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ABSTRACT
SBA (TEACHING, WISDOM, AND STUDY): AN EXPLORATION OF THE
EXPERIENCES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN YOUNG PEOPLE WHO ATTENDED
AN AFRICAN CENTERED SCHOOL
By

Joyce Hafeeza Piert

At various points within the history of America’s public education, the nation has
attempted to educate an increasingly diverse student population. It has been argued that
almost since its inception, the nation’s educational model has been utilized as a vehicle
for sorting and maintaining a social structure of inequity (Carnoy, 1974; Bernstein, 1977,
Giroux; 1983). Certainly not immune to this undergirding ideology, African Americans
have engaged in an on-going struggle with the paternalistic European American
perceptions of what constitutes an appropriate education for African people in America.
This tension fueled the desire for agency and self-determination among African
American communities and contributed to the rise of Black Nationalist and Pan
Africanist ideology during the 19" and 20™ centuries. Throughout historical moments
within this nation, these ideologies have shaped the African American community’s
response to the un-kept promises of the American educational system.

In recent times, American public schools have demonstrated a clear inability to
equitably instruct African American students. This inability has manifested in poor
academic performance in public schools and this inability has fueled alarm within the
African American community, which has contributed to dissatisfaction and frustration
with the public schools. Consequently African American parents have sought viable

alternatives for successfully educating African American students as manifested in the



African-centered educational movement. But what is an African centered education? In
the body of literature that has accumulated, an African centered education has been
defined in various ways, as a history supplement of African centered facts, as a
curriculum immersion, and as a complete cultural and curriculum immersion within
schools. Also, researchers have examined the implementation of this educational model
in various settings, both private and public; and researchers have examined the academic
outcomes of this implementation. However, there is a paucity of data on the experiences
of young people who have experienced this educational model. In this study, the
researcher explored the experiences of African American young people who have
attended an African centered school. The findings of the study revealed that the
educational experiences of these African American young people aligned substantially

with the intended outcomes of the school’s philosophy and purpose.
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CHAPTER ]
Introspection

The Afrocentric research paradigm that I chose to employ in this study requires
that the researcher undergoes introspection before entering into the research process.
Similar to other research paradigms, the Afrocentric research paradigm requires the
researcher to examine his/her philosophical stance which encompasses assumptions,
biases, and beliefs concerning the phenomenon under study prior to engaging in the
research process. The objective of this introspection is “to ascertain what obstacles exist
to an Afrocentric method in the researcher’s own mind” (Asante, 1990, p. 27). Through
this process the researcher increases the likelihood that the research undertaken will be
reliable and trustworthy.

I grew up during the turbulent sixties, a period when the issues of social injustice
and inequalities were constantly in the news and on the forefront of everyone’s mind.
When I reflect back, I realize that in pre-puberty I was groomed in the struggle for social
justice for African American people. At the age of twelve, I became a member of the
Black Muslims. The Black Muslims was an African-American organization perceived by
European Americans as threatening and militant, while perceived by African Americans
as nationalist and self-determining. The Black Muslims operated independent schools
and businesses in African American communities throughout the United States. In fact, at
the age of seventeen, I became a teacher in one of the schools in central Michigan. The
school endured for five years but experienced financial difficulties and closed down.

My experience as a teacher in that school had a tremendous impact upon my
philosophy regarding the responsibility of African American people in providing

education for their own children. Malcolm X, a former minister of the Black Muslim



move
that ™
oppre

Jews”

schoe
contin
event,
both. 1
Educ.
were (|
that tt
were 1
man)
with t}

educa:

avoly,
teaches
Ih]’ ou,

With (,

CO()rdE R

Thig PrI




movement once stated concerning the American education for African American people

that “it is insanity to expect the oppressor to provide a liberating education to those they

oppress. It is as insane as expecting the Germans to provide a liberating education to the
Jews” (Malcolm X, 1996).

Years later, the struggle to get my own children through the American public
school system was the vehicle that moved me towards this research. My son had to
continue an additional year in school to graduate, and my daughter dropped out of school,
eventually completing a GED. My children were raised in a middle-class setting, and
both, their father and I were attending college during their childhood and adolescence.
Education was promoted as the key to success, and our cultural values within the home
were closely aligned with the values of the school. Yet, I could not convince my children
that the education they received in the public schools was valuable to their future. They
were rejecting the education of the public schools. When I looked around, I found so
many of my African American neighbors, friends, and relatives in the same predicament
with their children. What was going on? Why didn’t these young people see the value in
education?

As I attempted to navigate my children through the educational system, I became
a volunteer parent at their school. In this capacity, I encountered some very uncaring
teachers and administrators and realized that my children were not the only ones falling
through the cracks. At this point, I decided to quit my job as a Maintenance supervisor
with General Motors and complete my degree in Secondary Education.

While pursuing my undergraduate degree, a friend and I developed and
coordinated a four-week summer program for urban children in grades 5 through 12.

This program offered courses in Language Arts, Mathematics, and African American
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History. We were able to secure volunteer teachers for the program from the local
university. Our program continued for five years. Student enrollment progressed from
approximately 50 students to over 100 students and had a waiting list by the fifth year.
We discovered that our students responded positively to the smaller class size, caring
teachers, and instructions in African American history from an Afrocentric worldview.
Many of our students demonstrated academic achievement by becoming honor roll
students when they returned to public school.

Prior experiences with education, the summer program, the African centered
curriculum movement, along with the charter school movement, nurtured the desire to
create schools that would address the issues of African American children. Research on
the issues of African American student achievement has attributed their school failure to
cultural deficiency (e.g., lacking the cultural values needed to be successful in school)
(Valentine, 1971) or cultural incongruence (e.g., having cultural values that do not align
with the culture of the teachers and the school) (King, 1994). When examining the
problem of the academic achievement of African American students from a Eurocentric
worldview, I may draw these or similar conclusions. The problem is that the “minority”
culture is unable to attain to the “dominant” culture’s standards and norms. However, I
propose looking at this problem from an Afrocentric worldview, which suggests that the
public school system is culturally deficient for students of color or culturally incongruent
from their students of color. I return to the statement that I heard in my earlier years by

Malcolm X . ... Perhaps he was on to something.
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Introduction and Overview

What purposes do Americans ascribe to schooling? Americans believe that
schooling is the means to offer all children an equal opportunity to achieve economic
success (Ballantine, 1997; Carnoy, 1974). According to the many theorists in the
Sociology of Education (Ballantine, 1997; Mulkey, 1993; Bennett, 1990), the outcomes
for schooling in America’s public educational system are varied and overlapping but can
be delineated as follows: 1) to provide students with the opportunity for intellectual
acquisition of knowledge, 2) to produce future citizens for participation within society, 3)
to prepare a labor force, and 4) to transmit the social and moral values for the
perpetuation of American society. Some theorists have posited that education in America
serves as a system of social and economic reproduction (Carnoy, 1974; Bernstein, 1977,
Giroux; 1983). According to these theorists, schools do not promote “democracy, social
mobility, and equality . . . they see the school as a mechanism that reproduces the values
of the dominant social group” (Mulkey, 1993).

At different historical moments, Americans, as a whole, espoused one of the
aforementioned purposes for education more intently than others, but for many in the
Afrikan' American community, the purpose of education has always been understood as
the key to upward mobility for their children. Historically, the Afrikan American
community has diligently struggled to ensure that their children were provided
educational opportunities. After the Civil War, this diligence manifested in the form of
sacrifices and determination to create schools which would teach their children to read

and write. This desire for schooling, which would pave the path for participation within

! The spelling of Afrika with a “k” represents the spelling in the Kiswahili language and is adopted from
usage by the Council of Independent Black Institutions (CIBI) and this researcher chose to use this spelling
of Afrika except when used in quotes throughout the rest of this document.

4
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the American society with all the rights and privileges of first class citizenry, was in
conflict with the interests of the capitalist elite of both the North and the South. The
result of this conflict was a dual system of public education, particularly in the South,
which was legitimated by law as separate but equal (Anderson, 1988). Separate but equal
translated into dilapidated buildings, poor funding, and poorly qualified teachers for the
Afrikan American community (DuBois, 1935).

For almost fifty years Afrikan Americans endured this disparate but legal system
of public education for their children. In 1954, the Brown versus Board of Education
decision declared that this dual system of education was, in fact, separate and unequal.
This decision gave hope to the Afrikan American community that their children would
receive a quality education and have opportunity to fully participate in acquiring the
American dream through upward mobility. Today, fifty years later, Afrikan American
parents are still frustrated with the inequitable education that the majority of their
children are receiving within the American educational system. This frustration and
disillusion with the public educational system has been the impetus for seeking
alternative educational options for their children. One option that has emerged within the
last several decades has been the adoption of an Afrikan centered educational model
within public schools as an alternative means of educating Afrikan American children.
What is an Afrikan centered educational model? An Afrikan centered educational model
is one that provides students of Afrikan descent with an education that deconstructs the
hegemonic influences of this society, promotes a positive self-concept, and acknowledges
their cultural heritage (Asante, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2000).

Theorists of an Afrikan centered educational model argue that this educational

model will produce Afrikan American young people who demonstrate cultural awareness
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and positive self-concept (Asante, 1991; Akoto, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 2000). Also,
they will develop “the intellectual, moral, and emotional skills for accomplishing a
productive and affirming life in this society” (Giddings, 2001, p. 463), as well as work to
advance cultural pluralism with a focus on justice and equality (Akoto, 1992). However,
some proponents assert that the fundamental purpose for an Afrikan centered education is
nationbuilding (Akoto, 1992; Lomotey, 1992). According to Akoto (1992),
“Nationbuilding is the conscious and focused application of our [Afrikan] people’s
collective resources, energies, and knowledge to the task of liberating and developing the
psychic and physical space that we identify as ours” (p. 3).

When theories supporting the purposes of an Afrikan centered educational model
are contrasted with theories supporting the educational model of the traditional public
school, there were obvious points of convergence and divergence. Both models intend to
provide students with the opportunity to acquire intellectual knowledge, develop
cognitive skills, and prepare young people for participation as citizens within society.
However, the Afrikan centered educational outcomes of preparing workers for labor
though murky are clear on specifying that Afrikan cultural norms and values will be
transmitted to Afrikan children for the perpetuation of Afrikan sovereignty. Though
multiple theories support the educational outcomes of an Afrikan centered educational
model for Afrikan American children, research does not provide empirical evidence of
the actual experiences of the young people who attended these academies. Given that an
Afrikan centered educational model has both similar and different educational outcomes
as public schools, some fundamental questions need to be considered regarding its impact
upon young people and their lives. Are these outcomes for education so different that

obstacles are created for young people to participate as productive citizens of the local,
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national and global society? Or does the educational experience provide young people
with the needed tools and attitudes to negotiate mainstream culture, as well as provide
tools for agency and self-determination?

Statement of the Problem

Historically, the American educational system has not effectively educated
Afrikan American children and this failure to meet the academic needs of Afrikan
Americans has been manifested in numerous ways. The majority of Afrikan American
students continue to lag in educational achievement when compared to European
American students. One noted example of this lag is that Afrikan American students’
Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT) scores in both verbal and mathematics are 100 points
below that of European American students (National Center for Education Statistics,
2002). The high school drop-out rates for Afrikan American students are substantially
higher than the drop-out rates for European American students (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2002). Afrikan American students are more likely to be assigned to
special education classes (Robinson, 2004) and lower level academic courses (Oakes,
1999; Hacker, 1992; Kershaw, 1992). Additionally, Afrikan American males are
disproportionately expelled and suspended from schools more than their European
American counterparts (Expose Racism and Advance School Excellence, 2001).

Some Afrikan American scholars, educators, and parents viewed these academic
problems as dissonance with the Eurocentric hegemonic structure of the public school
system (Ogbu, 1990; Fordham, 1988). Also, some researchers assert that these
difficulties fuel the psychological and social deterioration of the psyche of many Afrikan
American students and contribute to the diminution of their life chances (Akoto, 1994;

Asante, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1996, 2000). A myriad of solutions have been offered to
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alleviate the academic problems of Afrikan American students, such as Independent
Black Institutions, Head Start programs, Rites-of-Passage programs, Upward Bound,
alternative schools, charter schools, and even the immersion of Afrocentric curriculum
into public schools (Dunbar, 2001; Ginwright, 1999; Hopkins, 1997; Irvine, 1990;
Warfield-Coppock, 1992; Lomotey, 1992). More recently, the immersion of the Afrikan
centered educational model into the urban public schools has been perceived as recourse
to continued Afrikan American student failure. The proponents of an Afrikan centered
educational model believe that this model would not only increase Afrikan American
student achievement but would also promote the student’s self-esteem, provide a positive
racial identity, and increase the life chances of Afrikan American students (Lee, 1994;
Akoto, 1994; Asante, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2000).

However, there is a paucity of research that reflects the impact of an Afrikan
centered educational model upon self-esteem, racial identity, and life chances of Afrikan
American young people. Specifically, there is no research that appropriates the voices of
Afrikan American young people to glean insight from the experience of an Afrikan
centered educational model. The lessons learned from these too often silenced voices of
Afrikan American young people, their parents, and the school administrators of one
Afrikan centered school in the Midwest can assist the educational community to refine its
understanding of how to promote academic and life success for all students, specifically,

Afrikan American students.
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Purpose of the Study

Within the last decade, researchers have evaluated the impact of an Afrikan
centered educational experience upon Afrikan-American students’ academic achievement
(Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2000; Ginwright, 1999, Biggins, 1999). Academic achievement is
only one dimension for determining the effectiveness of this educational experience
(Shujaa, 1992; Akoto, 1992). Additionally, the significance of an Afrikan centered
education can be assessed by exploring the values that young people acquire as
participants in this educational initiative. To date, there are no studies that have been
conducted that examine the impact of an Afrikan centered educational experience upon
the lives of young people. In my research, I explored the experiences of Afrikan
American young people who attended an Afrikan centered school. The question that
guided the research was “What were the educational experiences of Afrikan American
young people who attended an Afrikan centered school?

Significance of this study

Currently, research is emerging that explores the impact of an Afrikan centered
educational model upon the academic achievement, educational motivation, or life
chances of Afrikan American students, but this research is in its infancy and is sparse in
quantity. Several researchers have analyzed the implementation process of this
educational model (Giddings, 2001; Murrell, 1999) and its impact upon the academic
achievement of Afrikan American students (Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2000; Ginwright, 1999).
Other researchers have examined forms of this educational model upon student
achievement (Biggins, 1999; Rocquemore, 1997), and one researcher has examined the

impact of a form of this educational model on the achievement motivation of Afrikan-
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American students, but none have explored or investigated the experiences of the young
people who have attended an Afrikan centered school.

