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Smith breaks silence about suspension

PCHS teacher denies

misconduct

By SUSAN R. HARRIS
Editor

Sharon M. “Sherry” Smith, a
teacher suspended for alleged
sexual misconduct involving a
high school student, was torn
between wanting the story of her
suspension from her teachin

post at Perquimans High School
told. and wanting to protect her
family from the fall-out of going
public.

Tuesday she chose the for-
mer.

Smith, a third-year special
education teacher at Perquimans
High School, said she was sus-
pended with pay for 90 days bf’
schools superintendent Randall
L. Henion on March 15. She
said the suspension and allega-
tions of misconduct with a stu-
dent came as a total shock to
her. She denied the allegations.

For two months, she has
chronicled her efforts to clear
her name and get back into the
classroom with her students.

According " to Smith’s notes,
Perquimans High School princi-
pal William Byrum went to her
classroom a little after 10 a.m.
on March 15. He asked Smith to
go to his office with him, but
would not discuss the reason for
his request.

Henion was waiting in By-
rum's office, and tc'd Smith that
he had received allegations of
misconduct with a student. At
that point, Smith said she re-
?ﬁ:sted an attorney. She noted

t she made that request four
times during the meeting with
Henion.

Smith said the superinten-
dent offered her three choices:
resign immediately, be sus-

pended with pay for 90 days
and have him order an investi-
gation, or face probable non-re-
newal of her contract at the
end of the school year.

The teacher said Henion
told her he would not divulge
his sources and that he had
not talked to her students or
fellow teachers about the mat-

ter.

" Smith said she was. very
upset by the time Henion left,
and Byrum tried to calm her
down. During that time, Smith
said Henion called Byrum’'s of-
fice four times. When she felt
she had composed herself,
Smith said she got up, but
fainted. When she fainted a
second time, Smith said Byrum
called an ambulance to take
her to Dr. RE. Lane's office.

Smith’s husband picked her
up from Lane’s office, took her
home and called the North Car-

olina Association of Educators.’

NCAE personnel put her in
contact with Luke Largess, a
Charlotte attorney specializing
in public school law. Largess

advised her not to resi or

ad a
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barred Smith from all school
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inventory of her file initialed by a
board employee.

Smith said on April 16 her
attorney called her and said he
had spoken to the schools’ attor-
ney, Ken Soo. Soo allegedly told
Largess that the school system
was not ready to return Smith to
the classroom unless Smith
would sign a resignation and a
waiver to sue. Smith said she re-
fused.

Smith’s notebook contained a
copy of a letter ess wrote to
school board chairman L. Wayne
Howell requesting a hearing be-
fore the board at the soonest
possible date to review Smith's
suspension.

Largess's letter read in part,
“Ms. Smith and I met with Dr.
Henion and his attorney, Ken
Soo, before the Spring vacation
to discuss the results of Mr.
Soo's investigation into the alle-
gations. At that meeting Dr. He-
nion asked Ms. Smith to resign
from teaching. She refused. Dr.
Henion then made an offer that
is both bizarre and unethical,
given the allegations of sexual
misconduct that cloud this sus-
pension. He told Ms. Smith that
he would immediately reinstate
her if she agreed to resign effec-
tive the last day of school and to
release the school system from
liability over his actions. Such
arm twisting is outrageous.”

Largess went on to write that
Henion abused the p of
the state statute which allows
superintendents to suspend tea-
chers with pay “when the cir-
cumstances are such that the
teacher should be removed im-
mediately”. The attorney said
that Henion's offer to return
Smith to the classroom “clearly
has determined that the circum-
stances no longer require her re-
moval from the classroom.”
Largess said the action was cont-
rary to law and had, “a brutal ef-
fect on Ms. Smith."”

Largess went on to state that
Henion was trying to leverage
Smith's attempts to clear her
name into forcing her to resign.
“His position is calculated -
turing that cannot be justified,”
Largess wrote.

Largess told the Smiths this
week that he has still not re-
ceived a response from Howell.

Largess also wrote a letter to
Soo on May 3. Largess told Soo
that in his opinion, the only
thing keeping Smith out of the
classroom was her refusal to re-
sign. He added that Henion's
concern about future legal liabil-
ity was not a statutory basis for
keeping Smith on suspension.

“Even if Dr. Henion believes
that his position is not illegal, it
still strikes me as unethical to
use the power to suspend with
pay in that way,"” Largess wrote.

Largess said he understood
Henion might reconsider Smith's
status after charges of miscon-
duct were dismissed, but that
even though the charges had
been dropped, he saw no
The only recourse, he said, was
to request a board hearing.

“If Dr. Henion wants to avoid
the Board hearing, he can do so
by following the 1 and hu-
mane avenue available to him for
dealing with Ms. Smith,"
wrote. “If he puts her back in the
classroom, we will withdraw our

school year if he so chooses.”

To date, Smith said no hear-
ing has been held. She has had
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