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Safe
Proms
in High-Risk
Times

By Nicholas ). Pace From Principal Leadership

HEtiny midwesterncommu-
nity where | began my ca-
reer as a school administra-
tor was like many others. A gro-
cery store, a post office, a grain
elevator, two banks, three conve-
niencestores, and threebars lined
Main Street. Among the school’s
enrollment of 540 students was a
young man who would both chal-
lenge and teach as he made his
sexual orientation known to his
family, community, and class-
mates.
“Pete” was a high school se-

nior in a class of 38. His family
had been in the community for
three generations, and he had
attended school in the district
since kindergarten, as had most
of his classmates. If there is
such a thing, Pete was a typical
small-town high school kid. If
there is a stereotypical gay look,
he didn't have it. If there is a
stereotypical straight look, he
didn’t have that, either.

In the fall of his senior year,
Pete began to confide his sexual
orientation to a small number of
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close friends who, at Pete's re-
quest, kept things very quiet.
They shared his apprehension
about how people would react
but appreciated the weight that
Pete said was lifted from his
shoulders after being honest with
them.

He also shared his thoughts
and feelings with “Jeri,” the coun-
selor at my school. He had all but
told her that he was gay, and she
was trying to help him explore
his feelings and fears about it.
“He's said everything but,” Jeri
said. I thought, “He probably is. 1
can see that.” | thought nothing
more about it, because 1 was pre-
occupied with other issues that
felt more pressing.

For Pete’s Sake

As the long midwestern win-
ter drew to a close and our stu-
dents’ attention moved toward
the prom, a growing number of
students had heard about Pete’s
sexual orientation, either directly
or by rumor. There was talk that
perhaps he would bring his boy-
friend, who was from another
community, to the prom.

To my surprise, the rumor
didn’t command the attention |
thought it would. 1 really didn’t
give the possibility a great deal of
thought at the time. Although 1
didn't view Pete as having the
desireto make a grand statement,
the principal in me became slowly
concerned about the possibility.

In the spring of Pete’s senior
year, Jeri told me that he was

probably going to stop keeping
his secret and would likely bring
his boyfriend to the prom. I ex-
haled a heavy combination of a
laugh and a scoff. “You've got to
talk him out of it,” | said, matter-
of-factly.

My initial response had no re-
lationship to my feelings toward
the morality of homosexuality,
nor did it result from any deeply
held philosophical or religious
views on homosexuality. The gut
level response came, sadly, from
apurely administrative, manage-
rial, “try to keep the lid on” men-
tality.

We talked about the potential
reactions, mainly on the part of
the students. We both had con-
cerns about Pete’s elementary-
age siblings, who also attended
the school.

To be sure, my initial reaction
was selfish, which is not some-
thing I'm proud of. Looking back,
what bothers me most is that my
initial reaction of self-pity has to
pale in comparison to the needs
of a young man who is trying to
find his way in the world and who
had not felt comfortable and con-
fident enoughtoend his charade,
evenin his home school and com-
munity.

Vivid worst-case scenarios—
such as walkouts, assaults, van-
dalism, and harassment—filled
my head. As we prepared for the
reality that Pete would go through
with his plans, it was also diffi-
cult to know whether I was accu-
rately gauging what the
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community's reaction might be.
Perhaps, Ithought, the principal’s
job is to expect the worst, which,
although a miserable way to live,
woulid at least make me prepared.

As the prom drew closer, we
tried to ensure that we were plan-
ning and responding appropri-
ately. Disallowing Pete from at-
tending the prom was never dis-
cussed as an option, despite my
initial wish for Jeri to dissuade
him from his intentions of com-
ing to the prom. Although [ am
now aware of the relevant court
decision (Fricke v. Lynch, 1980), |
was unaware of it at the time. [
contacted anumber of principals
inour areatoask for advice about
how to handle the situation, but
they didn’t know how to proceed
either.

One of the prom traditions at
the school was to announce the
couples as they arrived on the
sidewalk in front of the commu-
nity center. Parents, grandpar-
ents, elementary kids, and doz-
ens of other folks turn out to “see
the kids all dressed up.”

The way in which Pete and his
guest would be announced was a
concern. Jeri learned that Pete
and his boyfriend would be at-
tending with two female students
andthat they simply wanted their
names to beread as they arrived.
“OK. We can handle that,” |
thought.

As the crowd gathered out-

side the community center, stu-
dents began arriving. Polite ap-
plause greeted the students as

they were announced. Pete and
his party of four arrived at about
the sametime that another group
of students did, were announced,
were greeted with polite ap-
plause, and entered without inci-
dent.

Hate Notes

As is the case in many rural
high schools, the prom included
a meal for the juniors, the se-
niors, and their guests. Another
curious tradition which existed
at the school involved note pass-
ing. As the wait staff brought the
food, students began writing
notes which were to be delivered
to classmates and teachers.