This study would contribute to the scholarly conversation on the viability of this
educational model by presenting the perspectives and experiences of young people who
have attended an Afrikan centered school. Theorists have asserted the outcomes of this
educational experience, but, to date, there is very little empirical evidence substantiating
the outcomes. The voices of these young people have the potential to articulate and
provide insight into the dynamics of this educational model as conveyed through their
experiences.

Educators can utilize this research to re-evaluate what is done in the traditional
public school classrooms as reported by these young people and select proved methods of
teaching that can enhance the learning and life outcomes of Afrikan American students.
The results of this study can substantiate what is already being done in the classrooms, or
the results can introduce new pedagogy for instructing Afrikan American students.

The significance of this research to policymakers is that it can provide empirical
evidence to the methods that proved effective to the education of a small group of
students where traditional methods have not produced academic success. America’s
quest to fulfill the adage of “no child left behind” requires on-going examinations of
innovations that may prove beneficial to students. Even though this educational model
appears to target one specific group of students, proponents offer that this model will
indirectly improve the education of all children by preparing the recipients to function
holistically in a pluralistic and global society.

Theoretical Framework

10
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According to Creswell (1998), “Qualitative researchers approach their studies
with a certain paradigm or worldview; a basic set of beliefs or assumptions that guide
their inquiry” (p. 74). These assumptions are founded upon the researcher’s ontological,
epistemological, and axiological perspectives. The ontological perspective is based on
how the researcher perceives the nature of reality. This perspective addresses the
question of “What is reality?” according to how it is apprehended by the knower. (Guba
& Lincoln, 1994). The epistemological perspective is the researcher’s perception of how
knowledge is created. Ladson-Billings (2000a) asserts that “the concept of epistemology
is more than a ‘way of knowing . . . [it] is a ‘system of knowing’ that has both an internal
logic and an external validity” (p. 257). The axiological perspective reflects the
researcher’s sense of values and qualitative research acknowledges the value-laden
propensity of the research inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

In this research, which focuses on discovering how Afrikan American young
people experienced an Afrikan centered educational model, I have chosen to use an
Afrocentric paradigm as my theoretical framework. The Afrocentric paradigm is derived
from the theory of Afrocentricity formalized by Molefi Asante (1988) to address the
cultural and intellectual dislocation of Afrikan people. Asante (1991) posits that an
Afrocentric perspective is an “epistemological centeredness” (Mazama, 2003, p. 5) that
establishes:

a frame of reference wherein phenomena are viewed from the perspective of the

Afrikan person . . . it centers on placing people of Afrikan origin in control of

their lives and attitudes about the world . . . . This theory becomes, by virtue of an

authentic relationship to the centrality of our own reality, a fundamentally
empirical project . . . it is Africa asserting itself intellectually and psychologically,

breaking bonds of Western domination in the mind as an analogue for breaking
those bonds in every other field (p. 171).

11
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An Afrocentric paradigm is a constructivist’s mode of inquiry and seeks to
understand how subjects construct meaning in their lived experiences but undertakes this
inquiry from the Afrikan worldview or cultural reality. Guba and Lincoln (1994)
explicate the aim of constructivism is “understanding and reconstruction of the
construction that people (including the inquirer) initially hold, aiming toward consensus
but still open to new interpretations as information and sophistication improve” (p.113).
This framework recognizes that individuals or groups make meaning of phenomenon
from mental constructions (Harris, 1992). The philosophical assumptions that underscore
this paradigm are listed in the Table 1.1:

Table 1.1 Assumptions that Guide Afrocentric Research and Theory

1. Reason for Research = Relocating Afrikan people to their “Afrikan” center(s).

® Describing and explaining the agency of Afrikans in the
shaping of their life experiences.

= Empowering Afrikans to positively affect their life chances
and experiences.

= Generating “authentic” knowledge.

2. Nature of Human = All people act from a cultural center and in their own best
Beings interest.

3. Role of Common = Common sense consists of intuition and individual and group
Sense understandings based on historical and cultural context.

4. Theory as an = Connects Afrikan people to their common heritage.
Approach and = Rejects the agenda of any oppressor (historical and cultural
Orientation to Data specific).

= Seeks to ensure harmony throughout humanity.
® Searches for “truth”.

S. Place of Values * All research begins with a value position.
* The research must reflect an understanding of the subject
group’s value system.

SOURCE: Adapted from Terry Kershaw “Black Studies Paradigm” In Conyer, Jr., J.L. (ed) Afrocentriciy
and the academy: essays on theory and practice. (2003) p. 34.

There are several reasons that I have chosen an Afrocentric paradigm as my
theoretical framework. First, to understand how Afrikan American young people
perceive their experiences with an Afrikan centered educational model in its

complexities, I must analyze the evidence from an Afrocentric perspective, i.e., a
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perspective that views the phenomenon from an Afrikan cultural worldview that
encompasses the cosmology, epistemology, ontology, and axiology of Afrikan culture.
Asante (1998) adamantly argues that when Afrikan meaning does not originate from an
Afrikan center, then “psychological dislocation creates automatons who are unable to
fully capture the historical moment because they are living on someone else’s terms” (p.
8). As aresearcher, attempting to interpret Afrikan cultural phenomenon from a
Eurocentric or nonAfrikan worldview will lend to an inaccurate account of that
phenomenon.

Next, this framework acknowledges that knowledge is co-created resulting from
the interactions of the researcher and the subjects. Rooted in the Afrikan cultural
worldview, the Afrocentric paradigm advances the concept that the researcher must
submerge himself/herself within the social and cultural context of the subjects under
study (Harris, 1992, Mazama, 2003). The Afrikan cultural worldview acknowledges the
interrelatedness of all being (Ani, 1994) and thus, promotes the premise that the
researcher and the subject concomitantly create new knowledge (Kambon, 1998; Asante,
1998). As the researcher, this paradigm required that I not distance myself from the
research but rather that I immerse myself within the cultural context to gain familiarity
with the history, language, philosophy, and traditions of the people and site under study
(Asante, 1998).

Finally, an Afrocentric paradigm requires that the researcher draws upon modes
of inquiry that respect the historical, social, economic, and cultural perspectives of the
subjects. The experiences of the Afrikan American young people participating in this
study must be interpreted from their standpoint. The fact that the lived experiences of

this group of young people’s occurs within a socio-historical context of oppression
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mandates modes of inquiry that seek to capture and legitimate these experiences. Since
the Afrocentric paradigm is yet evolving, methods of inquiry particular to this paradigm
have not been fully developed (Mazama, 2003). Proponents of this paradigm encourage
researchers to utilize components of the traditional methods that respect the cultural,
historical, and social standpoints of the subjects and that generate knowledge that
empowers those researched (Mazama, 2003; Asante 1998; Kershaw, 1992, 2003).

In this research, the aim is to give voice to a group who are often marginalized
and silenced within society. Oftentimes, this groups’ perspective is declared by those
who have objectified them. The intent of this study is to offer the empirical findings as a
resource for evaluative consideration of this educational model for the Afrikan American

community.

14



Sources

Afrikar
States.

Afrika
concep'r
Afnkar
approa

Afrika
deliver

Afrika
Afrka
cultury
fAsan!

Afrik,
aquis
with tr

Black
Afrie.
religi.
other [
deterr,
Kam-

[lh(;\
byt
1980,

Eury
Ol’ier;{
on .
(Kar-




DEFINITION OF TERMS

A definition of terms is needed to clarify words and concepts used in the study.
Sources are given to facilitate further research.

Afrikan/Afrikan American/Black: People of Afrikan descent residing in the United
States, Latin America, and the Caribbean.

Afrikan centered/Afrocentric/Afrocentricity: Interchangeable terms representing the
concept of epistemological “centeredness” in which the location for the consciousness of
Afrikan people is where the Afrikan and the interests of Afrikans are at the center of their
approach to problem-solving (Asante, 2003; Mazama, 2001).

Afrikan centered curriculum: An Afrikan centered curriculum is a guideline for the
delivery of Afrikan centered instruction.

Afrikan centered educational model: A model of education that provides students of
Afrikan descent an education that promotes a positive self-concept, acknowledges their
cultural heritage, and deconstructs the hegemonic influences of White supremacy
(Asante, 1992; Ladson-Billing, 2000).

Afrikan centered pedagogy: The methodology of teaching which goals are “the
acquisition of self determination and self sufficiency for Afrikan people, but ultimately
with truth” (Akoto, 1992, p. 91).

Black Nationalism: The ideology that people of Afrikan descent on the Continent® of
Africa, as well as, in the Diaspora, share a common heritage of language, culture, and
religion; and that this heritage, way of life and ethnic identity are distinct from those of
other groups. This shared heritage demands racial solidarity which promotes self-
determination, self-respect, and self-sufficiency as Afrikan people (Essien-Udom, 1962;
Kambon, 1998).

Ethos: “Ethos is intimately related to culture; both influencing it and being influenced
by it. Ethos refers in part to the emotional substance of a cultural group . . . .” (Ani,
1980, p. 2).

European-centered/ Eurocentric/ Eurocentrism: “The conceptual framework of
orientation to reality (values, beliefs, definitions, rituals, customs, practices, etc.) based
on the history, culture, and philosophy of Western European people (as a race family)”
(Kambon, 1998, p. 529).

2 The term “Continent” used throughout this document refers to the Afrikan continent, unless otherwise
specified.

15



European/European American/White: “Being of, or descendant from, indigenous
Caucasian/West Aryan-Nordic (Geo-historical Western Europe) genetic-cultural origin
expressed in discernible/overt biophysical traits” (Kambon, 1998, p. 529).

Kawaida: A value system of formal teachings derived from ancient Afrikan philosophy
which was introduced into the Afrikan American community by Maulana Karenga
(1998).

MAAFA: Kiswahili term that means “disaster”, (Ani, 1989) “It refers to the terroristic
interruption of Afrikan civilization that was occasioned by European and Arab slavery
and cultural aggression” (Hilliard, 1997).

Nguzo Saba Principles: These are seven principles of values associated with the
Kawaida faith. They consist of the principles of 1). Umoja — unity; 2) Kujichagulia —
self-determination; 3) Ujima — collective work and responsibility; 4) Ujamaa —
cooperative Economics; 5) Nia — purpose; 6) Kuumba — creativity; and 7) Imani — faith
(Karenga, 1998).

Pan Afrikanism: The ideology that Afrikans on the Continent of Africa and throughout
the Diaspora should unite against the European colonialism and white supremacy (Moses,
1962).

SBA: A Kemetic term which means “teaching, learning, wisdom, and study or collective
deep thought” (Hilliard, 1997, p.6).

Worldview: “Worldview represents the distinct unifying cosmological, ontological,
epistemological and axiological principles representing a racial-cultural group’s natural
cultural orientation, outlook or perspective on and the construction of reality” (Kambon,
1998, p. 120).

16
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OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on Afrikan centered education. The
Afrikan centered educational movement did not arbitrarily happen, but emerged from the
struggle of Afrikan Americans against an unjust and oppressive society in America.
Given is an overview of the historical moments and key players that shaped the Afrikan
American determination to provide an alternative educational model for their children.
Next, this chapter details how this educational model is manifested in various school
settings for educating Afrikan American students. Finally, the current empirical findings
are examined that identify academic and social outcomes for this educational model.

In Chapter 3, the qualitative design utilized in this research project is discussed.
The rationale for choosing a multiple case study design is explained. Also, this chapter
details and explain how data was collected as well as the rationale behind the decisions
for site selection, subject selection and sampling procedures. Further, in this chapter the
methods utilized to collect data, such as, participant observations, interviews, artifacts
and life narratives are explicated and why these methods are most appropriate for this
study. Next, the methods for ensuring the trustworthiness of the data through
triangulation are detailed. This chapter concludes with reflections on the role of the
researcher in this study and points out the limitations of this study.

In Chapter 4, I introduced the director and founder of the school in this study.
Through her narrative, the school is contextualized within the political, social, cultural
and historical moments of its creation and development. In Chapter 5, I offered the
profiles of the parents and the participants in this study. The parents profile frames the
narratives of each participant, providing insight into the familial influences which were

instrumental in determining the educational location of the participants.
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The findings from the data analysis are presented in Chapter 6. The findings are
the results of a thematic analysis of the young people’s experience in attending an
Afrikan centered school as interpreted through the frame of the three documents which
delineate the outcomes of the educational experience. The frame provides four outcomes
for the educational experience, they are as follows: 1) Outcomes grounded in nation
building, 2) Outcomes cultivating cultural knowledge and identity, 3) Outcomes
cultivating the principles of self-advocacy, and 4) Outcomes developing their
personhood.

In Chapter 7, the discussion of the findings is presented and recommendations are
given for future research. The discussion attempted to highlight the challenges and
tensions of the educational experience of the participants who attended the Shule. In the
discussion, I offer considerations for implementing an Afrikan centered educational
model within traditional public schools settings. Finally, I make recommendations for

further research in this area of study.

18



Am
key
Am
WOl
edu

deg]

edu
Am
Afr
miy
dev
Afr
edy
edy
opt.
fin,
exgy

R(h




CHAPTER I
Literature Review

Historically, education has been highly prized and sought after by Afrikans in
America. As this nation fought for its independence, Afrikans perceived education as the
key which would open doors, allowing one the right to participate as an equal within
America society. In the South, it was perceived as a forbidden fruit that once partaken
would enlighten the mind and release the body into liberty. These perceptions of
education fueled the desires of Afrikans, both free and enslaved, to possess it. Yet, their
desires were confronted with the realities of their experiences in the North and the South
as they attempted to attain access to an education.

For Afrikan Americans in America, achieving an equitable and excellent
education has always been synonymous with struggle. Historically, the European
American concept of a suitable education for Afrikan Americans was at odds with the
Afrikan Americans concepts of the appropriate education for their liberation. In the
midst of these experiences, the roots of the Afrikan centered educational movement were
developing. Utilizing the related literature, a brief historical overview of the origins of the
Afrikan centered educational movement is presented. A definition of an Afrikan centered
educational model is defined drawing from the theorists of an Afrikan centered
educational model. Next, an examination of contemporary Afrikan centered educational
options for Afrikan Americans in schools is reviewed and finally the current empirical
findings on the viability of an Afrikan centered educational model within schools are
examined.

Roots of the Afrikan centered Educational Movement

19



cl
pr
ex
o
Ar
m

19

its |
the:
Nat
Afr
colo

phi!

gen
Afr,
Ma
Afr.

fou:

his_




The Afrikan centered educational movement in the United States was the
collective and self-determined efforts of Afrikans in America, both free and enslaved, to
provide education for themselves and their children. This educational model, which
existed in a rough structure in the 17" and 18" centuries, was perceived as a necessary
component in the drive towards liberation, freedom and independence of Afrikans in
America. It is the consensus of current research on Afrikan centered education that this
movement has it roots in Black Nationalism and Pan Afrikanism (Asante, 1991; Akoto,
1992; Ginwright, 2004).

