
 

Scholar Spotlight: Alanna Littleton 
Interview with Niya Sosa, Supervisor 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Buffalo Public Schools are full of talented and inspiring 
scholar leaders. Leaders that are confident, uplift 
others, face challenges head on, and spread their 
“light” to others. One of these leaders is Alanna 
Littleton, a junior at Emerson High School. 
 

Alanna is outgoing, loves to write, challenges herself, 
and likes trying out new things. Alanna jumped at the 
opportunity to join the Big Sister-Little Sister 
Dialogues in October 2021. She explains that 
participation in the program has allowed her to 
communicate and connect with girls on several topics, 
from different schools around the district. Alanna says 
the program taught her to relax, to take a breath and 
be present with the help of the affirmations and 
mindfulness moments that are a key component of 
the girls’ high school mentoring program. Past 
extracurricular activities include Glee Club and Track 
in her middle school years. 
 

Alanna was presented by another opportunity, The 
Lorna C. Hill Speaking Contest, in February 2022 by 
Mrs. Stephanie Courtney, Alanna’s English teacher. 
She decided to try it out and went to the first 
rehearsal where she had to memorize lines. Alanna 
remembers feeling proud of herself when she was 

able to do so and quickly gained the confidence to 
move forward in the contest. 

(continued on page 2) 
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“We are Still Standing, and We are Strong” 
 

As we continue to move toward a place of healing and resilience after a 
white supremacist massacrist took the lives of ten innocent Black com-
munity members, based solely upon the level of melanin in their skin, I 
call for love, peace, and Umoja amongst all of the Buffalo City School 
District community, to smite racism in the name of love. White suprem-
acy could not prevail in our community even after such a heinous act undergirded by 
systemic structural and institutional racism. I have witnessed scholars, parents, teachers, 
and administrators of all racial backgrounds working collaboratively to mitigate the im-
pact of the trauma perpetuated through insidious gun violence and the overwhelming 
loss of life we are experiencing here in Buffalo and in cities nationally.  
 

On May 24, 2022, at Martin Luther King, Jr. Park, hundreds of scholars representing the 
“Our Story Project” and their families, attended a scholar-developed and led Honoring 
and Healing Ceremony to honor the beloved deceased, and to heal as a community from 
this racially motivated hate crime. It was there, in that special moment that healing mag-
ic through UNITY began to occur. I watched a group of teenage students work in unity 
with their diverse peers to not only advocate for social justice for themselves, but to also 
demonstrate the brilliance, resilience, and beauty of Black culture. As they poured out 
their hearts through spoken word, dance, drums, and poetic gestures, we stood there at 
the bust of our country’s greatest Civil Rights Activist of all time, and “Drum Major for 
Justice”.  I know the ancestors and Dr. King were proud of our young people that day! I 
sure was. 
 

The BPS scholars demonstrated perseverance through empowerment in the arts, and 
criticality. They led with resilience and grace, extending a hand of love and acceptance 
to all who contributed to the collective healing experience without a second thought 
about their race, class, socioeconomic status, gender identity, or any political motiva-
tions. They led in such an extraordinary way because they have been trained and have 
developed skillsets to think critically, and to act with pride, self-confidence, and action. 
There was no room for wasting time on what a racist thought about Black people, they 
were too busy implementing a program that demonstrated the true greatness of their 
historical Black ancestors and their legacy upon whose shoulders we stand. No one 
seemed to want to discuss the racist, but rather, center joy and historical accuracy about 
the people and District community that we are, and the Umoja strength we represent. I 
was so proud of their demonstrated leadership as I know there are many scholars who 
are not treated with the same compassion and respect daily, due to the melanin levels in 
their skin. I know that with the resilience and leadership exhibited by the scholars in the 
Buffalo Public Schools, we are in great hands and that all scholars will be treated fairly 
and equitably as a result of scholars who are able to think and know, and execute plans 
for equity for themselves. Our Buffalo Public Schools scholars are leading the way, we 
probably should let them do that more often. 
 

Umoja! Have a safe summer! - Dr. Fatima Morrell, Time Magazine Innovative Teacher 2022 

Umoja  



 

She chose Sojourner Truth’s, “Ain’t I A Woman,” for the contest because of 
Truth’s life as an activist. Alanna says, “Her speech spoke to me. She is this 
woman, she is this woman. I wanted to bring her story to life, and I did. I put my 
all into it.” Her success in the contest made her reflect on her abilities to do other 
things. “It really made me want to explore what else I could do,” says Alanna. 
 

Alanna is the fourth oldest of ten children and attributes her family to playing a 
role in her outlook on school and life. Alanna describes her mother as being “a 
very strong woman” who has taught her and her siblings to take care of one 
another. She goes on to share, "My mom always says, the more skill you have, 
the more opportunity” which pushes her to learn as much as she can. Life lessons 
and failures have also helped shape Alanna into the young woman she is today. 
When a problem arises, she takes a solution focused approach, by reflecting, 
choosing not to “linger” on a problem, and then prioritizing what is important. 
 

Alanna is a star student in her studies and loved by her administration, teachers, 
and friends. Her post-secondary plans include college and becoming a pastry 
chef. Ms. Debbie White Stokes, principal of Emerson High School, agrees that 
Alanna is a scholar leader and states that the school is “so blessed to have her” as 
one of their students. Mrs. Stephanie Courtney states that Alanna doesn’t “cut 
anything short” when it comes to her academics and also states that Alanna has a 
“good attitude” and “growth mindset” that is “contagious” to others. “Alanna 
gives me hope,” says Mrs. Courtney as she reflects on a moment during the 
Lorna C. Hill Contest when the group of students met and Alanna stopped the 
activity to say to a new student, “Wait, we need to know your name, so we can 
get to know you and we can love you.” Alanna created this space of acceptance 
and unity amongst the group. 
 