After a couple of minutes, a
female guest who was in Pete’s
party brought over to me about
five notes that had been deliv-
ered to their table and which vis-
ibly upset her. As one might imag-
ine, they'd received notes about
“faggots” and “queers” and primi-
tive stick-figure drawings that
were completely inappropriate.

My first instinct was to grab
the microphone and tear into
somebody, but a staff member's
cooladviceto simply tell the wait
staff not to deliver any more mes-
sages to Pete’s table was better.
Why make everyone more un-
comfortable and draw more at-
tentionto an already-difficult situ-
ation?

High school dances, like many
social settings, take a while to get
going. Eventually, the air seems
to change, energy increases, and
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students begin to mingle and
dance. At first, I was certainly not
the only one who was wondering
if Pete and his boyfriend would
dance together. We got our an-
swer on a few slow songs.

Quiet or Quelled?

As the dance floor filled, Pete
and his boyfriend made their way
into the group. Needless to say,
this attracted some attention, al-
beit quiet attention, from the stu-
dents. The fact that | was receiv-
ing play-by-play reports from my
wife as we danced a few feet away
may have contributed to this
quiet reaction.

“l think they're gonna kiss,”
my wife said after a few more
dances. Despite all the situations
whichlhad envisioned while get-
ting ready for the prom, | hadn’t
really thought about this one. My
guidelines to be used for accept-
able displays of affection in this
setting are, [ think, like most prin-
cipals’. They're not hard and fast
rules, but when someone is over
the line, a judgment call is usu-
ally pretty easy to make.

“If we're letting the rest of the
couples embrace and exchange
some kisses, we can't very well
pick and choose, right?” | asked
myself. “] guess not,” came the
tentative and unconvincing an-
swer. Although ! was uncomfort-
able walking through this
minefield, 1 think my actions were
guided, almost subconsciously,
by some sense of equality. [ was
uptight and uncomfortable and

trying to model respect and
equality. | wasn't sure of much,
but I was sure that no violence or
inflammatory actions would be
tolerated.

Later in the evening, the stu-
dents and staff members earned
high praise from me. Pete's guest
did a solo dance to a popular
songthat could haverivaled some
of the dancing seen on MTV. A
group of students, made up
mostly of girls, soon gathered
around him to watch. As an invis-
ible but palpable tension filled
the room, the staff members,
without formalinstructions from
me, instinctively chatted with
students about all sorts of top-
ics—the baseball season, cars,
summer job prospects—and the
moment passed without incident.

Because the teachers who
were there knew the students,
they could anticipate which stu-
dents might be likely to hurl an
insult, create a scene, or worse.
They also knew the students’ in-
terests, and could legitimately
talk with them about things that
mattered to them.

At the same time, a diverse
group of students who had as-
sembled around Pete’s boyfriend
madeitapparentthatanyonewho
would be interested in causing
trouble would be uncomfortable
doing so. They, too, found them-
selves in a situation for which
they had not been prepared, but
they seemed to be guided by a
sense of hospitality, curiosity, tol-
erance, and goodness.

www.eddigest.com



Safety at the Prom

After thedancing display, one
ofthe boys requested ahard rock
song and performed a wild air-
guitar solo. It was odd, but it also
served to break the tension in a
way that could never have been
better scripted. It made every-
one, the hospitable and the hos-
tile, sit back in their chairs and
smile a little bit about all they
were seeing that night. The ex-
quisite sense of relief 1 felt as we
walked home shortly after mid-
night was one | have not often
experienced.

With about three weeks to go
in the school year, Jeri and Pete
received word that Pete would
be awarded one of the Matthew
Shepard scholarships—a pri-
vately funded, full-tuition schol-
arship for an openly gay or les-
bian high school student who will
attend a state university. Several
decisions had to be made as we
planned for Awards Night.

Where should Pete’s scholar-
ship be placed in the program?
How should the presenter, who
was coming from the state capi-
tal, be introduced? Did we need
to find out exactly how the schol-
arship was going to be presented
and anticipate any possible prob-
lems?

We contacted the group re-
sponsible for the award and got
the exact wording of the presen-
tation. We explained our con-
cerns about trying to ensure an
enjoyable and appropriate
evening for all our students. As
our planning moved forward, we

became aware of the posstbility
of a protest of the award by a
religious group that frequently
stages demonstrations at funer-
als, concerts, and other public
events.

To avold trouble, the schol-
arship presenters did not re-
lease the name and the school
of the scholarship winner. Nev-
ertheless, we informed the
sheriff's office, some 20 miles
away, in case we needed them,
and we Instructed the staff to
route all inquiries or questions
about scholarships and the
awards ceremony to the super-
intendent.