E.U. Essien-Udom (1962) defines Black Nationalism as “the belief of a group that
it shares, or ought to share, a common heritage of language, culture and religion; and that
its heritage, way of life and ethnic identity are distinct from those of other groups . . . that
they ought to rule themselves and shape their own destinies” (p. 20). The Black
Nationalist movement is integral to Pan Afrikanism. Pan Afrikanism is the belief that
Afrikans on the Afrikan Continent and in the Diaspora should unite against European
colonialism and white supremacy (Moses, 1978). The aforementioned ideology was the
philosophical guide that drove the Afrikan centered educational movement.

Essien-Udom (1962), Moses (1978), and Redkey (1969) have documented the
genesis of the Black Nationalist and Pan Afrikanist ideology with Paul Cuffe, a free born
Afrikan in America in 1815. Despite being a free Afrikan ship owner in New Bedford,
Massachusetts, Cuffe had become disillusioned with America’s hypocrisy in keeping
Afrikans enslaved while ringing the bells for their own liberation from England. He
founded the Friendly Society for the Emigration of Free Negroes from America and using

his personal funds took 38 Afrikan Americans to Sierre Leone (Clarke, 1994).
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Martin R. Delany, also a Black Nationalist and Pan Afrikanist during the mid-19™
century, championed the establishment of a state by Afrikan Americans in the Niger
Valley. In fact, he was instrumental in negotiating an agreement with several Afrikan
kings for this project (Clarke, 1994). During the late 19" and early 20" centuries, there
were other Afrikan Americans who articulated the Black Nationalist and Pan Afrikan
ideologies, such as Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, Alexander Crummerll, and W.E.B.
DuBois.

However, the most influential proponent of the Black Nationalist and Pan Afrikan
movements was Marcus Garvey, who through the Universal Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA), advocated self-determination and the economic, social, and political
uplift of Afrikan people in America and in the Diaspora. He preached the “confraternity
of the Brotherhood” between all Afrikans. Garvey also espoused the reclamation of
Afrika, which was established in this chant of UNIA members, “Africa for the Africans,
those at home and those abroad” (Maglangbayan, 1972, p. 21).

In the 1930s, Elijah Muhammad inherited Black Nationalism and Pan Afrikanism
from the Garveyites (Ginwright, 2004). Muhammad advocated separate schools and a
separate nation for Afrikan Americans within America. Like Garvey, Muhammad was a
proponent of Afrikan Americans educating their own and establishing their own financial
base. As Muhammad Was organizing Afrikan Americans towards self-determination and
agency, national unrest gave rise to the Black Power and Civil Rights Movements.

The decade of the 1960s was wrought with racial and civil unrest and this unrest
was manifested in various degrees of protest through sit-ins, boycotts, marches and riots.
Early in this decade, the Black Power ideology, which espoused racial pride and group

solidarity, began to spread throughout the Afrikan American communities as a result of
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the struggle against America’s racist and oppressive social structure. Karenga (1988)
referred to this decade as the period in which people of Afrikan descent made the “most
severe and successful theoretical and practical criticism of the structure and content of
U.S. society” (p. 125). Ginwright (2004) posited that Black Nationalism and Pan
Afrikanism undergirded the ideology of the Black Power movement which placed Afrika
as the nexus of the political and cultural agenda for Afrikan Americans.

In the midst of the Black Power movement, students on major college and
university campuses across the nation were critiquing these institutions of learning as
microcosms of the larger racist society (Karenga, 1988). Students, both Afrikan
American and European American believed that these educational institutions promoted
racism through the exploitation and oppression of people of color. Karenga (1988)
contends that this exploitation of people of color was accomplished by their purposeful
exclusion from knowledge, wealth, and power. Subsequently, Afrikan American students
on college and university campuses began to demand the establishment of Black Studies
departments that offered courses expounding the Black experience. They “charged that
traditional disciplines had not given attention to Black intellectual experience, culture,
and history” (Okafor, 1996, p. 693). As a result of this student protest, Black Studies
departments were instituted in major universities across the nation.

As the rally for Black Studies intensified, a young scholar emerged who became
an instrument for furthering the Afrikan centered education movement by providing a
theoretical framework. Molefi K. Asante, while working as a director for the Center for
Afro-American Studies at UCLA in the late 1960s, began formulating his thoughts for his
insightful work, published in 1980, Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change.

Afrocentricity is a theoretical perspective of “resistance and agency” (Robinson, 2004, p.
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104) and is a term that is often used interchangeably with Afrikan centered, Afrocentric
and Africentricity.

The ideologies of Black Nationalism (i.e., the belief that Afrikans share a
common historical and cultural experience, and they should seek to determine their own
destiny as a nation, race, and people distinct from others), Pan Afrikanism (i.e., the belief
that Afrikans on the Continent and in the Diaspora should unite against colonialism and
white supremacy), and Black Power (i.e., the belief that Afrikans on the Continent and in
the Diaspora should be able to achieve self-determination, self-sufficiency, self-respect,
and self-defense through the power that they possess) contributed to the theory of
Afrocentricity. Asante (2003) adroitly explicates Afrocentricity as:

[A] mode of thought and action in which the centrality of African interests,

values, and perspectives predominate. In regards to theory, it is the placing of

African people in the center of any analysis of African phenomena. Thus, it is

possible for any one to master the discipline of seeking the location of Africans in

a given phenomenon. In terms of action and behavior, it is a devotion to the idea

that what is in the best interest of African consciousness is at the heart of ethical

behavior. Finally, Afrocentricity seeks to enshrine the idea that blackness itself is

a trope of ethics. Thus, to be black is to be against all forms of oppression,

racism, classism, homophobia, patriarchy, child abuse, pedophilia, and white

racial domination (p. 2).

Contrary to critics’ arguments, Afrocentricity is not an attempt by Afrikan
American Supremacists, Separatists, or Nationalists to impose an Afrikan world-view
upon others (Schlesinger, 1992; Ravitch, 1991). The theory of Afrocentricity does not
promote a position of superiority in which it disaffirms other groups’ perspectives but
offers an alternative way of viewing phenomena. Afrocentrism theoretically challenges
the Eurocentric perspective in three ways:

First, it questions the imposition of the White supremacist view as universal

and/or classical. Second, it demonstrates the indefensibility of racist theories that
assault multiculturalism and pluralism. Finally, it projects a humanistic and
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pluralistic viewpoint by articulating Afrocentricity as a valid, nonhegemonic
perspective (Asante, 1991, p.173).

Theorists of Afrocentricity insist that an Afrikan centered educational model is
the most appropriate educational model for children of color, specifically, Afrikan
American children (Asante, 1991; Lee, 1992, Akoto, 1992; Shujaa, 1992). These theorists
adamantly maintain that this educational model is the result of an Afrikan centered
curriculum which is delivered utilizing Afrikan centered pedagogy (Akoto, 1992; Lee,
1992; Asante, 1991). In this next section, the components of an Afrikan centered
educational model will be presented and elucidated.

What is an Afrikan centered Curriculum?

An Afrikan centered curriculum is a guideline for the delivery of Afrikan centered
instruction. One prominent characteristic of an Afrikan centered curriculum is that it was
established upon the theory of Afrocentricity. Although Molefi K. Asante was credited
with formalizing the concept of Afrocentricity, the genesis of the Afrikan centered
educational movement preceded Asante. During the 1960s, the Black Nationalist and
Black Power movements fostered a climate for agency and efficacy among Afrikan
American communities. Consequently, Afrikan American parents began to seek control
over the public education of their children that currently manifests in the demand for
educational initiatives specific to the needs of Afrikan American children. The increasing
interest in implementing an Afrikan centered curriculum into the public schools has
facilitated emergent definitions of what characterizes an Afrikan centered curriculum.
The theorist, Molefi Asante’s criterion for an Afrikan centered curriculum mandates that

the curriculum must “center” the students within their own cultural information (Asante,
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1992). In fact, Asante has developed an Afrikan centered curriculum guide, which can be

located on the Internet.
Another theorist, Wade Nobles, a Professor of Black Studies at San Francisco
State University and one who designed and implemented an Afrikan centered curriculum

in a high school in Oakland, California, defined the objectives of an Afrikan centered

curriculum:

A curriculum infused with African and African American content must
systematically guide the transmission of information and knowledge while
simultaneously reinforcing in African-American students the desire to learn and
encouraging the adoption of behaviors and attitudes consistent with the historical
excellence of African people (Nobles, 1990, p.10).

He further states that an Afrikan centered curriculum should fulfill several criteria:

1. Refer to the life experiences, history and traditions of African people as the
center of analyses;

2. Utilize African and African American experience as the core paradigm for
human liberation and higher-level human functioning; and

3. Assist African American students in the self-conscious act of creating history
(Nobles, 1990, p. 20).

Geoffrey Giddings (2001), a Professor of African and African American Studies,
studying the immersion of an Afrikan centered curriculum into a traditional public
school, summarized various researchers’ perspectives on the criteria for an Afrikan
centered curriculum into five elements in his study:

1. Assist students in developing the necessary intellectual, moral and emotional
skills for accomplishing a productive, affirming life in this society.

2. Provide such educational instruction as to deconstruct established hegemonic
pillars and to safeguard against the construction of new ones.

3. Provide students of African descent with educational instruction that uses
techniques that are in accord with their learning styles.

4. Assist students of African descent in maintaining a positive self-concept, with
the goal of achieving a sense of collective accountability.

5. Serve as a model for Banks (1998) “Transformation” and “Social Action”
approaches to multicultural education (Giddings, 2001, p. 463).
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Kwame Agyei Akoto is the co-founder of a K-12 Afrikan centered independent
Black institution located in Washington D.C. With over thirty years of experience with
an Afrikan centered school, Akoto insists that an Afrikan centered curriculum must be
established on the tenets of nation building and liberation for Afrikan people. Akoto
(1992) provides a concise definition of an Afrikan centered curriculum in his work,
Nationbuilding: Theory and Practice in Afrikan Centered Education. Akoto, in fact,
developed the Afrikan Centered Thematic Inventory (ACTI) as a guideline to the
“curricula domains” (p. 129) of an Afrikan centered curriculum. He delineates five
curricula domains for an Afrikan centered education: 1) Cultural/ideological; 2)
Spiritual/Psycho-Affective; 3) Socio-Political and Economic; 4) Technology; and 5)
Nationbuilding. Akoto contends that the purpose of an Afrikan centered curriculum must
be “(a) to advance the Afrikan American nationality, its cultural and ideological goals;
and (b) to facilitate fully functional and/or exceptional performance in a white dominated
American political economy” (p. 169).

As varied as the definitions of an Afrikan centered curriculum appear to be, many
researchers and educators posit that this curriculum cannot effectively impact the lives of
African American students unless it is instructed from Afrikan centered pedagogy.

What is Afrikan centered Pedagogy?

The term “pedagogy” is used in reference to the methodology employed in the
instructions of curricula. Fundamental to the pedagogy utilized within the educational
process are the values, perceptions, and philosophy of education. In the traditional
schools, the pedagogy is shaped by the values of the dominant culture; a culture in which

“normative” and “universal” are white and middle class. This pedagogical perspective is
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Eurocentric. It negates the cultural attributes of Afrikan American children and attempts
to assimilate or acculturate the student into the dominant paradigm.

An Afrikan centered curriculum provides the frame or guidelines for an Afrikan
centered education; however, the delivery of the instructions will impact the quality of an
Afrikan centered education. This instructional delivery is encompassed in the pedagogy
utilized by the educational institution and is the pedagogy that teachers employ in their
interactions with students. Various scholars and researchers have delineated the
objectives of Afrikan centered pedagogy (Murrell, 2002; Lee, 1994; Akoto, 1994).

In defining Afrikan centered pedagogy, Peter Murrell (2002) explicates that
Afrikan American historical experience and cultural position must be a vital part of this
pedagogy:

[This pedagogy should] provide teachers with a unifying framework for how they
are to apply understanding of human cognition, learning, and development...but
also guides teachers in how to situate those understandings in practice—and to
use these situated understanding to take full account of the lives, histories,
cultures, and worldviews of children in diverse urban communities (Murrell,
2002, p. x).

Murrell’s perspective of Afrikan centered pedagogy is one in which he does not focus so
much on the teacher’s exhibiting the qualities of an Afrikan centered pedagogy as he does
on the “system of practices” that produces achievement outcomes for Afrikan American
children (Murrell, 2002, p. 16).

Carol Lee (1994) posits that Afrikan centered pedagogy is critical to the education
of Afrikan American children. She notes that this pedagogy is a necessary defense to the
pervasive Eurocentric influences in education and society (Lee, 1994). She also iterates

that Afrikan centered pedagogy is needed “to produce an education that contributes to

pride, equity, power, wealth, and cultural continuity for Africans in America and
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elsewhere” (Lee, 1994, p. 296). She puts forth principles for an effective Afrikan
centered pedagogy:

1. Legitimizes African stores of knowledge;

2. Positively exploits and scaffolds productive community and cultural
practices;

3. Extends and builds upon the indigenous language;

4. Reinforces community ties and idealizes service to one’s family,
community, nation, race, and world;

5. Promotes positive social relationships;

6. Imparts a world view that idealizes a positive, self-sufficient future for
one’s people without denying the self-worth and right to self-
determination of others; and

7. Supports cultural continuity while promoting critical consciousness.
(Lee, 1994, p. 297).

She also notes that Afrikan centered pedagogy is established upon the principles of Maat,
which is an Egyptian concept put forth by Maulana Karenga. The principles of Maat
acknowledge the 1) the divine image of humans, 2) the perfectibility of humans; 3) the
teachability of humans; 4) the free will of humans, and 5) the essentiality of moral social
practice in human development (Lee, 1994, p. 297). She further states that the cultivation
of this paradigm is essential to the “resistance to political and cultural oppression but also
to sustain independent development” (p. 297).

According to Akoto (1994), Afrikan centered pedagogy “is concerned with the
acquisition of self-determination and self-sufficiency for Afrikan people . .. .Itis
ultimately concerned with truth and the ‘Afrikan centered mission to humanize the
universe’” (p. 321). Afrikan centered pedagogy is not about adopting “ancient rituals,
values, behaviors, and relationships that have no relevance to modernity” (Akoto, 1994,
p. 323), but Afrikan centered pedagogy should highlight those traditions and values of

former societies that benefit humanity irrespective of time and place:

An Afrikan-centered pedagogy is a pedagogy derived from the Afrikan historical
continuum and cultural dynamics. It endeavors to stimulate and nourish creative
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and critical consciousness and to inculcate through study and application a firm
conscious commitment to the reconstruction of true Afrikan nation-hood, and the
restoration of the Afrikan historical/cultural continuum (Akoto, 1994, p. 325).

