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School board member Patsy Simpson jousting with audience members who opposed what they
considered to be the politically-motivated tone in the Southern High School yearbook.

A l a m a n c e -
Burlington school
board members ad-
jour ned their latest
meeting at 7:10 p.m.
Monday night – 40 min-
utes after it started, at
the close of a custom-
ary public comment pe-
riod that ultimately
erupted into a full-
blown argument.

The vote to adjourn
came hours earlier than
usual and before school

board members had dis-
cussed any of the items
listed on their meeting
agenda, after a back-and-
forth discussion between
school board member
Patsy Simpson and
people who were seated in
the audience turned into
a shouting match.

Eight people had
signed up to speak dur-
ing the public comments
period at Monday night’s
school board: five aired
concer ns about the
theme of the 2020-21 year-

(See SIMPSON, PAGE 5)

Alamance-Burlington
school board members
heard from eight people
who registered their con-
cerns – mostly over a
theme for the Southern
High School yearbook
that they said had
praised Black Lives Mat-
ter while condemning
the police and former U.S.
President Donald Trump
– during the public com-

ments period of the
school board’s meeting
Monday night.

Parents in the South-
ern High School atten-
dance zone had appar-
ently worked out a plan
on social media to at-
tend this week’s school
board meeting to regis-
ter their concerns
about a special section
in the high school’s
2020-21 yearbook that
featured what some
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Simpson
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book for Southern High
School; three others expressed
concerns about whether
ABSS is teaching students
“Critical Race Theory,” a po-
litical philosophy that has
become increasingly contro-
versial (see related story, this
edition).

One speaker – and a num-
ber of people who hadn’t
signed up to speak during the
public comments period but
did so while seated in the au-
ditorium at Central Office –
appeared to direct barbs about
the yearbook and other criti-
cisms toward the board in
general, but Simpson in par-
ticular, just before the meeting
was prematurely adjourned.
One person who spoke during
the public comments period
described Southern High
School’s latest yearbook as
enthusiastically supportive
of  Black Lives Matter, while
criticizing law enforcement
and the former president (see
related story, this edition).

School board chairman
Allison Gant told the audience
at the outset of Monday’s
meeting that the board
doesn’t typically respond or
ask questions during public
comments, in keeping with
an ABSS policy.

Once the final speaker of the
night had concluded her pub-
lic comments, Simpson lit
into Gant over a passing com-
ment she made about asking
the superintendent to review
the “yearbook protocols,” as
Simpson put it, apparently in
response to concerns about

Southern High School’s 2020-
21 annual.

“This subject matter has
been brought before the Su-
preme Court before,” Simpson
said.  “Clearly, students have
their First Amendment
rights, and I think you – with-
out consulting with this en-
tire board – to ask Dr. Benson
to do something to address
this is [inappropriate].  We as
a full board make decisions as
to what we want to do.”

Gant was quick to apologize
for asking the superintendent
to review the yearbook policy
without a full public airing by
the school board.  “I really
apologize to you and the rest
of the board for taking the
initiative to ask for some-
thing, and I will never do that
again without consulting the
full board,” Gant told
Simpson.

Alamance County sheriff
Terry Johnson – who attended
the school board’s meeting
Monday night for a scheduled
discussion about the annual
contracts for school resource
officers his agency provides at
12 ABSS schools – rose to his
feet, asking the crowd to calm
down, as the conversation be-
tween Simpson and audience
members grew louder and
heated. (Several municipal
police department officials
were also present Monday
night because their SRO con-
tracts were on the school
board’s meeting agenda; they
stood by in an adjoining hall-
way to comply with distanc-
ing guidelines that remain in
effect for K-12 public schools.)

School board vice chairman
Tony Rose defended Gant, tell-
ing Simpson that she, too,

calls the superintendent all
the time, asking him to look
into things.  There was no rea-
son for the chair to apologize,
Rose said, because she hadn’t
done anything wrong.

“I do not want you to speak
to me in that manner,”
Simpson shot back at the vice
chairman.  By this time, she
was standing at her seat be-
hind the dais and gathering
her belongings to leave the
meeting when Rose intro-
duced a motion to adjourn,
which she seconded, and
passed unanimously.

