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			To my twin sister Annette and all teachers, paraprofessionals, 
and other support staff members everywhere who work with 
children who have special needs. I want to give a special 
thank you to all the boys in this book who are now men.

			 

			I want to especially thank Mr. Carl Boyd, Education 
Consultant, who encouraged me to publish my writings.
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Foreword

			When you look at the title of this book, White Boys Need Role Models Too, a number of thoughts instantly might go through your mind. Initially, you may think, What white supremacist group is writing this book? Or you might think, Not this race stuff again! Every time you turn around, people are talking about race.

			You might be shocked to know that I am an African American woman who is writing a book about white boys. I need to say that when I use the term white boys, my intent is not to be derogatory, mean-spirited, or offensive to the European culture or white race in any way. It is merely my terminology used to describe young men fourteen years of age and younger.

			I’ve been in the education field for more than 20 years. I have seen many changes particularly in the area of special education.

			Before writing this book in 2004, I decided to ask my white and black colleagues what they thought of the title of this book. I also wanted to know their thoughts of me profiling some of the students I have worked with over the years.

			My colleagues laughed in disbelief at the title, but one white male teacher, Mr. Davis, later commented that “White suburban kids mostly listen to rap music anyway. They believe what they see about black culture and black life from BET videos. They think all black people act one way. Then they (white children) want to emulate them.”

			As my colleagues talked, I maintained eye contact and nodded my head in an attentive manner to let them know I valued their opinions. I was interested in what they had to say. I must confess that I did not always feel that white boys needed role models. Like some African Americans, I was convinced that many white people were born with white privilege and lived by the creed. “I can have whatever I want based on the color of my skin.”

			I’ve had a shift in my thinking over the past twenty years with regard to race relations. I—like so many people—have evolved. As the 1990s passed and the twenty-first century emerged, I realized we are living a different day in the United States of America.

			The late 1980s and 1990s saw young black men die at alarming rates in urban cities across this country. Many of them died at the hands of gang violence and drive-by shootings. Much of the attention in research and mass media shifted to the black male—and rightly so.

			By writing about white males, I in no way feel that the gang and drug violence that have ravaged our inner cities for years should be forgotten. It should not.

			White Americans can now identify with the pain felt by many in the African-American and Latino communities. The 2000s has recorded numerous mass school shootings. Now white America, along with the entire nation, has had to stand back as we have witnessed gun-wielding white boys shoot and kill many of their classmates under the pretense of “being bullied.” After school shootings in Kentucky, Colorado, Washington, Virginia, Illinois, Texas, Connecticut, and most recently Florida. America is now paying attention. In April 2018, thousands of students in the United States “walked out” of schools in protest of weakened gun laws and highlighted a need to end mass shootings in schools similar to Columbine that happened 19 years earlier.

			Have you noticed no one has mentioned the race of the perpetrators? A profile of “school shooters” has not been broached. After reviewing data over the past 20 years, the majority of the school shooters are white boys or young white men. For all intent and purposes, they are from “solid middle-class homes.” Yes. Many of them had fathers in the home. These shooters did not have to deal with the pathology of coming from a poor, working-class, single-mother home—none of that business. Some onlookers and commentators say it’s not possible to profile a school shooter. Remember, single mothers in inner cities were and are often blamed for gang and drug violence that have infiltrated the core communities.

			We did not hear parental blame with many of these shooters. Instead, we were given sympathy stories to justify in part some of the shootings that have taken so many innocent young lives unjustly: students are bullied; they react and retaliate. Those were the quick answers. Now mental illness is being examined as the culprit for many of the shooters. Tougher gun laws are now the blame. The right to bear arms and tougher gun laws are now apart of the larger conversation.

			I am not saying that these answers are not valid and should not be explored. When school shootings occur, our nation is left shaking its head trying to understand. Each community can no longer say “This kind of violence is not in our neighborhood or small town.” We can no longer say “Nothing like this ever happens here.”

			In my career, I’ve worked primarily with students who have behavioral disorders or have been identified as at risk or emotionally disturbed. Mostly, I deal with the male population between the ages of eleven and fourteen. Although this has been the primary age range of the students I have worked with over the years, I’ve also taught students younger and older.