When considering Afrikan centered pedagogy, several scholars have noted that
the valuing system of Nguzo Saba is the foundation of Afrikan centered pedagogy
(Akoto, 1994; Lee, 1994; Kenyatta, 1998). This valuing system, also known as the Black
Value System, was created by Maulana Karenga (1989) and is comprised of seven
principles. These principles are 1)Umoja - unity; 2) Kujichagulia - self-determination; 3)
Ujima - collective work and responsibility; 4) Ujamaa — cooperative economics; 5)
Kuumba — creativity; 6) Nia — purpose; and 7) Imani — faith (in one’s self, one’s family
and one’s people). The utilization of these principles in Afrikan centered pedagogy
denotes that instructors must “commit to engage in democratic decision-making
processes, have faith in the possibilities of leadership that each person possesses, and
dedicate themselves to serving the African American community” (Lee, 1992, p. 167).

Akoto (1994) and Lee (1992) assert that a critical element in Afrikan centered
pedagogy is the teacher, who is the transmitter of culture. This point is further
illuminated by Lee (1992) who notes that having a knowledge of Black History and a
love for children does not indicate that a teacher can “effectively teach using an
Afrocentric pedagogy” (p. 167). Shujaa (1994) substantiates this point that teachers are
crucial to an Afrikan centered education through the utilization of Afrikan centered
pedagogy. He asserts the following:

Working with and in independent Afrikan centered schools for nearly 20 years I

have seen good teachers grounded in African-centered thinking use European-

centered racist materials to teach brilliant African-centered lessons. I have seen

European-American as well as some African-American public school teachers

grounded in European-centered thinking use curriculum materials written by our

best African-centered thinkers in ways that trivialize and mis-represent the
content. These experiences have convinced me that it is the African-centeredness
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of the teacher’s thinking that determines the African-centeredness of the teaching
(Shujaa, 1994, p. 256).

As clearly expressed by the above researchers, Afrikan centered pedagogy must
recognize the cultural specificity of the African American community and its
continuation. This pedagogy has to facilitate the holistic development of the student by
the recognition of and valuation of the student’s language, culture, and cognitive styles,
as well as, cultivate their ability to create history. Now, how does Afrikan centered
pedagogy and an Afrikan centered curriculum contributes to an Afrikan centered
educational model?

Afrikan centered Educational Model

Traditional education in America has been instituted with the objective of
inculcating the values, norms, and beliefs of the dominant culture e.g., European
Americans. “Formal educational systems,” according to Akoto (1992), “are integral
organs of the nation-state and of the cultural ethos that engenders that state” (p. 45). Asa
nation-state, America’s educational system operates as a vehicle of perpetuation for the
cultural, sociopolitical, and economical structures of the dominant ideology (Carnoy,
1974; Ballantine, 2000). Traditional public schools provide instructions to students from
a White Nationalist curriculum while utilizing a Eurocentric pedagogy for its delivery.
This pedagogy uses methodology that delivers instruction from a Eurocentric perspective;
utilizing the values and norms attributed to European Americans or the dominant
ideology in a hegemonic methodology. The cultural and historical epistemologies of the
students of color are not considered in giving instructions and the knowledge is delivered

from a Eurocentric bias.
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The consensus by many scholars, educators, and parents in the African American
community is that an Afrikan centered curriculum should be immersed within the
traditional school curriculum. An Afrikan centered curriculum can provide the guidelines
for instructions for students of various ages and ethnicities, specifically for Afrikan
American students who now comprise the majority population in urban schools in most
major metropolitan areas. However, the immersion of an Afrikan centered curriculum
without the complement of Afrikan centered pedagogy will not provide Afrikan
American children with an Afrikan centered education.

In many schools where an Afrikan centered curriculum has been infused in
instruction, it has been ineffectual in improving academic outcomes. In most cases, the
missing component is Afrikan centered pedagogy. When Afrikan centered pedagogy is
neglected in teaching an Afrikan centered curriculum then the result is not an Afrikan
centered education, but an education that is Eurocentric in presentation and results.
Teaching history using Afrikan centered facts but presenting those facts from a
Eurocentric worldview will situate the Afrikan American child on the periphery of
Europe as an object rather than a subject of history (Asante, 1992).

Many researchers challenge the authenticity of the Afrikan centered educational
models that are currently implemented in charter schools and traditional public schools
(Akoto, 1994; Lee, 1992; Lomotey, 1992). These researchers argue that these curricula
models do not address a key component of an Afrikan centered education, which is
“maintaining and perpetuating the Afrikan culture throughout the nation building
process” (Hotep, 2001, p. 212). This effort to promote the Afrikan cultural continuum

must be manifested through nation building, the transmission of values, and the
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acknowledgement of Afrikan spirituality. In fact, they contend that an authentic Afrikan
centered educational model cannot be taught within the mainstream school system.

This educational model requires teachers who are consciously engaged in the
Afrikan centered personal transformation, who acknowledge and cultivate the spirituality
of Afrikan people, and who can deliver the instructions with Afrikan centered pedagogy
(Hotep, 2001; Akoto, 1994; Shujaa, 1994). At present, there are no teacher preparation
programs in traditional college settings that are preparing teachers to teach an Afrikan
centered educational model. It is the contention of these researchers and also leaders in
the CIBI organization that the Afrikan centered educational model that emerged with the
advent of Independent Black Institutions has been adulterated and co-opted into the
public school setting (Hotep, 2001; Akoto, 1994; Lee, 1992; Lotomey, 1992).
Metaphorically, it is like taking a branch from an oak tree and then presenting the branch
to the world as the oak tree.

Contemporary options in Afrikan centered education

With the passing of the Brown versus Board legislation, Afrikan Americans
wanted to believe that America’s espoused values of democratic morality had finally
convinced its national conscience to acknowledge the humanity of Afrikan Americans by
providing them with a quality education and bestowing them with first class citizenship
status. However, Afrikan Americans soon discovered that the privilege of sharing a
classroom with European Americans was not to be without concessions on their part.
Afrikan Americans had to relinquish their own schools and their own teachers.

The integration and desegregation of schools did not achieve the educational
outcomes that many Afrikan Americans had hoped for, and by the early 1970’s, Afrikan

Americans found their schools as segregated as they had been before the Brown decision.
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The condition of the schools had only minimally improved. Many of the schools in the
Afrikan American communities were closed down as Afrikan American students were
bussed to European American schools. Consequently, the academic achievement for
Afrikan American students did not increase substantially as had been hoped for by the
proponents of the Brown decision. Once again, Afrikan American parents began to look
for alternatives, particularly in Afrikan centered schools.

The realization that American public schools had made little progress in providing
an equitable education for Afrikan American students re-ignited grassroots efforts within
the Afrikan American communities to ensure the education of their children.
Historically, these efforts had never ceased; however, the betrayal of the Afrikan
American community by the legal, social, and educational structures intensified the
struggle for equitable and meaningful education for Afrikan American children. After
the Brown decision, the first schools which offered an Afrikan centered education model
for Afrikan American students were independent Black institutions.

Independent Black Institutions (IBI)

While the Black Power movement was spreading throughout Afrikan American
communities within America during the 1960s, Afrikan American parents began to seek
control over the public education for their children. A significant example of this push
for community control took place in New York City with the Ocean Hill-Brownsville
controversy (Doughty, 1973; Lomotey, 1992; Hotep, 2001) where Afrikan American
parents and other community leaders sought to establish local control of the public
schools in their community. This effort was met with conflict and resistance and resulted
in community leaders starting one of the first independent black institutions, Uhuru Sasa

(Hotep, 2001; Lomotey, 1992; Ratteray & Shujaa, 1987).
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The success of Uhuru Sasa precipitated the establishment of many Independent
Black Institutes (IBI’s) within New York and throughout the United States (Uhuru,
2001). These schools were started as small private schools, after school programs, and
Saturday schools. Oftentimes, IBI’s were started by parents who were frustrated with the
lack of local control over public schools and the curriculum (Lomotey, 1992; Lee, 1992).
For the most part, these schools were supported by the communities in which they were
established through donations or through low cost tuition. These schools have small
enrollments, generally 50 to 200 students (Lomotey, 1992).

The curricula in these schools were often Afrikan centered because parents and
educators were looking for innovative and culturally relevant ways to ameliorate the
education of Afrikan American children (Lomotey, 1992; Lee, 1992). In an effort to
establish a standard Afrikan centered educational model and provide resources and ideas
to other IBI’s, a unifying organization was formed. In June of 1972, the Council for
Independent Black Institutions (CIBI) was created in Frogmore, South Carolina
(Doughty, 1973). According to Hotep (2001), the mission of the CIBI required has these
requirements:

[B]uilding Pan African nationalist educational institutions rooted in not only

academic excellence, but also self-reliance and self-definition, not for mainstream

integration, but for independent nation building, that sets it apart from all other

educational institutions that serve the African American community (p. 35).

The educational philosophy of the IBI’s reflects the integration of the ideologies
of Black Nationalism (self-determination), Pan Afrikanism (unity), and Black Power
(agency) in the emphasis of three areas for an optimal student educational experience:

1) Creating a strong family and community cohesion,

2) Incorporating the value system of Maat and Nguzo Saba (Kiswahili for “The

Seven Principles of Blackness™) introduced by Maulana Karenga (1988), and
3) By what Lomotey (1992) refers to as “Revolutionary Pan-African
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Nationalism” (p. 458).
The creation of a strong family and community cohesion is encouraged through the
tradition of students referring to teachers as in Kiswahili familial terms of baba (father)
and mama (mother). Teachers are encouraged and expected to treat their students as if
they were their own children (Lomotey, 1992; Lee, 1992). Also, parents are expected to
be involved with the community of the school. In fact, the IBI’s understood that
accepting a child into the school was in effect adopting the child as part of the school
family with all the rights and obligations. So parents were found working in the office,
on committees, and in the classrooms.

The IBI’s use the value system of Kawaida, a system of formal teachings derived
from ancient Afrikan philosophy which was introduced into the Afrikan American
community by Maulana Karenga (1998). Doughty (1973) asserts that Kawaida is both “a
religion as well as an ideology” (p. 98). He further explicates that Kawaida provides a
value system that assists Afrikan Americans in self-determination, self-respect, and self-
identity. The Nguzo Saba principles are values associated with the Kawaida faith.
According to Doughty (1973), “as a part of Kawaida, the Nguzo Saba is a describer of
life, how one lives, in what manner and for what reasons” (p. 99).

Maat is also a value system of the Kawaida philosophy incorporated within the
IBI’s educational philosophy. Maat is a formal system of character instructions that is
expressed in the “Seven Cardinal Virtues of truth, justice, propriety, harmony, balance,
reciprocity and order” (Karenga, 1998, p. 37). The IBI’s utilizes various activities to
inculcate these values into the daily learning experiences of their students, parents and

staff.
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Revolutionary Pan-African Nationalism is defined by Lomotey (1992) as “part of
a new system of education to replace the existing ‘mainstream’ system that is
inappropriate for Afrikan Americans, provide a means by which Afrikan Americans can
identify with Afrikans around the world, and acknowledge the view that Afrikan
Americans make up a nation within a nation” (p. 458). This ideology is fundamental to
the objectives of nation-building, self-determination and the unification of Afrikans
throughout the Diaspora and is emphasized throughout the educational experience.

Independent Black Institutions can be found throughout the nation. However,
because these schools are tuition based, only a small percentage of Afrikan American
parents can afford to send their children to them. Recently, the charter school movement
has provided another option for the Afrikan American community to provide equitable
and appropriate education for their children.
Afrikan centered Charter Schools

The charter school movement started in the early 1990s as a school reform effort.
Policymakers and parents were concerned that bureaucracy and large student populations
hindered schools from being productive and efficient. Charter schools are independent
public school academies which receive their charters from chartering agencies and are
managed by groups and organizations rather than the central office of a traditional school
district. These schools are initiated by teachers, parents, educators, community leaders,
for-profit companies, and other community stakeholders (Murrell, 1999). These schools
hire their own teachers and develop their own curriculum; however, their students are not
exempt from meeting the state’s educational standards in which the proficiency of

students is demonstrated through standardized testing.
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Afrikan centered charter schools, which have been established across the nation,
were created by parents, community leaders, and educators who wanted to exercise
control over the education of their children. These stakeholders were not only interested
in exercising agency but also wanted their children to learn about their Afrikan heritage.
Generally, these charter schools have a small student enrollment similar to the
independent black schools and are concentrated in the K-8 grade levels. Unlike the
independent black schools, charter schools receive per student public funding from the
same sources as public schools.

The exercise of autonomy over the structure of Afrikan centered charter schools
has not proceeded without a challenge (Watson & Smitherman, 1996). In one instance,
Detroit, Michigan attempted to start an all-male charter school, which would specifically
target educating the Afrikan American male population. Research had revealed that this
particular student population was experiencing an alarming rate of school difficulties, but
state law prohibited the Detroit school district from operating this all-male school and
forced the proposed schools to open enrollment to all students (Watson & Smitherman,
1996).

These Afrikan centered charter schools have experienced some academic success
with Afrikan American students (Rockquemore, 1997). However, the No Child Left
Behind legislation has presented these schools with a tension by creating a dichotomy of
goals for the school. The charter school community must determine how to continue to
maintain an Afrikan centered educational focus, while teaching to the state standardized
test. Substantiating this difficulty, Murrell (1999) found that Afrikan centered charter
schools often succumb to the pressure of ensuring that students achieve on the state’s

standardize test and will give less focus to maintaining the Afrikan centered focus. The
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end result is “school as usual”, in other words, an educational experience for the student
that is no different from a traditional public school education.

The charter school movement provided alternative educational opportunities for
Afrikan American children, yet similar to Independent Black Institutions, were limited in
their ability to reach the large populations of Afrikan American children in urban schools
in large metropolitan areas. Grassroots efforts in the mid-90s provided the momentum to
implement Afrikan centered educational models within traditional public schools, where
Afrikan American students were the predominant student population, most often in large
urban centers.

Afrikan centered Traditional Public Schools

Within the last decade, Afrikan centered curricula have been implemented within
traditional public schools in urban centers such as Milwaukee, Portland, Philadelphia,
Newark, Detroit, Oakland, and Washington D.C. (Pollard & Ajirotutu; 2000; Murrell,
1999, Ginwright, 1999). This model of implementation has been referred to as Afrikan
centered Immersion projects. The impetus for this movement within urban schools was
rooted in the frustrations of Afrikan American parents and community leaders with the
continued failings of Afrikan American students, particularly Afrikan American males.
White flight from and de-industrialization in urban centers created urban school
environments in which these schools were under funded, and the student population
became predominantly composed of children of color. In fact, studies have demonstrated
that children of color, specifically Afrikan American children, are now more likely to
attend predominately Afrikan American schools than before the Brown decision (Orfield,

1996).
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For parents residing in these urban settings, options to acquire an equitable
education for their children through access to private schools or Afrikan centered charter
schools did not exist because of their inability to afford tuition or provide transportation
to these schools. Coupled with the urgency of ameliorating the crisis of Afrikan
American males as manifested in high drop out rates, high suspension rates, and
underachievement, Afrikan American parents, educators, and community activists
confronted school board and demanded the immersion of an Afrikan centered curriculum
into the traditional public schools. The rationale for this demand was that students
receiving instructions from a culturally relevant curriculum would enhance learning by
providing an environment in which students were not alienated from the instruction and
materials presented.