Despite the sheriff ’s at-
tempt at de-escalation, the
decibel level continued to rise.
Several people in the audience
pelted Simpson with com-
ments – and she returned rhe-
torical fire – as she stormed
out of the school board’s meet-
ing room in the auditorium
upstairs at Central Office in
Burlington.  Little of what
anyone had said was decipher-
able.

Meanwhile, school board
members have scheduled a spe-
cial-called meeting for 12:00
noon today to consider and
possibly vote on one of the
items that had been on their
meeting agenda for Monday
night.  School board members
will consider awarding a con-
tract to Central Builders of
Mebane to complete renova-
tions and upgrades at Will-
iams High School that was
included in the $150 million
bond package that voters ap-
proved for ABSS in November
2018.  The proposed contract
totals $3.8 million, based on
figures that were provided to
school board members earlier
this week.

Yearbook
(Continued  from  page 1)

speakers characterized dur-
ing their public comments as
the most noteworthy events
of  the past year.

The number of public com-
ments that the school board
heard Monday night was its
highest since last August,
when a glut of ABSS parents
protested the school board’s
decision to offer remote-only
instruction at the start of the
current 2020-21 school year.
(Public comments were sub-
mitted at the time via email
and telephone, in keeping
with a process the school
board had in place, in hopes
of limiting the spread of
Covid-19.  Monday night’s
meeting marked the third
time members of the public
have been allowed to attend in
person since schools reopened
this spring.)

The eight-page section con-
tains banners, reading “From
Hashtag to Movement”; “The
Notorious RBG,” a reference
to U.S. Supreme Court Justice
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, who
died last year; “Voting
Voices”; and “President of  the
People,” based on photocopies
of the special section in the
2020-21 yearbook for Southern
High School that were ob-
tained by The Alamance
News.

Four speakers expressed
support for the yearbook and
in favor of  First Amendment
freedoms that have generally
been extended to student jour-
nalists in K-12 public schools
(see related story, this edition).

One speaker – Jennifer Gre-
gory of Burlington – was
overtly critical of the theme
and content of the 2020-21 year-
book for Southern High
School, which she character-
ized as biased and very-one
sided.

Miles Johnston of Graham
said his daughter, a student at
Southern High School and a
member of the yearbook staff,
has been bullied on Facebook
and Twitter over a special sec-
tion, which he said comprises
“eight out of 240 pages,” high-
lighting the most memorable
events of the 2020-21 school
year.

“[The] layout of the presi-
dential election, [the] life and
death of a Supreme Court jus-
tice, [and a] timeline synopsis
of Black Lives Matter appar-
ently outraged” some people,
Johnston said Monday night,
“that they have called my
daughter and her fellow stu-
dent journalists ‘Marxist radi-
cals’ and ‘liberal trash’ on so-
cial media.  The controversy
revolves around the delusion
that these layouts are included
in order to push forward an
agenda.”  Johnson said his
daughter, like all students
who serve on the yearbook
staff, choose layouts and con-
tent, which they research and
write, attempting to distill the
most memorable events of the
past year into a special sec-
tion. “She was required to use
basics of  journalism, such as
fact-checking and verified
sources in summarizing an
election” or other newswor-
thy events, he said.

“The yearbook is a histori-
cal record of what happened
that year – in and out of
school,” Johnston said, add-
ing that the statewide shut-
down due to Covid-19 left the
yearbook staff at his
daughter’s high school with
few local events to highlight
in the eight-page special sec-
tion.  “National news stories

have been included in our an-
nuals since conception.”  Pre-
vious yearbooks have high-
lighted events such as the
Challenger space shuttle that
exploded 73 seconds after
liftoff in January 1986; 9/11,
the attacks by Al-Qaeda ter-
rorists on September 11, 2001;
and the Vietnam War, he
noted.  “Whether you agree or
disagree with the facts is a
matter of personal opinion,”
said Johnston.

