Statement of Philip Pannell, Candidate for Ward 8 Member of the State Board of Education, for the Gertrude Stein Democratic Club 

On February 4, 2004, James “J-Rock” Richardson, a star football player at Ballou Senior High School in Ward 8 was shot three times in his school’s hallway by a fellow student. He died the same day, the victim of a neighborhood “beef” that had carried over into his school. The next day after his murder nearly 1,000 Ward 8 residents crowded into Ballou’s gym for a seven-hour meeting that was gut wrenching and cathartic. At that meeting I spoke to the crowd and pledged that I would help revitalize Ballou’s dormant Parent Teacher Student Association (PTSA). Within a month I opened the PTSA account, raised $7,000 and became its treasurer, a position that I held for 6 years. 

Although I am not a parent, teacher or school administrator, I as a Ward 8 villager feel a deep obligation to help the children and students in my community and that is what motivates me to seek the position of Ward 8 Member of the State Board of Education. Ideally all of the people in Ward 8 must take an interest in and be involved with the public schools if the challenges of safety, truancy, high dropout rate, low test scores are to be engaged and overcome. This means that the LGBT community must become more involved with public education and can be uniquely helpful to LGBTQ students. 

In some Ward 8 schools there has been an increase in violent incidents involving gay and transgender teenagers. Homophobic bullying and harassment must be considered when dealing with safety, truancy and the dropout rate. DC public school and public charter school personnel must be made aware of LGBT organizations and individuals who can be used as resources to train staff and assist with the needs of LGBTQ students. The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN), the Sexual Minority Youth Assistance League (SMYAL), the Trevor Project are examples of such organizations. High school students should receive community service credits if they volunteer with such organizations. 

There now exists a gay teenage gang called the “Check It” crew based in the Trinidad neighborhood but has members who attend east of the Anacostia River high schools. The members have been linked to violent incidents in and out of the schools. Last month I brought this to the attention of the Gertrude Stein Democratic Club and the Washington Blade. There is a need for some committed LGBT adults to work with these gay youths and help them understand that violence is not the answer and that their organizational skills can be put to more positive use. 

If the schools are to have a comprehensive approach to health and wellness, LGBT organizations and individuals must be engaged. The schools should be aware and feel free to contact and engage the Whitman Walker Clinic, Us Helping Us and Transgender Health Empowerment. High school students should be able to receive community service credits in order to gain certification to do peer STD and HIV/AIDS education. 

I support the formation of LGBT extra-curricular organizations and LGBT adults should be called upon to help with their capacity building. LGBT adults can be instrumental in co-curricular activities. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have members of the DC Coalition be invited to high schools to talk about James Baldwin, Audrey Lorde, Bayard Rustin during Black History Month? 

If I am fortunate to be endorsed by the Gertrude Stein Democratic Club, the members can be assured that they will have an unambiguous advocate for the full inclusion of the LGBT community in public education. I sincerely feel that more involvement of the LGBT community is needed to expand the horizons and opportunities for all DC students. 
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