The Afrikan centered educational movement has been in the heart of Afrikan
Americans from the beginnings of civilization in Afrika. Since initial contact with
Europeans and involuntary sojourn to America, Afrikans have fought to maintain their
humanity through education. Whether through education by organized efforts of free
Blacks or through stolen moments in the night, Afrikan Americans have been determined
to acquire the key that would open the door to liberty. When the key did not give them
access to that liberty because of the enactment of federal and state legislature created
barriers to first class citizenship, they contemplated education for a separate nation,
whether in the United States or in the motherland. The Brown decision renewed hope in
a “united” nation. By the 1980s, however, Afrikan Americans knew that once again they
had experienced “a dream deferred”. Now, grassroots organizations in Afrikan American
communities comprised of teachers, parents, and community members are pushing for an

Afrikan centered education for their children, whether in Independent Black institutions,
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Afrikan centered charter schools or Afrikan centered Immersion projects in traditional
public schools.

The current empirical findings on an Afrikan centered educational model are
examined in the next section.
Current Empirical Findings of an Afrikan centered Education

Today, education is still considered by the Afrikan American community to be the
key to upward mobility within American society. This orientation towards education is
demonstrated by their continual search for viable options in the education of their
children. Nationwide, Afrikan American parents, educators, and community have
become frustrated with the failure of the public school system in educating Afrikan
American children. As a result of this dissatisfaction, grassroots movements have
emerged throughout the nation creating Black Independent schools (Lomotey, 1992),
opening Afrikan centered charter schools (Murrell, 1999) and demanding the immersion
of an Afrikan centered curricula within the tradition public schools (Pollard & Ajirotutu,
2000). Increasing numbers of Afrikan American children are now receiving an Afrikan
centered education throughout the nation’s schools.

Research on an Afrikan centered education began in the early 1970°s with the
advent of independent Black institutions. Much of this research has focused upon
explicating the socio-historical need for an Afrikan centered educational model for
Afrikan American children (Doughty, 1975; Akoto, 1992; Lee, 1992; Lomotey, 1992,
Ratteray & Shujaa, 1987; Hotep, 2001). Some researchers have examined the parental
motivations behind decisions to seek this educational model for their children (Dove,
1998; Ratteray & Shujaa, 1987, Shujaa, 1994). For example, Joan Ratteray and

Mwalimu Shujaa (1987) conducted a study examining the rationale that supported the
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choices of Afrikan American parents to send their children to Afrikan centered
independent schools. Researchers were interested in this decision-making from the
perspectives of how parents defined the needs of their children, the extent of commitment
that they were willing to make to fulfill their child’s academic needs, and whether they
perceived the needs of their child as being met (Ratteray & Shujaa, 1987). Another
researcher, Nah Dove (1998) performed a study in which she examined the motivations
that undergirded the decisions of “Afrikan” mothers to send their children to Afrikan
centered independent schools in both the United States and the United Kingdom (p. xiii).
Nevertheless, currently little research has been located that suggests that an Afrikan
centered educational model in an Independent Black institution has increased student
academic outcomes, or more generally, that an Afrikan centered education has impacted
the life experiences of Afrikan American students.

The creation of Afrikan centered charter schools coupled with the demand for
Afrikan centered Immersion schools has intensified within the last decade. This
proliferation of Afrikan centered schools offers opportunity for greater access to
educational choices for the Afrikan American community. As a consequence of the
novelty of this innovation within both of these school settings, research which examines
the outcomes of this Afrikan centered educational model is sparse (Biggins 1999, Lake,
1996; Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2000; Ginwright, 1999).

However, one study that looks specifically at the academic outcomes of Afrikan
American students attending an Afrikan centered school was conducted by Jennifer
Biggins (1999). Biggins engaged in a five year descriptive study that sought to determine
if the achievement test scores of students improved as a result of receiving instructions

from an Afrikan centered curriculum. She studied an urban elementary school (K-5)
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located in the Midwest that had adopted an Afrikan centered curriculum. Utilizing the
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, Biggins compared the achievement test score gains of the
students in the school that had adopted an Afrikan centered curriculum with the test
scores of students from a school which had a traditional curriculum. Biggins reported
that her study found students who attended the Afrikan centered school scored higher in
both reading and mathematics than students in the comparable local norm group (See
Table 2.1, p. 43). She also noted that the test scores for these students revealed an overall
maturity in the area of science, a fact which was unmatched in the control group.

Another realm of emerging research focuses on this educational model by
examining the process of implementation within the public school setting. Three studies
were located which utilized the findings in diverse ways (Murrell, 1999; Pollard &
Ajirotutu, 2000; Ginwright, 1999). Two of the studies shall be focused upon here
because these researchers were interested in determining whether implementing the
Afrikan centered educational model increased student academic outcomes. One study
employed the findings to clarify how the presence or absence of various school factors
such as leadership, collegiality and financial resources, impact the resultant student
outcomes in Afrikan centered immersion schools (Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2000). The other
study also looked at the academic outcomes of students resulting from the
implementation process of this curriculum, but concluded that economic class affected
the students’ outcomes (Ginwright, 1999).

Pollard and Ajirotutu (2000) performed a five-year study which evaluated the
implementation process of an Afrikan centered curriculum for two traditional public

schools in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The disheartening academic performance of children
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. Characteristics of the Studies on Afrikan centered education outcomes

Table 2.
Author of City Type of Program Implementation Level of Academic Dropout Suspension
the Study Study Design Process School Achievement Rates
Pollard & Midwest Qualitative Immersion SC; LC; FS Elementary Increase N/A decrease
Ajirotutu urban Public
(2000)
Pollard & Midwest Qualitative Immersion | US;no LC;no FS Middle No change N/A No change
Ajirotutu urban Public
2000
Ginwright | Westcoast | Qualitative Immersion US;no LC; FS High School No change No change No change
(1999) urban Public
Lake Midwest Quantitative History N/A High School No change N/A N/A
(1996) urban Supplement
Biggins Midwest Quantitative | Immersion N/A Elementary Increase N/A N/A
(1999) urban Public
chool environment in which teachers work together to develop

SC = Stable Leadership; UL = Unstable Leadership; LC = Learning Community (!

curriculum and practice collegiality); FS = Financial Support (additional funding provided for the program); N/A = no information provided in the

study.

43



of color, particularly Afrikan American males, engendered a collaborative effort of
educators and professionals in establishing schools to address the needs of these students.

Two schools were designated for the Afrikan centered Immersion project, one
elementary school and one middle school. The researchers utilized in-depth interviews,
observations, and surveys of administrators, teachers, parents, and students, as well as
analysis of artifacts to gather the data for their study. Using various methods of
assessment, such as statewide testing results, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), the
district’s testing results, and grade point averages, the researchers were able to capture
academic outcomes of students over the five year period of the study. The study
concluded that when the elements of strong, stable leadership, shared vision, teacher
collegiality, and financial support were present, an environment was created that fostered
increased academic outcomes for Afrikan American students. These outcomes were
manifested as increased academic achievement, increased student attendance, and lower
suspension rates for the elementary school (Pollard & Ajirotutu, 2001). Their study also
demonstrated by the middle school’s implementation process that when these elements
were not present, student academic outcomes, suspension rates, and attendance rates
remained unaffected (See Table 2.1, p. 43).

Shawn Ginwright (1999) conducted a study similar to Pollard and Ajirotutu. He
examined the implementation of an Afrikan centered curriculum in a traditional public
high school in Oakland, California in 1992. The movement for the immersion of an
Afrikan centered curriculum into this traditional school curriculum was a grassroots
effort that resulted from poor academic outcomes of students at this high school. As a
result of budgeting deficits in the school district, the school board proposed to close this

high school whose student population was steadily declining. A task force composed of

44



community leaders, educators, parents, and professionals was developed and approval
was given to restructure the school into an Afrikan centered focused school.

Ginwright studied the implementation process for three years, while performing
interviews with community leaders, administrators, teachers, parents, and students. He
also collected data through observations and school document analysis. The results of
Ginwright’s study revealed that implementing an Afrikan centered curriculum within a
traditional public school required the commitment of all stakeholders. Ginwright was
able to employ documentation of trends for the three year period in student academic
performance, drop-out rates, suspension rates, grade point averages, and graduation rates
to ascertain student academic outcomes. His results revealed that there was no significant
change in student outcomes (See Table 2.1, p. 43).

However, Ginwright did not attribute the lack of change in outcomes to the
implementation process, but rather he concluded that the failure of the Afrikan centered
curriculum to impact the academic outcomes of Afrikan American students resulted from
the misdiagnosis of the problems of Afrikan American students in urban schools. His
contention is that an Afrikan centered educational model is the imposed prescription of
middle-class Afrikan Americans to resolve the social and economic blight of lower class
and working class urban students. He further asserted that urban Afrikan American
students cannot relate to this curriculum and, therefore, instead of offering a cure for the
academic problems of Afrikan American students, this curriculum can only exacerbate
the outcomes.

Current research that investigated the intrinsic values of exposure to an Afrikan
centered course was found in a study conducted by Joyce Lake (1996). Lake performed

a study of high school students in a Midwestern school district to determine if
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participation in Afrikan American history classes affected the self-concept and
achievement motivation of Afrikan American students. Lake posited that this
determination would be the first step towards improving academic achievement of
Afrikan American students. She used a pretest-posttest control group quantitative
research design involving three high schools in which students participated in an Afrikan
American History course for twelve weeks. Lake concluded from her findings that the
participation of Afrikan American students in an Afrikan American History course for
twelve weeks did not increase student self-concept or achievement motivation (See Table
2.1, p. 43).

There are limitations found in the aforementioned studies. Of the four studies
reviewed, only one of the studies specifically examined the impact of an Afrikan centered
educational model on the academic outcomes of Afrikan American students. This study
by Biggins (1999) was limited in that it only examined the academic outcomes of
students who experienced an Afrikan centered education in an elementary school. This
research was performed as a quantitative study resulting in a missed opportunity to garner
rich data from students explicating why this education was conducive to positive student
outcomes. Nevertheless, this study provides a strong foundation on which to build
further research in examining the impact of this educational model in middle schools and
high schools.

Two of the studies probed the process of implementing an Afrikan centered
curriculum within the traditional school environment. One of those studies analyzed how
the implementation process affected student outcomes, while the second study analyzed
factors of economic class and how those factors impact the implementation process.

Pollard and Ajirotutu’s study was qualitative. They collected essential data focused on
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the implementation process through interviews with administrators and teachers in the
schools. However, one limitation here is that the researchers did not draw data from
students on their perceptions of and experiences with Afrikan centered education. The
researchers relied heavily upon the assessments methods as the source of evidence to
indicate if the implementation of the curriculum had been successful by an increase in
student academic achievement. Since academic achievement was the only outcome
targeted, the researchers limited the study and did not seek to determine if an outcome
other than student academic achievement was a valuable product of this education.

In Ginwright’s (1999) study, a portion of his data was garnered from interviews
with working class Afrikan American students between the ages of 14 to 19 years old
who attended the high school. Ginwright asserted that he wanted to allow their voices to
be heard as they expressed their perceptions of the Afrikan centered immersion project.
He discovered that the students were more concerned with “making money” than they
were about learning Afrikan facts (Ginwright, 1999, p. 231). Ginwright conjectured that
these values centered on economic concerns were a direct result of these young people’s
concerns external to the school environment. He felt that students of low economic status
were less likely to see value in receiving an Afrikan centered education. However, a
limiting factor is that his research was performed in a school environment that had
unstable and unsupportive leadership and an un-invested teaching force due to high
teacher turnover, which made it almost impossible to implement the Afrikan centered
educational model effectively. So his findings of no increase in academic outcomes for
students could be caused by poor implementation of the educational model as much as it

could be a result of economic disparity between the implementers and the students.
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These studies identified an increase in student outcomes as the fundamental and
desired outcome for an Afrikan centered education. Only Ginwright’s study solicited the
students’ voices to determine how they perceived the benefits of experiencing an Afrikan
centered education. Yet, in Ginwright’s study, the “successful” implementation of the
Afrikan centered educational model was not attained because it lacked the elements of
stable leadership, teacher collegiality, and additional financial support. Therefore, the
fact that there was no documented increase in academic outcomes could be the results of
an ineffective curriculum implementation. Ginwright’s study comes closest to examining
how this educational model affected the students socially, culturally, and spiritually, as
well as how it affected their perceptions of its impact upon their life chances, but it lacks
the credibility that their perceptions of the impact of an Afrikan centered education are
the results of the model, since it was not effectively implemented. However, there is one
study that did seek to identify outcomes associated with the experience of receiving an
Afrikan centered education that went beyond academic outcomes.

In Lake’s (1996) study that examined the intrinsic value of exposure to a twelve-
week Afrikan centered course, there were several limitations. First, the length of twelve
weeks for the study did not facilitate the comprehensive exploration of the targeted
variables, while a study consisting of several years of ongoing exposure to Afrikan
centered courses could render far-reaching results. When considering that Afrikan
American children exist daily within a social context of racism in America, it seems
highly implausible to expect a twelve week course on Afrikan American history to offset
the many years of oppressive experience. Another limitation was that Lake’s study only
identified the areas of self-concept and achievement motivation as the intrinsic values of

interest in this study. She did not examine whether students gained knowledge of their
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cultural heritage, acquired a sense of social responsibility towards their community, or
even developed moral consciousness resulting from this cultural-historical exposure.
Consequently, another study will need to be performed to examine other values that may
have been imparted to the students as a result of participating in the course.

The apparent scarcity of research on the outcomes of an Afrikan centered
education upon the lives of Afrikan American students, academically, socially, and
spiritually, offers opportunities for further research. Proponents of an Afrikan centered
education espouse the importance of Afrikan American students both learning from an
Afrikan centered curriculum and learning cultural values that proceed from Afrikan
culture, such as the Nguzo Saba and the principles of Maat (Akoto, 1994; Karenga, 1998;
Asante, 1992; Lee, 1992). Certainly, increasing academic achievement for Afrikan
American students is an important component of this education to its proponents.
However, transforming the Afrikan American student into a person who is conscientious
of the humanity of all people is a more compelling outcome of this education (Asante,
1992).

