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Praise for African Children’s Manifesto:

“For those who refuse to accept what is really one of the main causes why schools around this country are failing students of African ancestry, this book will be dismissed as left-wing dogma. For those who are sincere about creating schools where Black children can thrive, this book will be an invaluable guide. Hard-hitting, yet easy to understand, African Children’s Manifesto will be simultaneously eyeopening and liberating for parents whose children have not done well in America's ʻtraditional’ school settings.”

Debra Watkins, President/Executive Director

California Alliance of African-American Educators
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I.FOREWORD

“If you are thinking one year ahead, sow seed. If you are thinking 10 years ahead, plant a tree. If you are thinking 100 years ahead, educate the people.”

- Kuan Tzu, Chinese Poet

We all want our children to succeed. This book, this manifesto, is a testament to that desire. African Children’s Manifesto is also a testament to the tenacity, collaboration, and creativity that exists in the hearts of many parents and educators.

I am humbled and honored to salute Dr. Lasha Pierce and Ajuana Black for the vision, courage, and determination to carry out the charge that dwells in their hearts and, wholeheartedly, I join their call to action to bring our community back to the larger conversation of how education is often failing our children. We - the adults, the educators, the parents, the leaders - are being beckoned by our children to not fail them too, but to take a stand and to take action to chaperone them on their educational journeys, hand in hand.

Highly disproportionate data and statistics that speak to the plight of African-American children in our current educational systems exist across the school continuum, starting with our very young boys who are being expelled as early as preschool. The trend of disproportionality continues through their completion of high school with standardized test results determining that, after more than 10 years in classrooms, over 55% of our teens are less-than-proficient in math and less-than-proficient in English. (To highlight the depth of that particular problem, African-American youth are often outscored by second language learners.) Further, institutional patterns across the nation exemplify that African-American youth are referred out of class, suspended, and expelled at rates two to three times higher than enrollment. Rather than inundate you further with data and statistics that have been prolific for over three decades, I choose instead to focus my energy on the antecedents of our educational epidemic. Only when we confront the precursors of mindsets, conversations, and actions can we best address and heal them with lasting, transformational solutions.

Part of my intention in contributing to African Children’s Manifesto is to avoid repetition of the important points authored and shared about our African and African-American cultures, our history, and much of the complexities that our African-American children face in Euro-dominated schools and school systems. My goal in this work is to present solid strategies, tools, and supports to empower parents to best serve African American youth to survive, thrive, and achieve in our educational systems.

While the common symbol for education is an apple, there is a significant irony of a little black boy on African Children’s Manifesto’s cover clutching the lemons that are the fruits of his labor with an innocent smile of his “job well done.” Of course, we can think of the old cliché, “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade,” but that would be too easy- too predictable. I say that the irony of the lemons is truly the gift of what our ancestral heritage has done all too well in this country: taken an acidic environment and generated an alkaline state in order to delay a more rapid decline from high levels of acidity. Interestingly, both the processes of “acid to alkaline” and “lemons to lemonade” create additional work, when all we really want is to take the sweetness of education and thrive from the start. In our current educational system, others get apples – clean, crisp, sweet apples that nourish while we are forced to tolerate and accept lemons. Our children, while young, will accept the lemons given to them as good enough, but as time goes on, they will recognize the differences, obvious and otherwise, between apples and lemons. Our children are not served fully as our current schools stand, and they are caught in the race to re-educate, re-tool, and empower. It is a race that is almost futile unless we take a greater stand as a community and - as adults, educators, leaders, and parents - to fully partner with schools and take more significant and active roles in our children’s education.

Currently, we have to fight and cajole to simply get a base level of education while others do not. It is incumbent upon us to be more strategic, systemic, and united in this fight. Dr. Pierce and Ms. Black are calling on our community. Join the call.

It is critical that we unify as a community to take the lead in propelling our children to success. This must first begin in our homes and translate to our own institutions for our children that reflect the values and love that we have for our children. No other community is more vested in the success and achievement of our own children than we are; we must act like it and align our actions and choices to support our children’s fruitfulness as though the future of our race depends on it. Because, in fact, it does. We must take action in the education of our children with greater intentionality, clarity, and strategy.

I know what it looks like and what it takes to make these grandiose statements of action. In 1997, I was a high school teacher walking out of a staff meeting where we were discussing test scores of “those students.” “Those students” were the African-American students who were being taught by a predominantly Euro-American staff- a progressive and highly-skilled staff who genuinely cared about all of the students yet could not bridge the cultural disconnect creating the concerns. The more time I spent in the school and around these conversations, the more my spirit ached.

One day, the pain got so great that God relieved it with a vision, a vision of change for African-American students and our greater community. The groundwork of the vision began and, after years of planning, the vision manifested. In 2002, a dear friend and I began a thriving educational oasis intentionally designed for African-American youth in grades 6 – 12: ASA Academy and Community Science Center (“ah-sah”). There was no achievement gap at ASA. We did our work in excellence for over seven years, sending graduates to colleges all over the nation. We closed in 2009 due to the economic downturn and the lack of philanthropy during that time. The loss of ASA left a loss in our community; however, the lives that ASA touched have been forever enhanced, mine included.

It was the dream and vision of ASA that has catapulted me into a deeper understanding of our community and the needs to heal our own psychosis as it relates to true unity (beyond lip-service and cultural events), as well as the imperative to put the needs of our children before our own. It is because of ASA that I was able to formulate and create educational strategies and practices that validate my beliefs of how the home and school must be tightly connected for the ultimate success of our children. It is because of ASA that I know how to identify and create powerful academic school culture that is palpable and facilitates transformational achievement. It is because of ASA that I have forged relationships with powerful, dynamic “parent champions” that delay their own gratification and educate their children with an attitude of “by any means necessary.”