Placing Award

I smile now as 1 picture us
discussing the placement of the
award during the ceremony, as if
there was a scientific way to de-
termine whether Pete's award
should be announced after the
Lion’s Club scholarship or be-
fore the Tyler County Hog Pro-
ducers Scholarship. I recall see-
ing a few wide-eyed glances be-
tween surprised attendees at the
ceremony whenPete’'saward was
announced. There was polite ap-
plause. No shouting, no insults.
Congratulations to all, best
wishes to the graduates, thank
you for coming.

The last hurdle was now the
commencement ceremony itself.
Pete never seemed to be alone or
in a position at the school where
he was overly vulnerable to ver-
bal or physical threats or worse.
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I'm certain he heard comments,
and I now know there were fright-
ening instances outside school,
including phone calls and other
threats, but very little of note
took place at school.

Acoupleofdays beforegradu-
ation, 1 was going through my
stack of mail. Amid the pile of
catalogs was a handwritten note
from Pete thanking me for my
support and attention in the last
few months. He said he knew this
was something I never wanted to
deal with, but that he appreci-
ated the way we handied things
just the same.

Relicf and Pride

After commencement, stand-
ing in the freshly cut grass sur-
rounded by smiling students and
families, | felt a tacit sense of
relief and pride in our students,
staff members, and school. The
seniors were out of the building
now, the year was nearly over,
and the last public event had
passed without incident. Pete
would later recount tome that he
was denied a few handshakes in
thereceiving line that day, but he
endured no overt insults.

laccepted a university faculty
position in teacher preparation
the summer after Pete's gradua-
tion. In addition to placing and
supervising student teachers in
several rural school districts, [
am responsible for teaching a
human relations course. My job
requires a significant amount of
driving over the course of each

month, and [ try to use the time
productively to develop mean-
ingful, real-world questions and
lessons for my future teachers. It
wasn't long before [ realized that
Pete’s senior year warranted an-
other look.

I began talking with Pete, who
accepted my invitation to speak
to my human relations class. He
gave me the names of several
students whom he thought |
should visit. From there, I talked
to many others who were in-
volved in that year—teachers,
students, clergy, and family mem-
bers.

What | found astonished me.
Like me, virtually everyone said
they would have predicted Pete's
coming out to have been a giant
controversy and a potentially ex-
plosive event. Their ideas about
why this did not happen are pro-
vocative.

Students from a physics class
of six students talked about how
Pete’s situation offered them the
opportunity to open up to one
another. Each revealed a differ-
ent struggle that they, like Pete,
had kept largely hidden from
classmates and teachers, evenin
their tiny high school. They de-
scribed the pain of being shunned
for not attending beer parties,
fear of anti-Semitic remarks in
elementary school, concern fora
suicidal classmate, and the chal-
lenges which were involved in
remaining true to a friend.

Teachers and clergy de-
scribed how they faced new chal-
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lenges in balancing mission and
policy statements with the com-
plex world of teaching and minis-
tering. Nearly everyone talked
about how this issue became real
for them because Pete was a per-
son in their town, their family,
and their school.

Why Not?

When asked regarding the
question of why out dire expec-
tations were not fulfilled, people
offered a host of explanations.
Some students speculated that
their classmates were simply
afraid of getting in trouble. Oth-
erssaid thatthey'd always known
Pete and thought he was OK, so
he was still OK. Some said, “He
wasn't in my face with it.”

Others credited the leaders
and the personality of that year’s
senior class at the school.
Townspeople taiked about the
many good works the polite
young man had done for his
town, church, school, and fam-
ily. Pete credits a good school
with aware and caring students
and staff members. Jeri specu-
lated that because Pete was not
athreat to anyone, they lacked a
real reason to hate him.

The experience was not one
that  would have chosen for my-
self. Yet | know that I'm a better
teacher and leader for having
gone through it. Even though the
journey was one which some of
us took unwillingly, it revealed a
number of challenging, real-world
issues for educational leaders.

For one, we must guard against
self-serving reactions. My life
would certainly have been easier
if Pete had waited to come out.
But principals’ lives would be
much easieriftheydidn't haveto
deal with many of the things that
make the principalship so diffi-
cult. When we accept the chal-
lenge of leadership, we accept all
the challenges, not just the few
easy ones.

Second, we must be ready to
live our school's mission state-
ments. Everyschooll'veseenhas
spent a lot of time agonizing over
wording and syntax. But, if we're
only willing to live our flowery,
optimistic claims about who we
are as a school when things are
smooth, the statements aren't
worth much.

Finally, we should remember
that our school might surprise
us. [ was sure that Pete's coming
out could derail our educational
process for that year. And | know
that there are many districts
which have been less fortunate
than ours in dealing with sexual
orientation. However, despite
everyone anticipating a rough
ride, our school experienced al-
most no problems.

In fact, about a year ago, |
received an e-mail from Pete. He
reminisced about how he went
to the best high school in the
world because we “weren't go-
ing to let him fall through the
cracks.” Wouldn't it be great if
every high school student felt
the same way? ail
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