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Race to Vilify Math Professor Wrong Response Says FIRE 

2006-09-19 -- WDC Media News --

(AgapePress) - A veteran professor at a community college in Seattle 
is protesting the school's decision to suspend him over what it calls a 
"racist" math exam question.

The math test question written by Bellevue Community College (BCC) 
professor Peter Ratener in 2004 involved a person named 
"Condoleezza" tossing a watermelon from the top of a building. Last
spring a student complained that the question was racially offensive.
In response, the college's Board of Trustees called Ratener's conduct 
a "gross violation of BCC's mission and core values of respect for 
diversity."

Ratener than apologized for the question and explained his intent was 
not to use a negative racial stereotype, yet the school decided to 
suspend him one week without pay. The math instructor has now
enlisted the help of the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education
(FIRE). That group's president, Greg Lukianoff, says suspending the
professor is not only unwise, but it violates the law.

"When someone in a position of power, particularly at a public college 
that's bound by the First Amendment, decides that even though [the 
instructor has] apologized, even though every party in the case 
agrees that it was an unintentional error, there is no need to suspend 
a professor," Lukianoff explains. Yet suspend him they did -- "and in
doing so," says Lukianoff, "frankly, they're violating their commitment 
to the First Amendment."

The FIRE spokesman explains that Ratener's question originally 
featured the comedian "Gallagher," who is renowned for smashing 
watermelons as part of his comedy routine.

"[Professor Ratener] decided just at the last minute that he would use 
the name 'Condoleezza' instead, because he didn't think anybody 
would actually remember the comedian Gallagher," Lukianoff notes, 
commenting that he finds that explanation "relatively reasonable, 
considering most people who weren't around in the 80s don't know 
who he was."

And now, after discussing the matter with their client, FIRE 
representatives feel the issue is a non-issue. "[W]e've asked him and
we've looked into it, and we do believe sincerely that he was not 
trying to play into a racial stereotype," says the FIRE president. "It
was one question on an exam, and he used the first name that 
occurred to him."

Lukianoff says "while Bellevue Community College and others are free 
to criticize Ratener for his choice of words, the answer to speech one 
dislikes is more speech -- not official punishment." Following the math
question controversy, BCC brought in a sensitivity trainer for the 
school's entire faculty and staff.

Ratener has filed a formal grievance through his union and is awaiting 
arbitration, which is scheduled for January 2007.
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Danger Road is the incredible 
true story of three drug dealers 
who were brutally murdered in
1983 on Danger Road  the
Florida Everglades. Lured into a 
phony drug deal each victim 
hoped would be his big 
retirement score, they allegedly 
found themselves at the 
business end of a gun wielded 
by a Miami-Dade police officer. 
But police and prosecutors say 
Officer Gilbert Fernandez Jr. and 
his cohorts weren't there to 
arrest the drug dealers; they 
were there to kill them and steal 
their nine kilos of cocaine. 

Danger Road details the 
transformation Fernandez, a 
former Mr. Florida bodybuilding 
champion and black-belt karate 
champion, who became a 
Christian during the intervening 
years  between the 1983
murders and his subsequent 
arrest in 1990. This was no 
courthouse conversion. The man 
who had once been named 
"Miami's meanest cop" had been 
a Christian for years by the time 
of his trial. He no longer forced 
African American detainees to 
eat cigarette butts from the 
squad-car ashtray at gunpoint, 
as he did in his days before 
knowing Christ. And he no 
longer ran the ring of 
bodybuilder debt collectors out 
of the notorious Apollo Gym, 
which he eventually owned. He 
lived to convert people at the 
gym to his faith; and in 1991, he 
was also on trial for his life.

Jim Brown, a regular contributor to AgapePress, is a reporter for American Family 

Radio News, which can be heard online.

© 2006 AgapePress all rights reserved.
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Does God give second 
chances? In Danger Road you'll 
discover why He's called the 
'God of the Second Chance.'
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