Ironically, it is because of ASA that I have developed into the educational leader that I continue to become as I serve thousands under my current principalship. I am centered, focused, and knowing in the strength of my gifts and vision to do what was at the core of the initial vision: to create a model school that meets the needs of African-American youth (and all youth) beyond test scores and close the academic and racial achievement gaps with the populations it affects most.

It is critical that we heed the teachings of African Children’s Manifesto and unify to develop educational alternatives for our children: demand higher standards and results from our schools: participate more fully in the realization of those results: serve as contributing authors of the agendas in our schools: and take more definitive action in our homes.

I express deep gratitude to Lasha and Ajuana for inviting my voice to be included in African Children’s Manifesto, to be deemed “expert” in some way. I give ultimate gratitude to God, My Most High, My Alpha and Omega, for breathing into me a purpose and vision in the larger work of education to serve our children, lead and inspire fellow educators, and create Parent Champions™ for the greater good of our children’s success for generations to come.

Thinking 100 years ahead on behalf of us all -

Tovi Scruggs, M.Ed.

Visionary & Educational Leader

Oakland, CA - December 2012


II.INTRODUCTION

This book began its gestation over 20 years ago, before birthing my three children. When I decided to become a mother, I had no idea that I had also decided to become a teacher. A child’s first teachers are her or his parents. I did my best to learn from my own mother and father, aunties and uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers and women and men in the community how best to fulfill the duties of both parenting and teaching. I read books and compared notes with other parents, who themselves were by definition teachers as well. We all had varying levels of information, but shared it freely and often. I am grateful for my education from the wider community of African women and men. From within the womb and beyond, the education of my children has been a constant process of both affirmation and discovery.

Being an educator has been full of delight, surprise and power. The quest to teach my children not only the things that I know and value, but also how to learn from experience, the universe, and ultimately oneself has led us all to heights and depths we cherish. However, I was soon to realize that not all educators of my children would be filled with the same sense of delight or duty. Not all educational systems would have at their core the intention of enlightening or empowering my children.

It is worth mentioning a few terms here that I use in the body of this book. I try to avoid terms like “Black” and “White” when describing people, culture or philosophy. Those words describe colors and are too small to attempt to describe the origin, history, or depth of an entire group of people. I choose to describe people in terms of geographical and cultural origin: thus you will notice the terms African and European. I also combine those prefixes with American, as the subject of this book is the education system in America. When speaking of worldview, I try to reveal that depending on the historical and cultural origin, people will see things in the world differently. Values may differ, and what is considered acceptable behavior will differ.

In a world and time where the European worldview is dominant, education has become (at least for children in America, Europe or other countries influenced by either) a tool for industry and technology, stripped of its universal essence. The emphasis in education is on those skills that allow you to build bigger factories or make more electronic gadgets. Tying a student’s education to the good of others, the planet, or even themselves in the form of art or music is lacking. Practical skills to learn community building, tradesman-ship, business and commerce are lacking. Critical thinking is not rewarded, nor is it taught. I would even go as far as saying that education even outside of America and Europe in countries where industry and technology are not necessarily the driving force, is merely a tool for maintaining some other system, whether it be a political system, an economic system, or religious system. That alone is no crisis. All societies use education as a tool to fuel the engine that is itself. That is, all societies must train their members to keep the society going strong and in an agreed upon direction. Even those varying cultures that make up the subtext of the greater society can and often find ways of scripting supplemental educational goals in line with their particular set of values- values that go beyond the practical necessities of economics.

An example would be the Chinese sub-culture in America and how many Chinese students are expected to attend special “Chinese schools” on weekends and after the traditional school day. This ensures that in addition to the technologically rich education they get in traditional American schools, the students would also learn Chinese culture, language, culture and values. Similarly, “Hebrew schools” exist for Jewish students in America.

It is clear that many in the African-American (AA) community find value in also receiving the traditional American education. Indeed, it is practical and needed in many cases to achieve financial success. It helps to keep the societal engine running. However, within the AA community, the disconnect between those that are invested in maintaining American society as a whole as it is, and those who are not invested in keeping things as they are, has created a wide gap within our own community. We are either very successful or painfully unsuccessful, and the middle is shrinking. What of those students who need more than what is offered to be happy, successful and whole? For this particular examination of education, I will exclude those who have successfully navigated our educational system and thus fueled the industrial and technological aspects of American society and who have mastered the vehicles to keep them successful as defined by our society.

Instead, I will explore larger questions: How can we provide a meaningful education to those who struggle both internally and externally with the European-American (EA) educational model as it now stands? What are our educational models that fuel the alternative, parallel multi-verse? Can and should we script educational goals for ourselves that both address practical economic goals, but also develop culturally appropriate values unique to our experience?

It is no secret that many African-American children, especially our young males, have not faired well under the Euro-American educational system. By extension, I would also dare to theorize that African children throughout all former European colonies don’t fair much better either. I could be wrong. I recently heard a staggering statistic about Oakland, California (where I live) placing the high school drop out rate among African-American children upward of 40%. When African-American males were isolated as a group the rate approached 50%! That’s half of our children in Oakland not completing high school. Nationally, the numbers are not much better. This statistic tells me one thing: that the educational objectives of the public school system have become, at best, irrelevant to our youth and, at worst, destructive. There has been extensive research in the education literature describing the “achievement gap” between European-American children versus African-American children. Some researchers have even attempted to offer some explanations: differing poverty levels, educational levels of the families, nuclear versus single parent households, etc. I would like to suggest we spend more time extensively exploring the fundamental question of cultural-relevance: both from the standpoint of African versus European worldview and philosophy and the practical intentions and applications of education.

My own children have experienced different educational models throughout their early formative years up through high school.
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