			I’ve taught at all three levels: elementary, middle, and high school. I’ve even taught preschool-age students. I have worked in nine different school districts, public day, private day, residential facilities, alternative settings, charter, and public schools throughout the Greater Kansas City area.

			The students’ names have all been changed to protect their identities. Those students profiled and their families whom I have worked with have also been concealed. Likewise, the names of my colleagues also have been changed.

			The stories that I am going to share with you are, to the best of my knowledge and experiences, true. Again, I’ve taught mostly boys—black and white boys. In some years, I’ve worked in classes that were nearly all white, and the reverse is also true.

			This book is not a body of research that should be used to influence policy in school districts. I merely want people to look at the lives of these young men and realize that all of us are in need of caring individuals in our lives—black or white—to help us make better choices in life.

			Hopefully, teachers will read this book and become better practitioners when dealing with students on the fringes. I’d also hope adults like parents, community leaders, religious leaders, and politicians will look at all children and realize that race, money, and class do not insulate us from the perils of life. Having one parent or two parents at home cannot determine what course a person will take.

			Please read this book with an open heart and an open mind. I believe most educators, parents, community leaders, and professionals who work with children want to produce better children. Let the dialogue begin.

			


	

Reece

			I’d been working at an alternative school in Kansas City, Kansas, for about two weeks when I was told by the powers that be that I would be transferring for a second time in less than a month to work one-on-one with a challenging student at one of the middle schools. I’ve always liked new challenges and meeting different students, but I was not too excited about moving again to yet another school in less than a month’s time. I had just transferred to the alternative school from a day-school-treatment program at a residential facility. In layman’s terms, a residential facility is a modern-day orphanage where children live and attend school. The exception to the day-school attendees were the students kicked out of other school districts in Kansas who had to attend school in the day-school program.

			I’d worked at the residential facility for about a year and a half, so I was ready for a different challenge. The hard sky-blue marble floors, vanilla-colored walls, off-white time-out rooms dressed with a steel door and a square window as its “peek hole,” along with the tiny, dimly lit classrooms that are more like closets made of concrete bricks caused me to long for a new environment. No more long cold corridors behind locked doors. The children’s behavior would still be challenging, but at least my environment would be new. So I walked into West Middle School with a positive outlook and a smile. After the briefing and meeting Reece, things would change quickly.

			“Reece reached into the toilet, picked up feces, went over to the window, and threw it on the janitor’s car,” said Mrs. Matthews, the school counselor. She was a petite woman who stood five feet five inches tall with blonde hair. She was soft-spoken, and appeared to be right out of college. “The janitor was quite angry. He ran up the steps and got in Reece’s face.”

			Mrs. Mathews went on to explain that the janitor and Reece had to be separated. Reece could not go to the restroom by himself anymore after that incident. He was to be escorted everywhere. Reece had to be escorted to all of classes, the cafeteria, and the bathroom. Now I did not have to go inside the restroom with Reece, but I was told that I would have to stand outside the bathroom and listen to him use it and flush the toilet. He would be given 30 seconds to wash his hands after flushing, and then Reece had to be out of the bathroom.

			Mrs. Mathews made it clear that Reece had a right to attend West Middle, but he did not have the right to damage the property of staff members, physically or otherwise. My job duties did not stop there. I also was required to assist Reece with all classwork, and I had to help keep him motivated to learn.

			I was told to go to Room 200 immediately. At the time of my assignment, there was little room for questions. Mrs. Matthews and the principal, Mr. Jefferson, were told that I was a good paraprofessional or teacher’s aide. Both said they had confidence in my ability to do this job and perform well. They wanted me to help contain a student that was beginning to cause trouble inside West Middle School’s building.

			On my way up the steps of this school, I thought to myself, Great. I’ve got to work with a child who plays with poo poo. C’mon. They think I’m good. I don’t know if I am that good. What child plays with his poop?

			I walked into Room 200. I counted five students in study carols, another teacher’s aide, Ms. Jones, and the classroom teacher, Ms. Ikes. I couldn’t believe the personnel in the classroom. I thought to myself, This just can’t be that bad. I noticed one big kid sitting in the middle of the classroom. He was the only student without a study carol. Mrs. Ikes walked over and introduced herself, and Ms. Jones followed suit. She walked me over to Reece, the student sitting in the middle of the room.

