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STUDENTS TAKE VOW OF SILENCE FOR GAYS

THE NATIONAL DAY OF SILENCE TODAY PROTESTS HARASSMENT OF HOMOSEXUALS. 

By Bruce Buchanan

   Some Guilford County Schools students will make a statement about a controversial subject today by saying nothing at all.

   Today is the national Day of Silence, in which students take a daylong vow of silence to protest bullying and harassment of gay and lesbian students. The annual event, which began in 1996, is organized by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network, or GLSEN.

   Students may participate in class discussions, said Annette Green, co-chair of the Greensboro GLSEN chapter. But instead of talking in the halls or at lunch, they present a card explaining their silence.

   Participating students are expressing support for gay and lesbian students "who are forced into silence every day," Green said.

   She said that while straight students can talk about dating, gay students often are afraid and embarrassed to discuss their sexual orientation.

   A GLSEN Web site lists several Guilford County schools as participating: Eastern, Northwest, Page, Southwest and Western high schools; Southwest Middle; and the Early College at Guilford. Green also said students at Grimsley High School will participate. Two local private schools - American Hebrew Academy and Oak Ridge Military Academy - also are listed as participants. The names of the schools could be posted by a participating student, not necessarily by a school official.

   A disclaimer on the Web site reads, "The appearance of the name of a school on this list does not mean that school supports any Day of Silence activities that may take place there."

   But Keith Hall, the father of a Southwest High School student, said that listing a school's name on the Web site implies that the school endorses the Day of Silence. While he said gay and lesbian students shouldn't be harassed, he also said schools shouldn't endorse homosexuality and believes the Day of Silence sends that message.

   "The school is sanctioning this by being on the Web site, whether they mean to or not," Hall said. He said that is particularly important because most high school students are minors.

   Green doesn't see it that way, though.

   "It's not anything schools are condoning or allowing," she said. "Students have a right not to speak."

   Southwest principal Alan Parker said that just because Southwest students are participating doesn't mean the school is endorsing anything.

   "It's student-led; it's a student organization," Parker said. Southwest and several other local high schools have clubs formed by students that promote tolerance for gay students.

   He compared it to Fellowship of Christian Athletes members gathering before school to pray. In that instance, he said, the school isn't endorsing Christianity, but students have a right to express their beliefs and opinions, just as students have a right to express their opinions by observing the Day of Silence.

   Last year, the Guilford County Board of Education approved a student policy that prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation.

   Local gay and lesbian groups applauded the policy, while some conservatives said the policy endorses a lifestyle that many believe is morally wrong.

   According to a 2003 GLSEN survey, 39 percent of lesbian and gay students reported being harassed or assaulted at school. Nearly one in three said they had skipped a day of school in the past month because they were afraid to  go.
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