
Dear North Branch Family, 
 

We are making a change in the way we observe the Martin Luther King national holiday.  We want to 
share our thoughts and those of our teachers and staff about this change and our reasons for it. 
 

First, some background: For many years, NBS has celebrated Martin Luther King Day by being AT 
school. The day has been devoted to celebrating the life and work of a person who embodied working 
for social justice in a nonviolent way. NBS celebrated the life and work of Dr. King by learning about 
him, examining his message, and identifying and naming the moral cost to the United States of social 
injustice. Last year, Smith was here at NBS for MLK Day. At the end of the day, the teacher leading the 
conversation asked the students, “What can WE do to honor the message and the meaning of the life 
of Martin Luther King?” He distinctly remembers one student’s response: “Keep this day.” He was 
personally moved by that response and believed in the way NBS was honoring Dr. King and the 
holiday.  
 

Recently, however, a valued member of our community, former NBS teacher and parent Sarah 
Gerome, felt strongly enough about this to contact Bonnie and ask for a conversation.  Bonnie brought 
Sarah’s concerns to our staff meeting on Monday, November 18. What we observed at this staff 
meeting was our teachers and staff willing to listen. This is what we heard: by opening our doors on 
MLK Day, we are not giving families the choice in how they honor Dr. King.  We are, instead, saying 
that we know best how to celebrate the day. We came to understand that we do not have the right to 
decide how the day should be observed, and that by opening our doors, we are not honoring the man 
or the day, despite our best intentions. North Branch teachers and staff came to believe that this should 
not be a school day. 
 

We will keep the learning and the work of the day, as the student urged last year, but beginning in 
January 2020, we won’t do it on the official holiday.  We will be closed on Monday, January 20; on 
Friday, January 17, we will celebrate Dr. King’s life and work and encourage our students and our 
community to follow his lead in working to stand up to injustice in a non-violent way.  This way, students 
can go into the holiday knowing why there is a holiday, and families can honor the holiday in a way that 
is meaningful to them.  As a special addition this year, the Virginia Opera Company is coming to NBS 
on Thursday, January 23, to present “Oh, Freedom!”, a performance honoring African-American history. 
 

Closer to the holiday we will offer a list of community activities for families that we believe represent 
great opportunities for families to recognize this day. We welcome contributions to that list from the 
community. Because we were originally scheduled to be open on January 20, we will make up the day 
by having all students attend on Wednesday, May 27th.  
 

We would like to thank our staff, teachers, and the Board for supporting this decision and lifting up the 
message of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 

Sincerely, 
Smith Coleman 
Head of School 
Katrien Vance   
Coordinator of  Annex Program 