Research needs to be performed that identifies the intrinsic values of this
education in the lives of Afrikan American students. Is there more for students to gain
from this educational model than just higher grades? Does this educational model
enhance self-concept and increase the life chances of the students who attended an
Afrikan centered school for a majority of their educational careers? In fact, how do
Afrikan American students who have graduated from an Afrikan centered school
perceive that school experience in retrospect? Currently, there is no research that
examines the impact of this educational model upon the lives of students who have

attended and graduated from an Afrikan centered school. The voices of the Afrikan
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American students who have personally experienced this educational model can best tell
the story of how this education has impacted their lives. ’fhe intent of this study is to
engage in research that will examine what is the perceived value of this education to
those who have experienced it. The search is for answers that will explicate what values

other than academic achievement an Afrikan centered educational model offers.
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CHAPTER 111
Design and Methodology
Overview
Frustration with the inability of public school system to provide many

Afrikan American students with a quality education has been the impetus for the Afrikan
American community to seek an alternative educational option for their children. An
Afrikan centered educational model has emerged as one option in the attempt to increase
the academic success and life chances of Afrikan American students. To date, very little
research has examined the influence of this educational model upon the academic
outcomes of Afrikan American students. Additionally, no research has sought to uncover
the influence of this educational model upon the lives of the Afrikan American young
people who experienced it. Rarer still are studies that utilize the voices of students who
have experienced this educational model to determine the perceived outcomes of this
educational experience. The question answered in this study is “What are the educational
experiences of Afrikan American young people who have attended an Afrikan centered
school?
Research Design

This inquiry was undertaken by employing a qualitative research design. The
qualitative research approach is established upon the premise that “reality is socially
constructed, complex, and ever changing” (Glesne, 1999, p. 5). Qualitative research
permits an interpretive approach to phenomena, that is, it offers methods that provide a
venue for the researcher to ascertain how people make meaning as they interact with
people and events in their world. According to Janesick (2000), qualitative researchers

“study a social setting to understand the meaning of participants’ lives in the participants’
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own terms” (p. 210). This approach was best suited for this study, since the intent was to
provide the participants an opportunity to share their lived experiences as they have come
to understand the shaping of their experiences by attending an Afrikan centered school.
To garner an understanding of the perceptions of Afrikan American young people who
attended an Afrikan centered school and how that educational experience has influenced
their lives, the qualitative research approach emphasizes methods, such as intensive in-
depth interviews, narratives,‘ observations, artifacts and document analysis which captures
the intense meaning-making in which the researcher and the participants are engaged
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

In this research, an integrated bounded interpretive multiple case study design was
employed with an Afrocentric methodological approach. An interpretive design was
selected because “knowledge is a social and historical product” (Miles & Huberman,
1994, p. 4) and meaning can be discovered in what people do everyday. The goal was to
grasp a glimpse in time and provide an understanding of “meanings made by both the
social actors and the researcher” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 8).

This design was integrated because there were several units of analysis in this
study. One unit of analysis in this study was the Afrikan centered educational model.
The study explored the outcomes of this educational model for the Afrikan centered
school. Another unit of analysis was each young person. Each case consisted of the
lived experience of a young person who attended a Midwestern Afrikan centered school.
Each case was bounded by criteria established for participation in this study as well as by
the educational model and the site under study.

The multiple case study design permitted a holistic understanding of each

participant’s perception of their experiences resulting from the Afrikan centered
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education. Each participant’s life told a different story as he/she interacted with this
educational model, and the multiple case study method allowed these unique experiences
to be captured and examined individually and collectively. Herriot and Firestone (1983)
assert that “evidence from multiple cases is often considered more compelling and the
overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust” (cited in Yin, 2003, p. 46).

There were several reasons why an Afrocentric methodology wa; selected to
conduct this study. First, the complexities involved in studying members of a historically
oppressed and marginalized group whose stories are not often heard or are told as seen
through the lens of their oppressors requires this method. Sharing the experiences of this
group demands a method which will moderate unintended biases and the influence of the
dominant culture’s traditional methods; therefore, the Afrocentric methodological
approach was chosen.

This methodology permitted a holistic approach for understanding the perception
of experiences for each participant resulting from an Afrikan centered education; this
approach insisted on the presence of the researcher within the work. Unlike traditional
research methods that require the researcher to distance himself from the object of study,
the Afrocentric methodology requires the researcher to take a collective approach to
understanding the Afrikan phenomenon, that is, to join with the phenomenon under
study. Asante (2003) asserts that the “Afrocentric method suggests cultural and social
immersion as opposed to ‘scientific distance’ as the best approach to understand Afrikan
phenomena” (p. 27).

The Afrocentric methodology allowed discovery of the lived experiences of the
participants by “questioning all assumptions about reality that are rooted in a

particularistic view of the universe” (Asante, 1990, p. 26), in effect, my philosophical
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stance or assumptions were examined beginning, during and upon completion of this
research. This examination of my philosophical stance was achieved through the process
of “introspection” and “retrospection” (Asante, 1990, p. 27). According to Asante (1990)
“[i]ntrospection means that the researcher questions herself or himself in regard to the
topic under discussion” (p. 27). He further explained that prior to the study, the
researcher should write down all assumptions, values, and beliefs about the phenomena
for the purpose of identifying possible prejudgments that the researcher may have that
would hinder obtaining a clear or accurate picture of the experience under study.

Afrocentric methodology also requires the researcher to be retrospective once the
study is completed. “Retrospection is the process of questioning one’s self after the
project has been completed to ascertain if any personal obstacles exist to a fair
interpretation” (Asante, 1990, p.27). It is the follow-up check to ensure that the
knowledge generated must be empowering to people of Afrikan descent, the ultimate aim
of Afrocentric methodology (Mazama, 2003, Kershaw, 1992, Asante, 1990). A journal
was kept where thoughts and assumptions were recorded about the Afrikan centered
educational experience prior to the research, during the research process, and upon
completion of this study.

Finally, this methodology was best suited for this study because it lent itself to a
variety of methods that were used according to the research question and the participants
in this study. These methods were selected because they captured the historical, social,
political and cultural context of the lives of the participants in their responses to the
experience of attending an Afrikan centered school. This methodology encouraged the

utilization of narratives, observations, as well as, documents and artifacts analysis.
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Twenty months were spent in periodic observations of the school site, interviewing
subjects, and document analysis.
Site and Subject Selection

The setting for this research was in a K-12 charter school situated within an urban
community in the Midwest. The school opened as an Independent Black Institution in
1974 and operated under the auspices of the Council for Independent Black Institutions
since 1976. In 1995, the school became an Afrikan centered chartered school; it offered
an Afrikan centered education to Afrikan American students for well over 30 years and
was chosen because its’ curriculum implementation was well established. Previous
research has revealed that the implementation of this educational model can impede or
enhance the outcomes of the students, by selecting this site; the intent was to minimize
the transitional impact of the initial implementation upon the student outcomes. That is,
the educational model is already well-established in the school and will have minimum
impact on student outcomes.

Another reason for the selection of this school site was that it experienced its first
graduating class of seven students in 1996 and continued to graduate students each year
thereafter. This meant that participant selection could be garnered from a pool of young
people from at least eight graduating classes for this research. Each year the school had
small groups of graduates (i.e., anywhere from five to fifteen students) and drawing from
eight years of graduating students increased the likelihood of finding young people
located within or around the city who would participate in the study.

Sampling
Several sampling strategies for selecting subjects were used for this study: 1)

criterion sampling, 2) snowball sampling, and 3) extreme or deviant case sampling (Miles
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& Huberman, 1994). First, “criterion” sampling was used to locate the initial subjects.
This method of sampling was most appropriate because it facilitated the location of
young people who fit the criteria of the study. The phenomena of this study are young
people who had attended an Afrikan centered school, and the subjects were specifically
selected because they had this experience. With the assistance of an informant, subjects
were identified who met the specific criteria for the study. The subjects selected for this
study were:

1. Subjects were between the ages of 18 and 24 years old.

2. Subjects had attended an Afrikan centered school for the a majority of

their K-12 academic careers, and

3. Subjects were not currently enrolled in the Afrikan centered school.

A pilot study was performed to narrow the research interest on Afrikan centered
education. As a consequence of the pilot study, an informant was located who provided
access into the school setting. The informant was a former teacher in the Afrikan
centered school and made initial contact with young people who fit the criteria for the
study. The informant provided the initial list of names of those who were willing to
participate in the study.

Next, “snowball” sampling was used to locate more subjects for the study.
According to Miles and Huberman (1994), snowball sampling “identifies cases of interest
from people who know people who know what cases are information-rich” (p. 28). This
sampling strategy appropriated knowledge of subjects in the study to locate and provide
access to other potential subjects. Seven participants were located and interviewed for

this study. Of the seven participants, the sampling consisted of two brothers, of the same

family and their mother, a brother, and a sister from the same family and their father,

56



three individual participants, and their parents. Also interviewed were the school director
and an administrator of the school.

Finally, the “extreme or deviant case” sampling strategy was used to locate
subjects who would provide a different perspective of the phenomena under study. This
sampling strategy also “serves to increase confidence in [the] conclusions” (Miles &
Huberman, 1994, p. 28). One potential subject who had a different educational
experience than most of the other participants was located, but refused to participant in
the study.

Data Collection

In this Afrocentric method approach, several research methods were employed to
collect the data. Intensive face-to face, in-depth interviews of the participants permitted
me to construct rich descriptive narratives. A creative, structured open-ended interview
method was used to gather data on the experiences of Afrikan American young people
who attended an Afrikan centered school (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Holstein & Gubrium,
2000). According to Holstein and Gubrium (2000) creative interviewing allows the
interviewer "to create a climate of mutual disclosure” (p. 117). Holstein and Gubrium
(2000) point out that the interviewing process is a social encounter between the
interviewee and the interviewer in which knowledge is constructed. These researchers
elucidate that participants do not bank knowledge from which the interviewer comes and
withdraws, but that knowledge is created as a result of the interaction between the
researcher and the participant. Interviewing allowed the acquisition of data that could not
be obtain through simple observations and since this research was established on the
reflections and memories of the participants, there were no opportunities to observe the

participants within the site as students.
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Narratives. In this Afrocentric methodological study, personal life narratives
were used as a method of creating portraits of the participants. In conjunction with the
data collected from the interviews, two research methods were used to assist in answering
the questions of "Who are the participants?" “What were the social, cultural, and
historical contexts of their school experiences?” and "What are their experiences of
attending an Afrikan centered school?" Catherine Riessman (1993) writes that "narrative
analysis allows for systematic study of personal experience and meaning: how events
have been constructed by active subjects" (p. 70). Ochs and Capps (1996) confirm that
narrative “provides tellers with an opportunity to impose order on otherwise disconnected
events, and to create continuity between past, present, and imagined worlds.” (p. 22).

This method of inquiry is best suited to the study of Afrikan people, since
storytelling and oral traditions are historically found within the Afrikan culture and the
Afrikan American community.

Procedure

Each participant was engaged in 60-90 minutes intensive in-depth interviews.
The school setting was observed for two days a month during an eighteen month period.
The purpose of this observation was to become familiar with the context of the school
setting, that is, teacher and student interactions, the culture of the school as defined
through symbolism and imagery, and parental involvement. Each participant of the
study received a “Thank you” note as well as an electronic copy of the completed study.
Additionally, a teacher’s meeting; a Kwanzaa celebration, a school roller skating event,

and the school relocation to another building were observed and in some cases active

participation was necessary.
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When clarification was needed, follow-up interviews with several of the
participants were performed.
Data Analysis

Keeping in line with the tenets of the Afrocentric methodology, prior to analyzing
the data, introspection was undertaken. This process was to identify any assumptions,
values, and beliefs concerning an Afrikan centered educational experience. After
introspection, the interviews were transcribed and the “code mines” (Glesne, 1999, p.
135) were entered to search for themes within the data. According to Glesne (1999),
“[c]oding is a progressive process of sorting and defining and defining and sorting those
scraps of collected data that are applicable to your research purpose” (p. 135). The data
analysis was undertaken by reading and re-reading the transcripts. From the transcripts
and fieldnotes, key themes and patterns that emerged from the data were identified. A
coding system was established through sorting and re-sorting the emergent themes and
patterns and each new theme was recorded in a code book. When no new themes and
patterns emerge, the themes were compared to see if major overarching themes within the
coding could be identified and where possible some themes were merged with other
themes. This data reduction was a necessary part of the analysis process. Miles and
Huberman (1994) affirm that “Data reduction is a form of analysis that sharpens, sorts,
focuses, discards, and organizes data in such a way that ‘final’ conclusions can be drawn
and verified” (p. 11). Once the themes and patterns were identified and exhausted, the
findings were recorded.

After the completion of the data analysis and writing up the findings, the process
of retrospection was performed. Thoughts, emotions and reactions in the research

Process were examined to ensure that a fair representation of the data and the participants
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had been achieved. This examination encompassed writing within a journal. Several
questions were asked: Were the participants represented fairly? Were these findings
anticipated? Had subjectivity within this study been accounted for sufficiently?
Verisimilitude

In an attempt to ensure accuracy within this study, the use of multiple methods
and multiple data sources was employed, a process called triangulation. Triangulation
was achieved through the use of several methods of inquiry, such as intensive in-depth
interviews, observations, and documents examination. Not only were subjects
interviewed, but the site was visited to observe student and teacher interactions, as well as
gain insight into the school context. On these visits, the accounts of events within the
school as reported by the participants were verified through teachers, and even current
students. Newspaper articles were also located that substantiated events that the
participants reported during their interviews.

Also, data was gathered from multiple sources such as through the interviews of
the young people, their parents, and the director of the school. Even though this study is
interested in the experience of the young people who attended an Afrikan centered ‘
school, the interviews of their parents and the school director were used to cross check
and verify the data received from the young people. As another means of ensuring
accuracy, the “member check” method was employed, which provided opportunities for
the participants to look over the transcripts to verify the accuracy of data collected.
Several of the participants were willing to “collaborate” in the research by perusing their
transcripts, although no suggestions for change or corrections were recommended.

The Role of the Researcher
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As an Afrikan American, middle-class, female researcher, I wanted to view this
data from my own race-based epistemology. My own lived experience is encompassed in
growing up in a Midwestern city which was flourishing as an automotive center. As an
Afrikan American child growing up in this society during the turbulent sixties (1960s), I
was painfully conscious of the racial oppression and injustices that permeated the social
and economic terrain like a thick smog. Realizing that my worldview has been shaped by
my lived experiences, I concur with Cynthia Tyson (2003) as she asserts that the
“specificity of oppression” shapes the epistemology of the Afrikan American scholar (p.
20). In other words, the historical experience of oppression in this country has impacted
how people of color view phenomena. She further states that “the experience of racism
and oppression moves the oppressed “Other” into a paradigm of survival creating a view
of the world that is not shared by those gatekeepers who legitimize academic discourse
and research” (Tyson, 2003, p. 21). In light of Tyson’s assertion, I acknowledge that I
bring to this research process an epistemological perspective that has been and yet is
continually being shaped by the “specificity of oppression™.

