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SK8TR GRLZ: (FROM LEFT) FORMER HAMILTON ELEMENTARY-MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS SKYE BLAIR, SAMANTHA
SZUKIEWICZ, AND AMANDA BECRAFT ALLEGE THEY WERE DISCRIMINATED AGAINST BY SCHOOL OFFICIALS BECAUSE
OF THEIR APPEARANCE AND ATTITUDES.

EDUCATION

Talking a
Blue Streak

FIVE BALTIMORE EIGHTH-GRADERS ARE BANNED
FROM THEIR GRADUATION CEREMONY BECAUSE
OF THE COLOR OF THEIR HAIR

AFTER HAMILTON ELEMENTARY-MIDDLE SCHOOL VICE
Principal Barbara Harahan presented the eighth-grade gradu-
ating class of 2003 on Wednesday, June 18,14-year-old Samantha
Szukiewicz's father, Victor Wilson, ascended the stage, grabbed
the microphone, and informed the assembled crowd that this
was not the entire graduating class. Wilson said that five class-
mates were missing, including his daughter, all of whom
were denied participating in the ceremony because of the col-
or of their hair. Szukiewicz watched from the audience, in tears.

Szukiewicz says she doesn't know why the two-inch blue streak
in her naturally brown hair suddenly became a problem, since
it had been dyed that way for most of the school year with no

amessage from school principal Anthony Barnes. Referring to the
Baltimore City schools dress code, Lanier informed the girl that
she would be unable to participate in the graduation ceremony
if she didn't remove the streak frorn her hair. Lanier told her that
the formality of the event mandated natural-colored hair,

“I'wanted to [dye my hair] for me, and 1 don’t think I should
have to dye my hair [back] for somebody else,” Szukiewicz
said during an interview a couple of weeks after the graduation
ceremony, “If 1 was to be in [the ceremony], I wanted to be in it
being myself. I still thought I should be in it, even if 1 do have
blue hair.”

Devastated and angry, Szukiewicz reported the information
to her father. Wilson, also furious, contacted the school’s prin-
cipal, the Baltimore City School Board, and the PTA. But no
one, he says, returned his calls.

Principal Barnes says that Szukiewicz and her family were giv-
ena choice: Either dye Szukiewicz's hair back to its natural col-
or or don't attend the ceremony. He says he used the citywide
school-district handbook as the basis for his decision to keep
Szukiewicz out of the graduation ceremony and declined to com-
ment further on the situation.

When contacted by City Paper, Vanessa Pyatt, director of pub-
lic relations for the city school board, said that the Baltimore

Principal Anthony Barnes says that Samantha Szukiewiez
and her family were given a choice: Either dye Szukiewiez’s hair
back to its natural color or don’t attend the eeremony.

comment from the administration. An honor-roll student, she
says she likes science and is looking forward to high school She
also enjoys typical teenager pleasures, like hanging out with
her friends and watching them skateboard.

Soit came as a surprise to her and her family when, on June 12,
Yasmeen Lanier, a teacher at Hamilton, delivered to Szukiewicz
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City Schools Student Policies and Procedures Handbook contains
noregulations about the color of students’ hair. Rather, it states
that “students may wear their hair in any style they choose, pro-
vided that the hair is kept neat and clean.” It does indicate
that “no hats, hair rollers, and hair curlers are allowed,” but there
is no reference to hair color anywhere in the text. Furthermore,
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TORI WOODS on middle-school
students banned from graduation
because of their hair color.




it prohibits the administrators of individ-
ual schools from changing that policy.

“The implementation of the citywide ex-
clusionary dress code should be uniformly
applied throughout Baltimore City's sec-
ondary schools,” according to the handbook.
“An individual school may not add to or sub-
tract from the exclusionary dress code.”

P mtl contends that U.‘I(‘]’t‘ must have bLE.ﬂ

-asions wherein the girl was
pendw:l for insubordination and received
warnings for wearing a leather jacket (the
wearing of leather is banned in the Baltimore
school system), for example.

However, Wilson says that no one men
tioned any of this to him or his daughter
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when they were told she could not walk
in her graduation ceremony. Barnes only
brought them up after the fact, he says.

Of the four other students who were not
allowed to participate in Hamilton's grad-
uation due to hair color, only two—Amanda
Becraft and Skye Blair—could be reached
for this story. The families of both of these
students say that there were no mitigating
circumstances or disciplinary factors that
could have contributed to Barnes' decision.
Their families say that only hair color (Becraft
has bright red hair, and Blair has blue hair)
and perhaps their predilection for
skateboarding and skater culture was held
against them.

“Ithink it's discrimination,” says Edmond
Lafferty, Blair's stepfather. He says the ad-
ministration has a negative attitude toward
students who express themselves unique-
ly. “Skye got into Western [High School] with

blue hair. She made the honor roll with blue

hair,” he says. “Blue hair doesn't promote

anything bad, it promotes individuality
Schools are supposed to care about acade-
mics, not be fashion consultants.”
Szukiewicz and her father agree. “The ed-
ucation system is supposed to educate,” Wilsc
says, “And when individual expression is tz
en away from [students], it robs them of so
much. It takes away their ability to believe
inthemselves, their self-esteem. It robs them
of their integrity, being told that people who
arein powerh’-aw > right to take yourrights
way fmm youl.
aft, Amanda
understands t
code is supposed to help protect stu
dents. But she says it’s not as if her daugh
ter were "wearing flamboyant clothes with
her chest hanging out,” which, she adds,
“would be distracting.” Becraft calls the en-

aft's m

tire situation "petty” and “ridiculous.”
Wilson and Becraft also note that it was
only the white, skater kids who were sin-
gled out in this situation. They say that many
African-American students were allowed
to graduate on June 18, despite unnatural
hair color—some were allowed to partici-
pate with very blonde, bright red, or stark-
ly highlighted hair, they say. “What's the
difference between my daughter and them?”
Becraft wonders.
Wilson has
Amerl
him to submit a
ing for their consic
ing toreach out tc
so far hasn't receive S :
lt s not dhuut restitution !ur my daugh
ter,” he says. “It is about preventing this
from happening to any more kids." %
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ulted a lawyer and the
s Union, who asked
1al EUI’H]"Liii‘]t in writ-
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