			“This is Ms. Bush, Reece,” Mrs. Ikes said. “Say hi.”

			Reece did not acknowledge my presence. He was stabbing holes in his paper with a pencil. Then he would crumple his work, smooth it back out, and poke more holes. “Say hi, Reece,” Mrs. Ikes said. Mrs. Ikes was a slender, older white woman with salt-and-pepper hair. She had a cropped cut and sounded like country great Shania Twain.

			Ms. Jones also encouraged conversation between the two of us. Reece did not respond. He continued to mutilate his work. Ms. Jones, a younger black woman in her thirties, spoke with more firmness, calmly. “Reece, you have got to do your work. This young lady is going to help you out. Why don’t you come over to my desk and get some more work?”

			Reece did not oblige. He liked shredding his work, which now lay in small and large chips in a pile. “I ain’t working, and I don’t want any more work,” Reece shot back.

			He stood up and began pacing around the room. That was when I was taken aback by his size. Reece was five feet eight and weighed about 170 pounds. He had a crew cut and a Fred Sanford-type walk. He limped slightly on one side. He was not physically handicapped. He had poor fine and gross motor skills.

			“Reece, let’s talk for a while,” I said, trying to break the ice and ease the tension he felt about meeting someone new. “I just want to talk, that’s all.”

			“OK,” Reece said in a skeptical manner as he sat down at the table with me. “So what is your name? Where did you come from? Why are you working with me?”

			“One question at a time,” I said. “I just came from the alternative school. Mr. Jefferson, the principal here at West Middle, asked me to come over and work with you.”

			Reece began feeling comfortable. He asked Mrs. Ikes for new work. “I am not going to destroy it this time. I am going to work.” Mrs. Ikes handed Reece the work. He began working diligently on his timed-clock assignment.

			“I know how to tell time. I ain’t dumb,” Reece said as he handed me his paper, in which he had placed the correct time under each big circle clock that had various minute and hour hand placements for each clock.

			“Good job, Reece,” I complimented. “You wanted to know my name. My name is Jannette Bush. The students normally call me Ms. Bush. Before Mr. Jefferson asked me to come to West Middle, I worked at Kaw Valley Children’s Center but was moved to Bethany Bridges when Kaw Valley’s school closed. Both housed alternative programs.”

			“I live at Kaw Valley. How long did you work there?” Reece asked, a wide-eyed expression smoothing his forehead. “You’ve gotta remember me. I’m Reece.”

			After taking a careful look at Reece, I realized his face was familiar. “Yeah, I think I might know you.”

			Reece began naming different staff members in an effort to jog my memory. “I worked with Ms. Sonja, Mr. Joe, and Mr. Stephen, and Ms. Bee.”

			“I do remember you now, Reece,” I said. “Now we should not have any problems getting any work done, right? You and me go way back to Kaw Valley Children’s Center.”

			“The only problem is that I don’t remember you,” Reece said. He put his head down. “I’ve done some work for today. I am tired now.”

			I did not want Reece to shut down; we were just beginning to make a connection. I had to think of something fast to keep him at least interested in conversation if nothing more since he did not want to work.

			“What do you like to eat?” shot out of my mouth.

			“I love candy and any kind of chocolate!” Reece said as he lifted his head and rested his chin on his crossed hands on the table.

			“How about chocolate Kisses and Krackel bars?” I asked. “Will you work for candy?”

			“Yes, Ms. Bush,” Reece said. “I will work for candy, especially chocolate.”

			“Since we’ve got a deal, will you try to complete three more pages of math for this morning? If you get those three pages done, then I will bring in chocolate tomorrow.”

			“Deal,” Reece said.

			“Deal,” I said, sealing our agreement.

			Reece sat up and began working for the rest of the morning. Reece went on to explain the reason he thought I was sent to work with him. “Boy, I wanted to do something funny, Ms. Bush. So I went to the bathroom, took a dump, and thought it would be fun to throw some dookey on somebody’s car.”

			“Did you know whose car you were throwing it on?” I asked.

