rights, membership organization.  CCDC has been on 

the forefront of ensuring effective communication for deaf individuals in Colorado.  For 
more information, see CCDC’s website.  Current cases and past cases are posted there as 
well. The status of this case and updates will be posted in this directory. 
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