Zach Clemmons of
Burlington, who said he
graduated from Southern
High School in 2020, also
pointed to constitutional pro-
tections for student journal-
ists that Johnston had alluded
to earlier.  There was no out-
rage over the yearbook last
year, Clemmons said, which
had a special section that fea-
tured “Blue Lives Matter,” a
pro-law enforcement move-
ment and also depicted North
Carolina Republican U.S.
Senator Thom Tillis – neither
of which generated contro-
versy, Clemmons said.

“[Last year] was crazy, and
the most crazy parts about it
probably deserve to be in that
yearbook,” Clemmons said
Monday.  “You are wrong if
you try to censor these stu-
dents; multiple Supreme
Court cases have affirmed the
right of students to use these
avenues [for expression]. It is
not political to state the facts
of  what happened last year.”
The yearbook doesn’t take a
stance in favor of  Black Lives
Matter or Blue Livers Matter;
nor does it favor one presiden-
tial candidate over another.
Clemmons insisted.  “It says
this is what happened.”

Moniel Johnston of Gra-
ham, who identified herself as
the sister of a member of the
yearbook staff  at Southern
High School, said she couldn’t
understand why the 2020-21
annual has created such a stir.
“I’m confused, for a number of
reasons, such as why this
didn’t happen during my two
years as [yearbook] editor,”
Johnston said Monday night.
“I find it ironic that many of
you are upset that these
Southern Patriots are using
their voices by providing sto-
ries to reflect on years from
now.  Why would we ever want
to forget important events
like these? It’s only indoctri-
nation if we silence or ignore
the voices of our students.  I
firmly believe that all voices
should be heard.”

Retired ABSS teacher
Janice Shoffner of Snow
Camp said that she had served
17 years as the advisor for the
yearbook staff  at Southern
High School, and during that
time and since, it has consis-
tently won “all kinds of
awards for jour nalism.”
Shoffner said that, while she
understands why people
might be alarmed by some of
the content, this year’s edition
highlighted the chaotic
events of  the past year.

“This year has been chaos –
nobody would say it has not
been,” Shoffner said Monday
night.  Imagine trying to pro-
duce a yearbook when “107 of
your seniors didn’t even ap-
pear” to have their senior pho-
tos taken, and a staff of three
students per semester is re-
sponsible for finding topics to
research and highlight, she
noted.

Shoffner, however, ex-
pressed optimism that the
yearbook for 2021-22 will fea-
ture the state softball cham-
pionship that the Lady Patri-
ots won earlier this month.
“That’s going to be a big

spread, hopefully,” she said.
“Thank God, it’s going to be a
very different year.”  The ABSS
retiree encouraged school
board members, as well as sev-
eral dozen people seated in the
audience, to keep in mind the
purpose that a yearbook
serves.  “It’s a memory book;
it’s a history book; and a ref-
erence book,” said Shoffner.

Lone critic claims SHS
yearbook demonizes police,
glorifies rioters

Jennifer Gregory of
Burlington characterized the
eight-page feature section in
the 2020-21 yearbook for South-
ern High School as “anti-po-
lice, very much one-sided, and
not factual.”  Police were
called murderers, while crimi-
nals they were fighting were
glamorized, based on
Gregory’s description to
school board members Mon-
day night.  “Breonna Taylor’s
boyfriend was a drug dealer in
prison [and] she was helping
him continue his business
while he was incarcerated,”
said Gregory.  “What happened
to her was terrible, but the
police were doing their job;
they were shot at through the
door and returned fire.”

Gregory said that Taylor’s
mother had recently publicly
called Black Lives Matter “a
fraud” and claimed to have
never received any of the
money that was purportedly
raised in her daughter’s name.
Rioters in Louisville, Ken-
tucky and Minneapolis, Min-
nesota burned down police
departments and businesses –
that owners had spent their
whole lives working to build
– and Southern High School’s
yearbook  celebrates that law-
lessness, Gregory said.  Rather
than to demonize the entire
law enforcement profession
and to perpetuate hate, “chil-
dren are being taught in
schools to disrespect [the po-
lice] and riot,” she said, add-
ing that the advisor for the
yearbook staff should’ve set
parameters for “what is appro-
priate to publish.”