			“No,” Reece replied. “I just wanted to stink bomb a teacher’s car.”

			“Reece began laughing uncontrollably. His body began to shake. His cheeks turned red, and he started to slap the table. “Yeah, that was so much fun.”

			“Reece, surely you don’t think what you did was right?” I asked, trying to see if Reece really understood the magnitude of his actions. Reece didn’t answer. He simply slapped his leg, then the table as he continued to laugh.

			I knew then that I was in for a challenge.

			True to my word, I brought in mini chocolate Kisses and other mini Krackel bars to get Reece to work. In the beginning, bringing the candy into the classroom was a great immediate motivator. When Reece did not feel like walking to his classes outside of the special education classroom, I’d just say, “Reece don’t you want some candy?”

			I kept my sandwich bag of candy in my jacket pocket and used it at will to get Reece to do what I wanted. I remember we had a hard time coming from the gymnasium, which was on the bottom floor. We needed to get to the top level which was Floor 3. I bribed Reece.

			“Reece, if you walk up three steps, I’ll give you chocolate.”

			“Yes! Yes! Yes! Candy! Candy! OK,” Reece said in the voice of a four-year-old excited about getting his sugar fix for the day. He would climb the stairs, getting his reward for each three steps until we reached the top.

			“I want more candy,” Reece demanded.

			“No, I am not giving you any more. I think you have had enough for the day,” I said firmly.

			“Then I am not walking down this hallway back to class.”

			I realized then that I was in trouble. Maybe my plan of immediate gratification was going to backfire. Eventually, I was right. It did. Reece reasoned that if he did not get a piece of candy for each moment he worked, then he would not work.

			Reece began to throw tantrums in the classroom. He would fall on the floor, fall under his desk, and kick his legs. Reece was such a large young man that I found myself doing a lot of talking most days to keep him calm. I tried to give him all the reasons why he did not want to lay under the desk and kick his legs.

			Next, Reece began bumping his head on the wall. He would walk into the classroom and refuse to work. “I ain’t doing nothing. You ain’t going to give me nothing anymore, so I ain’t going to do nothing.”

			Reece yelled, screamed, and cursed on a daily basis. His work almost always was ripped into pieces or he would use each assignment as a basketball. He took pleasure in wadding them up into paper balls and throwing them into the trash can.

			“If I miss, you will have to pick them up ’cause I ain’t picking nothing up!” Reece yelled.

			Mrs. Ikes was growing frustrated that I could not “control” Reece. She went to Mr. Jefferson and lamented, “Ms. Bush can’t control him. He is loud. He falls on the floor. He disturbs other students, and he does not listen to her. Mr. Jefferson, Reece needs a room of his own.”

			Ms. Jones got wind of the information and passed it on to me. Sure enough, the next day I learned that I would be working across the hall in another room with Reece and was told that I had to get Reece to complete his work.

			The counselor suggested that I begin intense documentation of Reece’s behaviors. She said she wanted to know what he was doing every fifteen minutes of the school day. That meant I was responsible for more paperwork in addition to teaching this student every day.

			I began to think, I am not a certified teacher yet. This child is consuming me. Across the hall we went. It was there that Reece began to really test my patience and push the envelope. Reece would dig in his nose and eat his boogers.

			Reece would scratch his private area and smell his fingers. He would stick his fingers in my face and say, “Smell this. Don’t it stink?”

			I was simply told to document, document, document.

			I continued to keep track of his behaviors. Some days Reece would work. Most school days, I felt as if I were babysitting. I was with this child every minute of the school day. I had to take notes for him in his industrial tech class that we had the first of the day.

			Reece would swing the T-squares. He would get easily frustrated when drawing a three-dimensional figure because of his fine and gross motor problems. Although he could read and comprehend fine, Reece had a difficult time focusing and concentrating. He would often sing rap songs in class. “You make me wanna say uuuuuummmmmmmm na na na na. Make me say uuuuuummmmmmm na na na na.”

			Other students would laugh at this tall white boy singing the lyrics of rap artist Master P. He loved Master P and brother rapper Silk the Shocker. I thought I knew another way to get Reece to work. Let this child enjoy hip-hop while he works. Music is OK. Now would Mr. Jefferson and Mrs. Ikes be OK with music in the classroom?

