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Statement from The Rt. Rev. Dr. Howard K. A. Gregory

 Bishop of Jamaica and the Cayman Islands
on the appointment of the Head Girl

of St. Hilda’s Diocesan High School
In recent weeks, the St. Hilda’s Diocesan High School for Girls, an Anglican institution, has been the subject of national focus, primarily through the various channels of the mass media.  The mass media became the arena within which an issue between an aggrieved parent and student on the one hand, and the administration of the school on the other, became a matter for public discourse.  While such discourse may be an expression of a free media and healthy democracy, it nonetheless pointed to the undesirability of using this avenue as the means to resolve such issues in a manner which protects the integrity of all concerned.
The Diocese of Jamaica and the Cayman Islands takes the position that the appropriate channel for dealing with such disputes – whether in this or other cases – must be engaged, as prescribed, so that matters can be resolved without recrimination, victimization, and unwarranted smearing of the character of individuals and institutions involved.  In this regard, we are concerned that the particular dispute was not brought to the attention of the Board of Management for its deliberation as a first step, as is provided for in the Education Regulations Part 2, section 29(2), but, instead, was taken to the media as the preferred option, and incidentally, not on the initiative of the aggrieved parent and child.
The Education Regulations, 1980, speak to a category of schools as “church schools” in Part 1, section 2(1), and offer a definition of the same.  St. Hilda’s Diocesan High School, is one of approximately 200 educational institutions, from the level of early childhood to tertiary, which are owned and/or operated by the Diocese.  This is unparalleled within this nation.   Like all Anglican schools, St. Hilda’s has an inclusive policy with regard to the admission of students. We do not discriminate against any prospective student on the basis of religion. At the same time, the School prepares students for their academic and vocational pursuits and to be rounded citizens of this nation through its various programmes and activities.  The graduates we aim to produce are citizens who have a sense of national consciousness and civic responsibility.  Our students are also exposed to the Christian faith, through participation in school assembly, which is both a time for worship and community gathering, but no one is subject to proselytizing, or denigration of their faith tradition.   The offerings of this and other schools falling under our management are consistent with our philosophy and theological understanding.

As Anglicans, we take seriously the promotion of civic pride and respect for our system of governance and those who exercise leadership of our nation, without being partisan in our approach.  This is reflected in our liturgies and in the relationship which we promote between church and state.

The Education Regulations also prescribe that, at the time of admission to school, relevant data should be gathered and that this should become a part of the permanent record of the institution.  The orientation process at St. Hilda’s includes a clear statement of the religious identity of the School.  At the same time, parents are asked to indicate the religious affiliation of their children at registration so that the School can respect their tradition, and not impose anything that would violate their religious commitment.
As is true of schools founded in this country by religious communities, we affirm the right of the School to maintain an Ethos and Tradition consistent with its faith principles. Our partnership with Government, which began with Grant-aided status, has never meant the abnegation of this principle.  We are aware of citizens in our nation who claim no faith, or who would like to see religion expunged from the life of schools. While we respect the right of persons to hold such views, we do not regard this as an acceptable position for our schools as places for the formation of the lives of our children.  Equally, we maintain that, as a nation, we have never had a Government that has been either atheistic or agnostic.  
Opportunities for leadership are offered to our students but, leadership positions are not the right of anyone. Rather, they are a privilege and honour bestowed by the institution, on the basis of certain criteria, of which religious affiliation is not one, as may be seen from the spread of the religious background of those who have occupied the position of Head Girl at St. Hilda’s over the past decade.  The duties of the Head Girl are spelled out in the School’s handbook, and all who aspire to or occupy the position must be willing and able to perform all of the duties so outlined. The Head Girl who is the leader of the student government is expected to perform duties including, but not limited to the following:
- represent the school at various functions 
- model desirable conduct, such as attending and actively participating in devotions at school;                    

and, on occasions, she will be required to repeat the School's collect, sing the school hymn, read the Bible 
- observe civic responsibilities which will require her to repeat the National Pledge, or sing the National Anthem 
- coach new students in the ethos of the School  
- encourage and motivate students to participate fully in school activities 
-  provide guidance to the other students based on her sensitivity to the rules of the school.
The Head Girl is expected to display exemplary conduct which will serve as an example for the rest of the student body. The office is not subject to re-definition to satisfy the peculiarities of any particular student.
The Diocese of Jamaica and The Cayman Islands is also concerned about the way in which the identity of a minor was brought into the public arena via the media.  While the remit of the Office of the Public Defender allows for intervention in such matters, we believe that the matter more appropriately resides with the Office of the Children’s Advocate, which has as its Mission: “To promote the safety, best interests and well-being of children and to promote, protect and enforce their rights”.
  We consider the release of the Public Defender’s Report without allowing the School’s Board the opportunity to deliberate on the matter, premature, as the recommendation for re-instatement was made public before due process was exhausted. We further affirm that the Board’s subsequent deliberation on the matter was not about responding to directives from without, as it also enabled members to uphold the integrity of the institution and the tenets and principles of the Education Act which lay out how a Board should operate in these matters, and resolve issues when the proper channels are utilized.  We express our appreciation to the Board of Management for the release which it issued to the media following its deliberation.
The Diocese commends the Board of Management and the School’s Administration on arriving at a resolution of the matter, having received the assurance of the parent and student regarding the willingness of the latter to perform the duties of the office of Head Girl, which was being sought from the outset. We welcome the settlement of this issue which trial in the public media could only have complicated and prolonged.
 It is our hope that healing of relationships within the school community will follow from the resolution of this incident, and that the School, under its present administration, will be allowed to continue the outstanding work which takes place there without further distracting public attention.
Bishop of Jamaica and the Cayman Islands.
