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Friends’ Central School in Wynnewood. — EMMA LEE / WHYY

Court refuses to dismiss 
Friends’ Central bias suit

Max Marin 
BILLY PENN/WHYY

Did a top-rated Main Line school 
wrongfully fire two teachers of color 
after they invited a Palestinian profes-
sor to address students in 2017?

A lawsuit alleging it did can now 
move forward, a federal court ruled 
last week.

The U.S. Eastern District denied 
Friends’ Central’s motion to dismiss 
a discrimination case that was filed 
against the Quaker institution and its 
top officials last year.

I n t he law su it ,  teachers A r iel 
Eure and Layla Helwa claim school 
administrators violated their civil 
r ig ht s by f i r i ng t hem a f ter t hey 
scheduled a pro-Palest inian talk 
w it h students — a level of disci-
pl ina r y back lash t hey say white 
teachers never experienced. They 
further allege top school off icials 
ran a smear campaign against them 
following their termination.

The federal court’s ruling allows the 
lawsuit to proceed on claims of racial 
discrimination, while dismissing 
other discrimination claims of a reli-
gious and sexual nature. Eure is gay 
and African American; Helwa is also 

gay and is a Muslim of Egyptian and 
Puerto Rican descent.

The court shot down Friends’ Cen-
tral argument that a First Amendment 
clause bars the government from 
enforcing laws related to religion.

“Good Quakers don’t say they’re not 
subject to the Civil Rights Act of 1964,” 
Mark D. Schwartz, the attorney for the 
teachers, told Billy Penn. “Friends’ 
Central has these supposed liberal 
values and uses Quakerism when it’s 
convenient.”

An attorney for Friends’ Central said 
the school maintains the allegations 
are “without merit.”

The high-profile case unfolds at a 
time when other controversies over 
free speech — including those involv-
ing Middle East politics — have been 
erupting at private schools and on 
college campuses across the country, 
including in Philadelphia.

Palestinian peace talk led to protests
The case revolves around a months-

long controversy that embroiled the 
prestigious institution in suburban 
Wynnewood over two years ago.

In February 2017, Eure and Helwa 
invited Sa’ed Atshan, a queer Pales-
tinian professor of peace studies at 
Swarthmore, to address a student 

club that promoted pro-Palestinian 
activism.

But the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
is a divisive issue at Friends’ Central, 
which is home to a sizable Jewish stu-
dent population. Parents complained 
to the school after they learned about 
Atshan’s past crit icism of Israel, 
including his support of Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions, a Palestin-
ian-born movement that seeks to put 
economic pressure on Israel to end its 
occupation of the West Bank.

Under fire, the head of the school, 
Craig Sellers, now a defendant in the 
suit, revoked the invitation two days 
before Atshan was scheduled to speak. 
Student protests erupted in response to 
the abrupt cancellation. Eure and Helwa 
attended in support — which Sellers 
claims they were given “explicit” orders 
not to do. The school consequently sus-
pended the two instructors, Philadel-
phia Magazine reported at the time. The 
duo filed a complaint against the school 
with the federal Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission.

Sellers and other school officials 
moved to terminate the teachers on 
the grounds that they violated school 

School category 
created for state 
schools benefits  
only one in city

Avi Wolfman-Arent
WHYY

Amid a f lurry of action 
before summer recess this 
year, state lawmakers creat-
ed a new category of public 
school — with little warn-
ing or open debate — that 
seems designed to benefit 
one charter school in Phil-
adelphia.

They’re called “inno-
vation schools.” Backers 
say the new category is a 
good-spirited attempt to cut 
through red tape and test a 
model that blends academ-
ics with behavioral health 
supports.

Skeptics think it’s a polit-
ical hand-out that could 
create a dangerous prece-
dent for other schools who 
want special favors.

It’s hard to define what an 
innovation school is at this 
point. An eight-page insert 
into Pennsylvania’s school 
code says applicants can 
apply to the state Depart-
ment of Educat ion and 
submit annual plans about 
their work.

One pa r t of t h is law 
seems to be about giving 
schools extra flexibility.

If the state education 
department approves the 
application and the annual 
plan submitted by the inno-
vation school, it must then 
waive any state regulations 
that would conf lict with 
the implementation of that 
plan. The department must 
also seek federal waivers for 
any federal regulations that 
could get in the way of the 
approved annual plan.

Those waivers can be 
in any of eight categories, 
including academic testing, 
behavioral health services, 
and academic assistance.

T h e  n e w  l a w  a l s o 
demands better coordina-

tion among state agencies 
on behalf of any innovation 
school.

And there is one area 
were the law is strikingly 
specific: who can apply.

To apply for this desig-
nation, the school must be 
located in a federal promise 
zone, have partnered with 
behavioral health special-
ists, and be within “the 
bottom 5% of all schools in 
this Commonwealth based 
on the percent of enrollment 
that is economically disad-
vantaged.”

There is only one federal 
promise zone in Pennsyl-
vania, and it’s in West Phil-
adelphia. Within that prom-
ise zone, there are just seven 
schools, six of which are 
run by the School District 
of Philadelphia. The district 
said it did not advocate for 
this law and only found out 
about it shortly before the 
legislature approved it.