			Since Reese had his own classroom, the music idea was all right. If Reece got his work completed, he could even use the computer to go online to surf for his favorite rappers.

			Reece’s behaviors began to improve, and work began to pour in. Mrs. Ikes was impressed. Ms. Jones said, “You are spoiling him, Momma. You are Reece’s momma.”

			The teasing did not bother me. As a paraeducator, you want to do all you can to get a child to learn as long as the techniques work, are legal, and support the student. Mrs. Mints worked across the hall next door to the special education classroom.

			Mrs. Mints always spoke to Reece whenever she saw him. “Hey, Reece. What’s going on?” At times Mrs. Mints would greet Reece with a hug. Mrs. Mints was a light-skinned woman with shoulder-length hair that she usually wore in curls. She was heavyset, but she dressed nicely in blouses and dress pants. Reece liked Mrs. Mints because of her attitude. Mrs. Mints was always on “cloud ten.” She was happy, and as the kids say, she “kept it real” with the students.

			Mrs. Mints was the in-school suspension or ISS teacher. She was responsible for making sure all the students who were suspended but were still allowed to attend school got their work done for their teachers.

			Students stayed with Mrs. Mints all day. Mrs. Mints was also a sponsor of the peer helpers program. Students were trained to settle disputes and mediate crisis situations without them getting into trouble with one another or administrators.

			Reece attached himself to Mrs. Mints. So when he finished his work, we would often go across the hall to Mrs. Mints’s classroom. One of her desk drawers was full of small bags of potato chips, gum, and candy of all types from M&M’s to chocolate Kisses. The amount of treats in Mrs. Mints’s drawer paralyzed Reece.

			“What do you want?” Mrs. Mints would scream out to Reece when his classwork was completed. Reece would run over to Mrs. Mints, give her a hug, and make his selection. Mrs. Mints was good to Reece. She also supported me. I can’t figure out if Mrs. Mints really liked Reece, pitied him, or if she pitied me more knowing I had to work with him. Together, Mrs. Mints, Ms. Jones, Mrs. Ikes, the school counselor, school officer, janitor, and I went on a journey with Reece that would change us all forever.

			Mrs. Mints was helping with the school’s pep rally. Everyone knew who Reece was from his rapping in the classroom, hallways, or the ISS Room. At times students laughed at him, but mostly students laughed with him. Reece had a smile that could charm anyone, only because you did not see him smile much.

			Reece wanted to be a part of the pep rally. “OK, Reece, you can do it. We are going to let you be a part of this. All you have got to do is yell into the bullhorn, ‘School spirit! Go Trojans!’”

			“I can do that, Mrs. Mints. That’s easy.” Reece gleamed with excitement. He was standing next to me, jumping up and down.

			“Calm down, Reece. You will do a good job,” I said, offering encouragement.

			The gymnasium was packed. Bleachers on both sides were filled with loud, exuberant, and excited sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students. Students held large golden gloves up in the air with the #1 sign on them. Young boys waved blue steamers. Everyone yelled as each grade level of cheerleaders performed.

			Now it was time. Reece went over and grabbed the bullhorn from Mrs. Mints. “Go Trojans! Go Trojans! Go Trojans!” Reece yelled as he hit the gym floor. He ran back and forth in between the cheerleaders. Waving his arms up and down, he continued to yell school spirit.

			The more students applauded for him, the more excited Reece became. He took off from the gym floor and ran into the audience giving high fives and yelling. He began bouncing up and down in one place as if he were a one-man show. The crowd was hyped. Students began calling Reece’s name. He loved being in the spotlight. He loved the crowd and all the applause.

			Reece did not want to turn the stage back over to the cheerleaders. Mr. Jefferson and the assistant principal Mrs. Brown, approached me. “Go get Reece out of the bleachers. He shouldn’t be up there.”

			I could not help but think, I am in trouble now. As I turned to go into the bleachers to get Reece, I could not help but look into his eyes and see how much fun he was having. He loved the attention. He was having the time of his life. He was also in the biggest trouble of his life.

			Mrs.
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Young boys today are being hit
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studied. One Kansas City teacher
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