Limitations of this Study

This study has several limitations. First, the study looks at participants of a single
site. Data may be different if taken from various sites in different regions of the country.
This site is located in an urban community and may produce different data if the study is
performed in a rural or suburban area. Further, this study lacks a control group to
compare the responses of young people to determine if these responses can be

generalized to all students.
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CHAPTER IV
Context of the School
Introduction

The Setting

The Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy is an Afrikan-centered
charter school which provides instructions to students from the kindergarten through
twelfth grades. It is located in Westville’, Michigan, which is a large metropolitan urban
city. The Westville Public School District (WPSD) has a student enrollment of
approximately 170,000 students; well over ninety percent of its student population is
Afrikan American (U.S. Charter Schools, 2002). By 2001-02, more than 19,000 students
were attending charter schools in Westville (U.S. Charter Schools, 2002). In an effort to
minimize the impact of declining enrollment resulting from students transferring to
charter schools, the WPSD capped the Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory
Academy’s student enrollment at 300 students. During the 2004-05 academic year, the
school had a student enrollment of 260 students (Annual Education Report, 2005).

Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy began in 1974 as an
Independent Black Institution (IBI) in the format of a Saturday School. It was named the
Nat Turner School; its genesis was rooted in the Black Power, Black Nationalist, and Pan
Afrikanist movements of the 1960s, as Afrikan Americans were redefining themselves
and their existence in American society. These movements were both political and
economic within Afrikan American communities, and they promoted the ideology that

Black people on the Continent and the Diaspora must become a self-determined and self-

* To ensure anonymity of the location and the participants in this study, the names of the school, city and
people have been changed
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reliant people. In response to this movement, a collective of parents, educators, and
professionals began to embrace the self-determination initiative to create the private
school. When the Nat Turner School became a full day school in 1976, the name was
changed to the Faizah Shule Academy for Gifted Children. The name of the school was
significant for two reasons. First, the name was changed to Faizah Shule because
“Faizah” is a Kiswahili term which means life and “Shule” is Kiswahili for school.* In
essence, the name “Faizah Shule” means the “school of life”. The second reason the
name was changed was to give emphasis to the Afrikan centered educational model and
to stress the philosophy of the school, which emanated from Mama Taraji’s, the founder
and director of the school, belief that Afrikan American children were gifted children and
that the school experience should be holistic, impacting every aspect of the child’s life.
In that same year, the Faizah Shule joined the Council of Independent Black Institutions
(CIBI) and was instrumental in refining the ideology of IBI’s that consequently, resulted
in the creation of national standards for IBI’s.

As an IBI, student enrollment for Faizah Shule was comprised of approximately
sixty students. The requirement for attending the Faizah Shule was through parental
choice and student tuition. Whenever possible, financial scholarships were awarded to
families who experienced temporary financial hardships. Rather than have the students
leave the Afrikan-centered learning environment to attend public school, when the oldest
students reached the eighth grade, the Shule extended its grades each year until the school
reached the twelfth grade. When the high school was added, it was named the Marcus

Garvey Preparatory Academy and emphasized student preparation for higher education.

* The name of the school is significant to the philosophy of the school. Faizah is actually a Kiswahili term
which means “she is victorious”.
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Even though the schools were located in separate buildings, they were usually presented
as one entity, the Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy (FS/MGPA)?, when
Mama Taraji referenced them. In 1996, the FS/MGPA experienced its first graduating
class of seven students in 1996.
The Faizah Shule - Background

The Faizah Shule was located in the building that housed K-8 grades and had
been a storefront that encompassed the entire length of a short city block. Christian
churches of various denominations lined the streets like trees on both sides of the Shule
and across the street from it. The building was painted in a color that was a dark red and
windows lined the front, the left side and the back of the building. An interesting feature
of these windows was that every window was shielded from unwanted entry by cast iron
security guards. A sign “Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy” hung over
the main entrance in the front of the school.

The school was divided into two learning circles. One learning circle was the
Nile Valley Learning Circle, which is where students are instructed from kindergarten
through 5™ grades. This learning circle was located on one end of the building and
consisted of open classrooms that were divided by material cabinets, lockers and coat
racks for the younger students. The room was painted white. The classroom walls were
utilized for student achievements, decorated bulletin boards, affirmation posters, Afrikan
American historical figures, and various maps of the world, particularly the continent of
Afrika. Within the Nile Valley Learning Circle, grades are identified by ethnic groups. T

The second learning circle was the Pyramid Learning Circle, which was where

’ Henceforth, Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy will be referred to as the acronym
FS/MGPA or simply as the Shule.
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students from sixth through the eighth grades were instructed. This learning group was
located at the opposite end of the building. Along the narrow hall which connected both
instructional centers were offices for the finance managers, the School Psychologist,
counselors and instructors. The office for the Director and the Administrative Assistant
for the school was located in the same area of the Pyramid Learning Circle. There were
three rooms in this area that were utilized for instruction; one main room and two
adjacent rooms on each side of the main room. Off from the main room was an area with
about eight computers. During the times that I visited the Shule, I never observed any
students using the computers. Mama Taraji is a constant presence passing through the
rooms, occasionally stopping to praise or if necessary, chasten students.
Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy - Background

The Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy was housed in a building located on
the property of the oldest Afrikan American college in Westville. It has leased this
building since 1994 and is located to the left of the main building on the property. The
building was a multi-level building with rooms on all floors. The front exterior wall of
the building was brick and the side walls and back wall of the building were covered with
painted white wood. Windows flanked the front of the building with a few windows
located on the sides and in the rear. The front entrance was always locked and could be
accessed only from the parking lot that also served the college. The rear of the building
had a gated-fenced perimeter.

Displayed on a small table in the foyer is a picture of the school’s namesake,
Marcus Garvey. Also displayed on the table was the official accreditation of the Marcus
Garvey Academy as a member of the National Honors Society. African statues and

artifacts were also displayed on the table. In this building, there were three classrooms
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on the upper level of the school and three classrooms on the bottom level of the school.
At one time this building served as the elementary school. Now this building is the high
school.

Meeting the Founder of Faizah Shule/Marcus Garvey Preparatory Academy

To understand the context of the FS/MGPA, it is necessary to first meet and
interact with the founder of the school. The vision of the school is enmeshed and
embedded intricately within her social, historical, political, and cultural perspective. So,
our effort to explore the context of the school must occur simultaneously with
understanding the founder, Mama Taraji.

I remembered that I was astonished at the physical beauty and stamina of this
woman. Mama Taraji is a beautiful woman in her seventies. She was medium stature
and she was attired in a colorful Afrikan top and slacks. Her long grey locks flowed from
under her head dress. She was a soft-spoken woman with a calm and warm demeanor.
Mama Taraji was a native of Westville. She grew up during a time when the Afrikan
American community of Westville was rich and vibrant with the presence of Afrikan
American cultural heritage:

And we went to everything...all cultural groups [because] at that time people

came to churches in community things and anybody could go. There were Black

business and science expositions...that [were] kind of in with George Washington

Carver people. Black inventions and Black businesses, people got to see

those...And in the Black community there was a race consciousness that was

different than it is now, I think. We knew about Marcus Garvey, W.E.B.

DuBois...We got to see Eartha Kitt...Lena Horne...I mean we just had these

images of Black people who were prominent and successful in all areas...From

athletes to inventors to intellectuals (Personal Interview, 2004).

After graduating from high school, she continued on to college where she co-

majored in English and French. She taught English and Journalism in the Westville

Public schools for ten years. She decided to pursue a Masters degree and began
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substitute teaching throughout the Westville school district. During this time, she
witnessed the economic and subsequent resource disparity between affluent and low
socio-economic schools and decided that she needed to create her own school. She noted
that her drive for the advocacy of Afrikan American children stimulated her search for an
educational model which would address their specific concerns. She asserts “I was
looking for something that would dramatically impact [Afrikan American] students.”

In 1974, Mama Taraji along with a collective of twelve families opened the
school that would eventually become Faizah Shule as a Saturday school called the Nat
Turner School. Mama Taraji described the process of the genesis and evolution for the
Saturday school:

The process that we chose was to run a Saturday school for two years and to

develop and test curriculum...at least one member of the family was an educator.

And most of them taught higher education, they were college instructors and

professors. So we worked diligently and seriously on curriculum and we tested it

in six week segments. We had kids come for six weeks and then they were off for

a week while [we] did an evaluation and assessment, rewrote or wrote core

curriculum until we had felt strong enough and we were ready to open the Shule

in 1974 (Personal Interview, 2005).

In 1976, yielding to increased pressure from parents and having refined the
curriculum, the Saturday day school became a full day, K-8 school and the name was
changed to Faizah® Shule.

Struggles: The tool of perfection. Historically, Mama Taraji and the Shule
community struggled to keep the school open and this struggle was manifested in
constant relocation of the school. In over 30 years of existence, the school had moved

nine times. The Shule began in an Episcopal Church center and after several years

moved to a Lutheran church. After a brief period, the Shule moved to Lorne College of

¢ Refer to footnote #1
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Business. Violations cited by the Fire Marshall caused the Shule to move again. They
purchased a small building, but then lost the building because of financial difficulties.
Next, the Shule moved to a Catholic church. The church decided to demolish the
building and the Shule was forced to move again, this time to another Lutheran church.
Officials at the Lutheran church decided to terminate their rent and the Shule moved to
the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). The YWCA eventually closed and
the Shule moved to the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA). After several
years, the YMCA closed and was sold to Catholic housing. Finally, the Shule moved
back to Lorne College of Business, which is its current location.

In 1995, the Shule became a charter school and opened its enrollment to students
within the Westville Public School district.

The Guiding Principles for the educational experience. During this time, the
school was under the ideological and organizational umbrella of the Council of
Independent Black Institutions. In 1994, through the collaborative efforts of its members,
in which Mama Taraji and the staff were instrumental, the CIBI created a position
statement. The position statement defined an Afrikan centered education and in 1995, the
CIBI also created national standards for evaluating Afrikan centered Educational
Institutions (Hotep, 2001). According to the definition created by CIBI and adopted by
Faizah Shule and which guided the instructional pedagogy of its member schools:

CIBI defines Afrikan-centered education as the means by which Afrikan culture -

including the knowledge, attitudes, values and skills needed to maintain and

perpetuate it throughout the nation building process — is developed and advanced
through practice. Its aim, therefore, is to build commitment and competency
within present and future generations to support the struggle for liberation and
nationhood. We define nation building as the conscious and focused application
of our people’s collective resources, energies, and knowledge to the task of

liberating and developing the psychic and physical space that we identify as ours.
Nation building encompasses both the reconstruction of Afrikan culture and the
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development of a progressive and sovereign state structure consistent with that
culture (Hotep, 2001, p. 212).

The CIBI position statement further elucidates ten beliefs of utilizing an Afrikan-

centered education. The practice of Afrikan-centered education:

1.

2.

10.

Acknowledges Afrikan spirituality as an essential aspect of our uniqueness as
a people and makes it an instrument of our liberation;

Facilitates participation in the affairs of nations and defining (or redefining),
reality on our own terms, in our own time and in our own interests;

Prepares Afrikans ‘for self-reliance, nation maintenance, and nation
management in every regard’;

Emphasizes the fundamental relationship between the strength of our families
and the strength of our nation;

Ensures that the historic role and function of the customs, traditions, rituals
and ceremonies --- that have protected and preserved our culture; facilitated
our spiritual expression; ensured harmony in our social relations; prepared our
people to meet their responsibilities as adult members of our culture; and ,
sustained the continuity of Afrikan life over successive generations --- are
understood and made relevant to the challenges that confront us in our time;
Emphasizes that Afrikan identity is embedded in the continuity of Afrikan
cultural history and that Afrikan cultural history represents a distinct reality
continually evolving from the experiences of all Afrikan people wherever they
are and have been on the planet across time and generations;

Focuses on the “knowledge and discovery of historical truths; through
comparisons; hypothesizing and testing through debate, trial and application;
through analysis and synthesis; through creative and critical thinking; through
problem resolution processes; and through final evaluation and decision
making™;

Can only be systematically facilitated by people who themselves are
consciously engaged in the process of Afrikan-centered personal
transformation,;

Is a process dependent upon human perception and interpretation (Thus, it
follows that a curriculum can not be Afrikan-centered independent of our
capacity to perceive and interpret it in an Afrikan-centered manner);
Embraces the traditional wisdom that “children are the reward of life” and it
is, therefore, an expression our unconditional love for them. In order to best
serve Afrikan children our methods must reflect the best understanding we
have of how they develop and learn biologically, spiritually and culturally
(Hotep, 2001, p. 212).

Integrating the beliefs and the position statement from the Council of Independent

Black Institutions with her personal educational philosophy, Mama Taraji developed a
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framework for instructing students at the Faizah Shule. Mama Taraji’s articulated her
educational philosophy as follows:

Our philosophy has evolved over the years. We have a collective philosophy.
Basically, we are saying that we believe that all children are gifted. It is up to the
teachers to identify and this is before Howard Gardner, to identify the particular
strengths and talents in each child. And to develop a curriculum just for him
alone that will become an equalizing factor for his social and academic growth,
for these children. We believe in the whole child and that everything has to be
addressed, the child’s nutrition, the spiritual, the physical development, the
intellect, etc. And because we live in a racist society, we believe that Black
children need more intense mentoring... We believe that the parent should be
involved at all levels from pre-school thru high school and probably on into
college in their child’s education . . . [because] their first teacher should continue
to guide them, to study with them, to nurture them, to see that they have these
thing.” (Personal Interview, 2004).

A more formal articulation of the educational philosophy of Faizah Shule/Marcus
Garvey Academy was located in the Shule’s Parents Handbook (1999) and reads as

follows:

e We believe, as Dr. W.E.B. DuBois, believed in preparing talented young
people to provide leadership and service for Afrikan people at home and
abroad. Our commitment is to continue this legacy within an Afrikan
centered framework and a violence-free environment challenging students to
become some of the finest scholars, artists, and leaders in the global
community.

e We believe that with the spiritual and moral strength inherited from our
ancestors, and through on-going struggle for justice, peace, and self-
determination, the [Garvey] Preparatory experience will foster in the students
a spirit of self-reliance and commitment to the rebuilding of our communities
and reclaiming our traditional greatness.

e We believe that education is the gateway to liberation and that all students
deserve to be fully and correctly educated with the truth of human endeavor.
In the spirit of Sankofan Education, we must teach our students to reclaim and
reconstruct Afrikan greatness, using that knowledge to establish working
relationships with Afrikan people throughout the Diaspora.

e We believe that education is a transformative and life-long process. Growth
through learning places responsibility on both Mwalimu (teacher) and
Mwanafunzi (student) to share their knowledge and skills. This process
involves social interaction, cultural immersion, hands-on, and “beyond the
walls” creative school experiences that complement and reinforce reading,
computing and research. Learning must be balanced between structure and
freedom to create.
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e We believe that parents must continue to take an active role throughout their
children’s entire education; and that parents and teachers must work together
to promote harmony, self-determination, cooperation, collective
responsibility, purpose, creativity, and faith (The principles of the NGUZO
SABA) in the children they collectively serve.

e We believe that all children deserve respect and protection; but must also
learn to respect others. These lessons are best taught through role-modeling
by adults who are positive and fair and consistent in their behavior.

e We believe that given an educational experience that promotes self-esteem,
self-respect, and self-determination, and armed with a consciousness based on
truth, justice, and service, Afrikan descended children can become competent
and confident leaders in their communities and in a world of many diverse
peoples and cultures (Parents Handbook, 1999, p. 3).