Funding generated by ad sales
and yearbook sales

Yearbooks at the six ABSS
high schools are created en-
tirely by students, from con-
cept to publication, according
to Jenny Faulkner, who is the
school system’s public infor-
mation officer. “Typically stu-
dents register for a course that
allows them to work on the
yearbook theme, content, and
layout,” Faulkner confirmed
Tuesday for The Alamance
N e w s .
“They also participate in year-
book work after school as a
club,” Faulkner said. Each
high school has a staff mem-
ber/yearbook advisor who
shepherds students through
an extensive process – that
entails developing a concept,
writing editorial content, and
assembling graphics – to
printing and distribution of
the final product, she said.
Production costs and other
yearbook expenses are funded
by display advertising space
sold to local businesses and
organizations (which appears
within each edition), as well
as yearbook sales to students
and staff, she said.

Meanwhile, school board
members have scheduled a spe-
cial-called meeting for 12:00
noon today to consider and
possibly vote on one of the
items that had been on their
meeting agenda for Monday

As one of the speakers
pointed out for Alamance-
Burlington school board
members during their public
comments period of their
meeting Monday night, the
U.S. Supreme Court has af-
firmed that the First Amend-
ment generally prohibits cen-
sorship of  student journalist
by public school officials (see
related story, this edition).

No fewer than half a dozen
rulings by the U.S. Supreme
Court have established the
parameters for students’ First
Amendment freedoms for –
and permissible restraints
upon – student publications in
K-12 public schools.

One of the most-frequently
cited Supreme Court rulings
is the 1969 decision in Tinker
v. Des Moines Independent
Community School District,
which dealt with students
who had been punished for
wearing black armbands to
school to protest the Vietnam
War.  Though that school sys-
tem didn’t prohibit students
from displaying political sym-
bols, the children at the cen-
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US Supreme Court has
affirmed First Amendment

freedoms for student journalists
ter of that case were punished
because school officials took
issue with the symbols shown
on the armbands, an image
resembling the Iron Cross
that had been used on military
uniforms in Nazi Germany,
according to a summary of
the ruling.  Supreme Court
Justice Abe Fortas wrote, “It
can hardly be argued that ei-
ther students or teachers shed
their First Amendment rights
at the schoolhouse gate.”

However, the decision in
Tinker, as well as several other
Supreme Court rulings, estab-
lished that students’ First
Amendment rights aren’t un-
limited.  Tinker prohibits ad-
ministrative control over the
content published in student
publications (i.e., prior re-
straint) but grants school of-
ficials the latitude to examine
content before it’s published
(prior review), according to
analyses by multiple experts
in constitutional law.

A 1988 Supreme Court deci-
sion, Hazelwood v.
Kuhlmeier, gave school offi-
cials more authority to censor
certain material in student
publications, namely those
which are produced as part of

a class, require school re-
sources, and have a faculty
advisor who teaches related
skills (such as news writing)
to students.  In that case, the
Supreme Court concluded
that the student newspaper at
issue was not “a forum for
public expression” by stu-
dents but was instead a
school-sponsored publication.

However, Hazelwood also
limited any potential censor-
ship by school officials to “le-
gitimate pedagogical con-
cerns,” including: content
that is “ungrammatical,
poorly written, inadequately
researched, biased or preju-
diced”; deals with sensitive
topics (as an example, content
addressing the existence of
Santa Claus published for an
elementary school audience);
speech reasonably perceived to
advocate drug or alcohol use,
irresponsible sex, or conduct
inconsistent with the shared
values of a civilized social or-
der; and/or content that
“would associate the school
with anything other than” a
neutral position on contro-
versial political matters, ac-
cording to numerous consti-
tutional law experts.

Meanwhile, three speakers
aired their concerns this week
about Critical Race Theory
(CRT), though none offered
any specific examples of it
being taught in Alamance-
Burlington schools (see re-
lated story, this edition).

