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200 Carrillo students protest flag

Confederate banner inspires walkout, calls for school to address bigotry with ban

By MARY CALLAHAN

THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

About 200 students at Santa Rosa's Maria Carrillo High School walked out of class Friday morning to protest racism, saying administrators need to take action in response to some classmates' display of the Confederate flag on campus.

Some of those who participated in the 20- to 25-minute walkout and march called for administrators to ban the image outright.

Others said they just wanted to make it clear that the school's student body won't tolerate bigotry.

"I think this is aimed toward anybody who thinks racism is OK," said freshman Graham Walling, who organized the walkout with others in his homeroom.

The walkout and circulation of a petition calling for the rebel flag to be prohibited on school grounds coincides with a decision in Humboldt County's small Ferndale community, where officials banned display of the flag at school, except for "legitimate educational purposes."

Sam Garamendi, principal of the 160-student Ferndale High School, announced the ban at a Tuesday assembly amid controversy that began when he confiscated a flag hanging from a car in the school parking lot last week.

"We see it as harassment and discrimination by virtue of the fact that it symbolizes something that is very, very offensive to people," Garamendi said in an interview Friday.

Carrillo Principal Mark Klick said display of the stars-and-bars image -- embraced by some as a symbol of heritage and pride, but viewed by others as a sign of support for slavery and oppression -- is protected under the First Amendment right to free expression.

Though students at the overwhelmingly white school said at least one classmate hung a Confederate flag in his car earlier in the school year, its presence on campus is primarily limited to stickers or patches on binders and backpacks, belt buckles or screen savers on cell phones and MP3 players.

Klick said the 10 or 12 students who display the Confederate flag do not flaunt it.

"It's not a cause for them," he said.

Earlier this week, sophomore Matt Olson said, "My buddies, they all have the flag, and none of them have anything to do with slavery."

Sonoma County school officials said the state education code allows them to prohibit expressions if they are obscene, libelous or slanderous.

Schools otherwise can curb only language "which so incites students as to create a clear and present danger of commission of unlawful acts on school premises or the violation of lawful school regulations, or the substantial disruption of the orderly operation of the school."

Carrillo students jumped on the Confederate flag issue after an article in the student newspaper last month raised the topic, as well as an account in which a makeshift noose was thrown at the feet of a black student.

Klick said no connection has been drawn between that event and the Confederate flag, but students have seized on it as evidence of racism and harassment they hope to address with a ban on the flag.

"The guys with the flag give off an intimidating aura to the point where people are afraid to go near them," student Suzie Li, 14, said. "It's like gang turf."

Ben Terry, president of the Sonoma County chapter of the NAACP, attended the walkout to show his support and said he's aware of problems with Confederate flags on various campuses around the county.

"It's not OK," Terry said. "How would it look if black kids started talking about the Black Panthers on campus? The principal says there's nothing he can do. Well, I disagree."

The walkout was organized earlier in the week and occurred during non-instructional time that students normally would use for school business and for makeup tests, Klick said.

You can reach Staff Writer Mary Callahan at 521-5249 or mary.callahan@pressdemo

crat.com.
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Philosophical Chairs Statement: 

Confederate Flags should be banned from High School campuses.