The FS/MGPA'’s also developed a seven-fold purpose statement that reads as
follows:

e To develop a learning model that encourages academic excellence, self-
determination, entrepreneurship and social responsibility.

e To produce leadership for the re-development of the African American
community.

e To reinforce group identity and pride as well as self-esteem by daily use of
exemplary deeds and virtuous thoughts from great African people throughout
our history.

e To instill a sense of belonging in parents, students, and teachers by
emphasizing the concept of extended family.

e To develop strategic thinking based on past and present successes and creative
possibilities for the future.

To prepare students for higher learning.

e To examine the benefits of extended exposure of learners to education based

on Afrocentric principles. (Parent Handbook, 1999, p. 4).

These documents were utilized as the guiding principles to ensure that students
who attended the FS/MGPA received an Afrikan centered educational experience. The
overall intent of this experience was to produce leaders who were grounded in Afrikan
culture and identity and who would work towards the liberation and perpetuation of
Afrikan people on the Continent and in the Diaspora.

The next section provides detailed insight into the culture of a typical day at the

Shule. This section provides a rich description of the rituals and ceremonies in which
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students were expected to engage as well as the songs and affirmations that students sang

and recited each day in this educational experience are presented.
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A Typical Day at the Shule

A Typical Day at the Shule

Because the participants’ memories of the Shule experience spanned over a period
of time, in some cases as many as nine to twelve years, and also because the Shule has
experienced various changes over the years, such as expanding grade levels and even
converting to a charter school status, the participants descriptions to paint a portrait of a
typical day at the Shule have been synthesized. Drawing upon the memories of the
participants in this study, the following description of a typical day at the Shule is
presented:

Students arrived at the Shule in uniformed dress, girls attired in a black skirt or
slacks with a white blouse, and an optional red sweater, and boys in black slacks, a white
shirt, and the optional red sweater. Occasionally, girls would wear a scarf or a head wrap
and both boys and girls wore black shoes. The mornings began with the gathering of
students and staff for the opening assembly, which was held at 8:30 am every morning in
two locations in the building. The pre-kindergarten to fifth grade assembly was held in
the Nile Valley Learning Circle room with their school administrator, teachers, and staff
and the sixth to the eighth grades assembly was held in the Pyramid Learning Circle
room with their school administrator, teachers, and staff members.

During the assembly, the students stood in a circle formation and took a stance
referred to as angulia, which is Kiswahili for “attention.” In this stance, boys would
stand with their arms folded across their chests, and girls would stand with their arms in a

crossed position over their chests. Students understood that taking this stance
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demonstrated respect for their elders and a willingness to hear what was being said. One
participant explained angulia in this way:

Angulia is to stand at attention and it how you have to stand during morning and
afternoon assemblies. How you stand when you are greeting one of our Mwalimu
[teacher]. How you stand for approval, for the most part you are at rest in
between any tabora or a drill, like a tapping society....I think there was a spiritual
element [to it], but also there was a discipline element because it was about
learning how to control and still yourself from the inside-out. And I think angulia
in a lot of ways helped stilling oneself from the inside-out. You have to pull from
an internal force so that you can control your body [and] you can control your
mouth (Personal Interview, Asma, 2004).

While standing in angulia, students participated in the daily ritual of honoring the
ancestors through prayer and libation, the recitation of pledges, and the singing songs of
affirmation. They heard announcements and inspirational words. The students recited
the pledge, which is referred to as the CIBI pledge:

We are Afrikan people struggling for national liberation,
We are preparing leaders and workers to bring about positive change for our

people,

We stress the development of our bodies, minds, souls and consciousness,
Our commitment is to self-determination, self-defense and self-respect for our
race (The Council of Independent Black Institutions, 1990, p. 51).

The students sang songs of affirmation; one example is the song, Watoto Wa Afrika (We
are children of Afrika). This song is a call and response, that is, one person says the
verse first and then the audience responds by repeating it. This activity, call and
response, is reclamation of Afrikan traditional culture (Ani, 1997). A student is selected
to lead the song and then employs improvisation as the song progresses. One student
related that the song was sung as follows:

Watoto Wa Afrika (call)

Watoto Wa Afrika (response)

My name is Kamau (call)

His name is Kamau (response)

His name is Adofo (call)
His name is Adofo (response)
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(Personal Interview, 2005).
The song would continue in this manner until every student and teacher had been named.
Announcements were given and encouraging words for the day and the wanafunzi
(Kiswahili for students) all pulled together by saying seven harambees. Harambee
means “let’s all pull together” in Kiswahili; it is performed by the students forming a fist
with their left hand, raising their fisted arm in the air and pulling the arm down to the
group recitation of seven Harambees. Then, the students are dismissed from the group
assembly and go to their classes.
The curriculum consisted of classes that are centered in Afrikan culture. Studies
are designed to present a holistic context for learning about self and heritage, and to
provide the basis for understanding other peoples (Annual Education Report, 2005).
Students receive instruction from the following categories:
= CULTURE - Afrikan Studies, Social Studies (History, Civics, Government,
Economics) Sociology, Anthropology, Psychology, Philosophy, Fine Arts,
Music and Dance

* LANGUAGE ARTS & COMMUNICATIONS - Reading, Writing, Speech,
Listening, Afrikan and World Literary Studies, Drama, Debate, Oratory,
Research/Library Skills, Journalism, Foreign Languages: Afrikan and
European

= MATHEMATICS - Basic operations, Geometry, Afrikan Counting Systems,
Business Math, Algebra, Trigonometry, Calculus

= SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY - Life Science, Afrikan Invention and
Discovery, Environmental Studies, Chemistry, Physics, Physiology and
Anatomy, Research and Scientific Writing, Computer Science

= PHYSICAL EDUCATION - Fitness, Games and Sports, Martial Arts,
Health & Nutrition (Annual Education Report, 2005).

In the Nile Valley Learning Circle classrooms, a visitor may find kindergarten
students learning about their identity as Afrikan people. One participant of this study
explained the importance of students gaining knowledge of their Afrikan identity as the

foundation of their educational experience:
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They needed to understand [that] they were African children and everything that
they needed to do that was going to be good and had needed to be reaffirmed was
an African thing. Everything that needed to be in [the] room which was about
colors or shapes or styles or letters or numbers were learning about black people.
And it could be about black people anywhere in the world but it was going to be
about black people. They were going to be inundated and re-inundated with
blackness, blackness, blackness and how beautiful and good it was (Personal
Interview, Asma, 2004).

In the Pyramid Learning Circle classrooms (older students), you may find
students receiving instructions for writing a term paper. This term paper would be
expected to be representative of a college level paper with cover sheet, footnotes, and
bibliography. This paper would challenge students to see themselves as leaders of
nations, and a comprehensive explication of how they would effect and implement
policies for the maintenance of their nation would be expected. One participant described
the experience of writing this paper as follows:

And our assignment was to write . . . I mean I was so zealous about that
assignment, I wrote something like 9 pages worth of work. I think the
requirement was like 4 pages, but I wrote something like 9 pages. The whole idea
was how we foresee ourselves as an independent African nation and what that
would be. You know, that’s what heads of state do, that’s what people who are
designing policies and implementing policies that affects entire nations, and the
entire world, that’s what those kinds of people do. But we were never taught
explicitly certainly that, neither implicitly that we did not belong to that group . . .
but we are responsible for re-designing and then implementing new policies, and
a new way of thinking, a new way of being, and a new way of teaching, and a
new way of living (Personal Interview, Asma, 2004).

At mid-day, students attended lunch at the Shule. The entire school gathered in a
common lunch area and one student was selected to lead the group in the giving of thanks
for the food. The prayer is recited in Kiswahili but is translated here:

One hand to give,

One hand to receive,

We give praise to our Creator for healthy food to eat

To make us stronger.

To continue our struggle for liberation,
Justice, and peace.

76



TR LIPS F
T g

x...X.uwr..:.z AABEI, i o0 5 kb 1
Y i



We say “Thank you!” (Personal Interview, Kamau, 2005).

Students ate their meals, abundant in raw vegetables and fruits. The Shule’s
philosophy was to encourage students and parents to eat nutritious and healthy foods.
After students completed their meals and cleaned up behind themselves, they were
permitted to go outside for recess. During recess, boys and girls were kept apart and
engaged in separate activities. After recess, students went to their afternoon classes.

During the afternoon classes, a visitor would find students in the Nile Valley
Circle classrooms learning about the protocol for interacting with adults. As one
participant related:

We [Afrikan people] have always been very, very careful [and] deliberate about
relationship in role and place. You know children have a place, and it isn’t to be
beat down and oppressed, but they have a place. As a young adult you have a
place; as a full grown adult you have a place; as an elderly you have a place. And
so we were constantly learning and being molded and shaped in a way in which
we understood our place and not that that wasn’t an important or special place,
but that there was certain ways in which you engaged with an adult. If you were
late for class, you had to ask permission to enter. If you left the class, you had to
ask, but first of all, you had to apologize for being late and then ask for
permission to enter. Anytime a teacher walked into the classroom and at the
beginning of class, you stood and you greeted your teacher with respect. You did
not leave a class . . . . You waited for the teacher to dismiss you and then you
stood up and you thanked them for providing you with the information and all that
you had gained for that day from that class. You didn’t just enter [a class], let’s
say that that teacher had sent you with a note to another Mwalimu (teacher). You
didn’t just walk into that class, you didn’t ever walk through anyone’s classroom,
depending on where you were and they had open classrooms. No, you ask
permission (Personal Interview, Asma, 2004).

In the Pyramid Learning Circle classrooms, a visitor may find students learning
the third principle of the Nguzo Saba, which is Ujima. This principle stands for
collective work and responsibility and is understood to mean “To build and maintain our

commmunity together, and make our brother’s and sister’s problems our problems and to
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solve them together” (Karenga, 1998, p. 53). A participant of the study described how
this principle was affirmed in their education:

But it is very interesting about this idea that everybody will take responsibility for
each other because if anybody is misbehaving then everybody gets in trouble.
That was how we learned. We had to chant when we would drill “Are you your
brother’s keeper?” or “Are you your sister’s keeper?” and the answer was “No, I
am my brother”; “No, | am my sister.” Not that there wasn’t individual
responsibility, but definitely out of that push for individual responsibility came a
larger governing responsibility to something bigger than you. I’m always saying
it started with you, but it always ultimately went to something that was bigger
than you (Personal Interview, Asma, 2004).

At the end of the day, students gathered for the closing assembly. In the
assembly the students formed a circle and stood at angulia. Once again, the students,
teachers, and the administrator participated in the recitation of pledges, songs, and
inspirational words. In the closing assembly, the Afternoon pledge:

I am the first and the Last.

I am the Umoja and Imani.

We pledge to think Black, Speak Black,

Act Black, Buy Black, Pray Black,

Love Black, and Live Black.

We pledge to do black things today,

To ensure us of a Black tomorrow (Konadu, 2005, p. 169).

This pledge is followed with the singing of the song, We Have Done Black Things Today:

We have done Black things today and
We will do Black things again tomorrow.
We have done Black things today and
We will do Black things again tomorrow.

Will you? Yes, I will. Will you? Yes, I will. Will youuuuuu?

One more time (repeat) . . .

Asante Sana (Thank you very much) (Konadu, 2005, p. 170; Personal Interview,

Asma, 2004).

The Seven principles of the Nguzo Saba have been incorporated into a song, and a
student leader engaged his fellow students in a call and response rendition. At the end of

the song, students pull together with seven strong Harambees. This act of pulling

78



together was interpreted by the students as coming together on one accord and combining
their energies and strengths in support of the seven principles of the Nguzo Saba.
Following the Harambees, the students clapped their hands together seven times.
Afterwards, the students were dismissed for the day.

Although the Shule was dismissed for the day, many students remained on
campus. These students were participating in after school programs, such as drum and
dance practice or tutoring, and some were just waiting for their parents to pick them up.
So a day at the Shule often did not come to end until well into the evening hours.

In the next chapter, profiles of the participants of this study and their parents are
presented. The intent is to put flesh on the sinew of each participant’s life, hoping to
shed some light into the context of each young person’s educational experience as related

through their narratives.
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CHAPTER V
Case Studies
In this chapter, the participants in this study, and their parents will be introduced
through their narratives. The objective in this chapter is to paint a brief portrait of each
person to give the reader a sense of who these people are historically, socially, politically,
and culturally. The underlying questions which guided the writing of each narrative of
the participants and their parents were:
1. Who is this person?
2. What were his/her parental influences while growing up?
3. What was the social, historical, political, and cultural context in which
they grew up?
An additional question which was posed for the parents in shaping their narratives was:
4. Why did he/she select the Afrikan centered school for their child(ren)?
In this study, one parent for each participant and in two cases, two children of the

same family were interviewed. Refer to Table 5.1 for a breakdown of the participants,

their parent, graduation year, and gender.

Table 5.1: Participant, parent, graduation year and gender of participants

Participants Parent Y ear Graduated Male or Female
Kamau Mama Mariama 1996 M

Heimes Mama Mariama 2001 M

Naimah Mama Nefertiti 1996 F

Asma Mama Busara 1996 F

Nina Mama Ayo 2001 F

Mumbi Baba Shombay 2001 F

Adofo Baba Shombay 2002 M

Narratives are often employed when attempting to make meaning of particular life
experiences (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). In the following profiles, a brief narrative of
the parent is presented and then a brief narrative of the child/ren of each family is given.

The parent’s narrative frames the historical, cultural, social and political context which
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guided the decision to enroll the participants into an Afrikan centered school. The
parent’s story broadens the scope of the participant’s life, allowing the reader to more
fully apprehend the lived experiences of each young person participating in this study.

To protect the privacy of the participants in the study, a pseudonym has been
given to each participant, their parents and the school in the study. Some participants
selected a pseudonym or pseudonyms were provided for those participants who did not
select a pseudonym.

The majority of the participants, their parents and the director of the school had
names representative of Afrikan culture. In selecting pseudonyms for the participants
and their parents, I wanted to be mindful of the representation of the participants in this
study. Their Afrikan names were significant because each name declared a quality,
virtue or characteristic of the person who carried that name (Mbiti, 1991; Tedla, 1995).
As researcher, I wanted to respect the naming tradition of Afrikan culture and as I
selected pseudonyms for the participants, their parents and the director of the school, I
took care to select a name for each person which reflected a trait or character t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>