Ed Priola of Mebane asked
school board members to con-
sider adopting a resolution –
though none has been pre-
sented for possible action – to
formally express support for
a state house bill that would
prohibit CRT from being
taught in North Carolina pub-
lic schools. House Bill 324,
“Ensuring Dignity & Nondis-
crimination/Schools” was
sponsored by four Republican
members of the state house in
March; it was referred to the
Senate committee on rules
and operations earlier this
month.  (Dennis Riddell, who

Three raise concerns over
Critical Race Theory – despite it
not being considered by board
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represents Alamance County
in the state house, is listed as
one of the bill’s co-sponsors.)

Describing himself as a cur-
rent University of Maryland
professor and former
Durham Technical Commu-
nity College instructor, Priola
said that, based on his obser-
vations, CRT is a theory
“that’s occurring across our
country” and is rooted in a
worldview that’s “ugly and
disgraceful and should not be
taught in our schools…It’s
based on tribal bigotry and
hate, and I think that this is
not something that our na-
tion is founded on or that we
should be promoting as a
form of  education.”

CRT is a philosophy by
which all aspects of life – poli-
tics, education, entertain-
ment, news reports, and the
workplace – must be ex-
plained in terms of  racial,
gender, and sexual identities,
particularly those for people

viewed as historically
marginalized by “systemic
racism,” according to a de-
scription by a former politi-
cal science and law professor
who taught at Princeton and
Vanderbilt universities and is
regarded as an expert on the
topic and served as a member
of President Donald Trump’s
1776 commission.

CRT examines, in particu-
lar, how victims of  systemic
racism are affected by cultural
perceptions of race and how
they are able to represent
themselves to counter preju-
dice, according to a descrip-
tion by the College of Liberal
Arts at Perdue University.

Brittany Cartner of Gra-
ham also expressed concerns
about CRT “and what it’s try-
ing to teach our children,”
though she offered no specific
examples of any such instruc-
tion in ABSS schools.

Dianna Bromaghim of

These pages from the Southern High School yearbook, dealing with the death of George Floyd and Black Lives
Matter, are among the topics which have resulted in concerns about politicization expressed to school board
members.
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Gibsonville also said she’s
concerned about CRT but fo-
cused most of her public com-
ments on other concerns
about her granddaughter’s re-
cent experiences in school.  A
freshman at Southern High
School, her granddaughter
had recently asked her how
she should respond if she were
forced to shower or change in
school locker rooms with a
transgender student,
Bromaghim said.  Though
she didn’t reveal how she an-
swered her granddaughter,
Bromaghim emphasized that
“we need people to love, to not

night.  School board members
will consider  awa rding  a
contract to Central Build-
ers of Mebane to complete
renovations and upgrades
at  Wil l iams High School
that  was  included in  the
$1 50 million bond package
that voters approved for ABSS
in November 2018.  The pro-
posed contract totals $3.8
million, based on figures
that were provided to school
board members earlier this
week.

have controversy” and to try
to understand with where
people with differing views
are coming from.

School board member Patsy
Simpson took exception to the
insinuation that CRT is be-
ing taught in ABSS schools.

“To get up and say that we
are teaching – what is that,
Critical Race Theory – never
has this board discussed any
such thing,” Simpson said.  “I
have not heard any such thing,
so I think we need to turn off
our TVs at this point, because
if this board is going to take
an action or something per-
taining to the curriculum, you
will know and we will keep
you informed.  That is not
anything you need to be con-

cerned about at this point.
“I’m sorry, you caught me

off-guard,” Simpson added.
“I’m not yelling; I’m always
loud.”

CRT is not taught in ABSS
schools, nor has it been
adopted at the state level,
ABSS superintendent Dr.
Bruce Benson confirmed
Monday night for The
Alamance News.  ABSS, like
North Carolina’s 114 other
public schools, is required to
follow the state’s “Standard
Course of Study” for all cur-
riculum and instruction, he
said in a brief  interview, add-
ing that he’s unaware of  any
movement to incorporate
CRT into the state’s Standard
Course of  Study.

CRT
(Continued from page 5)