The seventh school is Bel-
mont Charter School, whose 
founder, Michael Karp, is a 
prominent real estate devel-
oper and political donor.

Belmont Charter Net-
work CEO, Jennifer Faust-
man, makes no secret: It 
was her school that lobbied 
for this law and her school 
that intends to apply for the 
innovation schools desig-
nation.

“This has been a long 
process of advocating to 
officials to say we need to 
do something different,” 
Faustman said. “Our mes-
sage has been consistent. 
It’s about helping us help 
our students.”

Belmont’s been pushing 
for over five years, Faust-
man said, to expand behav-
ioral health services at its 
schools — especially its ele-
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Jennifer Lynn
WHYY

Philadelphia native Sonny Hill 
is the host of 94WIP Sportsradio’s 
Sunday morning radio show, “In 
the Living Room.” But it’s just one 
piece of Hill’s 50 year career in 
broadcasting.

Hill, born in 1936, played pro 
basketball in the Eastern Basket-
ball League when Black athletes, 
like him, were overlooked for white 
players in the early years of the NBA. 
He worked as a radio analyst for the 
76ers in the 60s and was an NBA 
commentator for CBS TV in the 70s.

WHYY’s “Morning Edition” host 
Jennifer Lynn spoke with him about 
breaking in and breaking through.

You can’t look at 1936 and say that 
you’re going to be in broadcasting 
for 50 years because, first off, only 
a few people had radios. TV was 
almost nonexistent. And oppor-
tunities for people from my ethnic 
group were nonexistent. My jour-
ney is not supposed to happen.

So, born in 1936. That’s when 
my mother was born.

There you go. Eighty-two years 
old, going into 83.

And fit. You’re super fit.
Yes. Well, that’s a blessing. It’s not 

supposed to happen.
Yeah.
I come across people all the time, 

and you know people start talking, 
“Well you know, I’m this and that.” 
I say, “Excuse me. I think I’m a little 
older than you.” I say, “I’m 82.”

“What water are you drinking? 
What’s going on?”

They want to know.
So you have to appreciate the 

fact that He’s sending a message 
through me. And as long as I con-
tinue to deliver the message in the 
way He wants, He’ll continue to 
reward me. He’s not finished with 
me yet. He’ll let me know.

And he is your God. As a young 
person, very athletic, you could 
play anything pretty much. There 
was no talk of going to college in 
the household.

And then you’ve heard, you’ve 
heard that.

Yeah. But you use sports to do a 
lot of things, and you went to col-
lege.

Yes.
And you became a basketball 

player.

Yes.
And you became a broadcaster.
Yeah.
What did you do for the 76ers?
Started 76 years in 1969.
On the radio?
On radio.
You have a beautiful voice. You 

know the sport. Yeah, I mean for 
me, you’d be a great candidate. But 
I’m sure.

No, not, not then, not 1969.
No, it was not easy.
Because it’s still racial. In fact, in 

the NBA at that time, I don’t think 

they had five teams that had ana-
lysts, and we probably had at that 
time maybe 12 to 14 teams in the 
league.

Well, how did you crack that 
open to get in as a broadcaster?

I think the way that I had con-
ducted myself in everyday life, 
and how I built a name and a rep-
utation in this area through high 
school, through independent bas-
ketball, which was big back in the 
day. As I’ve said on my radio show, 
my grandmother raised me to be 
a person who could interact with 
people and respect people and 
command respect on the other end. 
By the way that you carried your-
self. So all of that is a part of how 
you are able to get on this journey, 
and to be on this journey for the 
many years that I’ve been here.

You are a broadcast pioneer — a 
groundbreaker — but you say that 
came at a price.

And the price is when you are 
groundbreaker, you don’t get all 
of the residuals that other people 
may get as they come in. When I 
was at CBS, I was conscious of the 
fact that I was not representing me, 
Sonny Hill. I was representing us 

as African-Americans — as Blacks. 
And at the time that I started in ’72, 
as Negroes and colored. And I felt 
that I had a responsibility to send 
a message more to the people out-
side of our immediate involvement. 
And maybe in the South, people 
had a different perspective of how 
we carried ourselves as people 
outside of their ethnic group. So, 
it was important for me to be able 
to present myself in a manner that 
would bridge the gap from a dis-
tance. But now, they could see it up 
close. If you can look a certain way 
and you can speak a certain way, 
you capture them. And now, we 
have all these people that are now 
in the business particularly from 
a minority point of view, and they 
don’t have to worry about it as much 
because it was a person like myself 
— I’m not the only one, but I was in 
the forefront of breaking down that 
barrier — so that we could gain the 
kind of respect that we deserved.

Sonny, you have a way of not 
talking at your listeners in the 
living room, which is what you call 
your radio space. You have callers 

Philly’s Sonny Hill celebrates 50 years in broadcasting

Sonny Hill of 94 WIP has been work-
ing in radio for 50 years. 

— EMMA LEE/WHYY
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