Considering the state of the current climate, in regard to violence in 
communities, Alanna suggests people coming together to brainstorm ways to 
build up and improve the community. Alanna says, “We can build up a place and 
build up a standard and foundation. The same thing is going to repeat, the cycle 
is going to keep spinning in that same way. If you’re angry and bitter about a 
situation, all you’re going to do is act on that. But if you continue to speak up, 
continue to say how you feel, there can be a change, but you have to act 
accordingly.” Alanna states that we must stand together in unity as “a bigger 
voice.” 
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“When Spiders Unite, They Can Tie Down a Lion” 

Dalphne Bell, Director, Office of CLRI 
 
This African Proverb made me reflect on the power of each small individual and the ability to make major, systemic change when united 
with others. When I began my administrative career in the Buffalo Public Schools seven years ago, there was no Culturally and Linguistically 
Responsive Initiatives Department, we did not yet host an Urban Forum, scholars were not in programs such as Our Story learning about 
the greatness of the ancestors flowing within their veins. We did not unite school teams together to participate in book studies, review 
disproportionality data and talk about combatting systemic racism in our schools. Fast forward to today, all these things are normal 
occurrences here in Buffalo and more. It began with a lead, Dr. Fatima Morrell, and a small district CLRI 
team that I was fortunate to be part of with the unwavering support of the superintendent and the 
Board of Education. Just a few “spiders” in the attack on the “lion” of systemic racism in our educational 
system. Overtime, more individuals joined the fight. Our curriculum committee is one of the largest and 
powerful in the district. CLRI’s Emancipation Curriculum has gained national recognition for the lessons 
and resources available to the public to lift marginalized voices. Each teacher around the country who 
picks up and teaches those lessons is another ally against the lion, as well as each administrator who 
advocates for the use of the Emancipation Curriculum. We can do so little on our own, but together 
major changes are happening. They say if you want to go fast, go alone, but if you want to go far, go 
together. We come together to celebrate, to mourn, to heal, and to grow. Together we have come so far 
as a district in the fight against systemic racism. Together we unite for change. Umoja. 

Artwork: 
 

Julia Eagan, 11th Grade & Nishat Sarker, 11th Grade 
City Honors High School #195 

Our Story Project Scholars 
 

Umoja  

The Solution 
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On May 24, 2022, scholars from the CLRI Scholar programs 
organized a healing event to address the pain, trauma, and 
needs resulting from the Jefferson Street Tops Tragedy that 
occurred on May 14, 2022. Scholars performed spoken word, 
songs, dances, and other artistic performances to promote 
hope and healing in the Buffalo Community. Through the 
scholars’ leadership, the community rallied together, to collect 
food and non-perishable donations to support those impacted 
by this violent, racist attack. 



 
 

“I realize that everyone can change”: 

Critical Race Conversations from a Classroom 

Ms. Lisa Laske’s Class 

Frederick Law Olmsted School #156 

Ms. Lisa Laske is a Special Education teacher of a 6:1:1 
class at Frederick Law Olmsted School #156. Her class 
of six students has been reading Stamped for Kids by 
Ibram X. Kendi throughout this school year. In their 
reading, writing, and discussions, her students have 
had remarkable moments of critical thought, 
specifically concerning the history and current state of 
racism in America. 

After learning about W.E.B. DuBois, Elijah noticed how 
he shifted his views on race: “DuBois is finally opening 
up his eyes, starting to understand the racism of 
humanity. When Marcus [Garvey] saw light-skinned 
people only, he didn’t like it. He talked to DuBois. Then 
he [DuBois] changed. I didn’t know that he was going 
to change, but I realize that everyone can change.” 
Elijah’s classmate, Erick, also discovered that colorism 
is an important issue: “Okay, so racism is just pure 
stupidity. Being racist to another person by skin color is 
just not right, but being racist to a person who is of the 
same race, but the skin color is just a bit different, is 
just dumb.”  

Students have learned about the history of race in 
America and Erick noticed the different approaches of 
Dr. King and Malcolm X to fight for racial justice. He 
wrote that they were “two men who worked for their 
dreams; two men who had the same idea, but both 
used different ways to achieve it. Both were different 
but, in these ideas, they were the same: end 
segregation, open up new jobs for Black people, and 
finally, freedom to vote.”  

Anthony noticed that racism is prevalent in media from 
the past and present: “Animals and stories are symbols 
of racist ideas. Cartoons, movies, toys, comics, and 
books support racism. Birth of a Nation was 
Hollywood’s first blockbuster film. The ‘blackwashing’ 
has never been funny. Tarzan is full of racist ideas.”   

Ms. Lisa Laske created space in her 
classroom for her students to have 
complex, rich, discussions around 
race which opened their minds to 
understanding the world from a deep, 
critical perspective. 

JUNETEENTH 
Benjamin Willis, Director, Office of CLRI 

 

The history of the Juneteenth celebration is one that rings true and dear to the 
hearts of African American people all over the country, but it truly should be 
celebrated by everyone, all Americans. It marks the last day that our last enslaved 
ancestor was freed from the bondage of Chattel Slavery. Although the 
Emancipation Proclamation was signed two years prior, word of the legislation 
traveled slowly, and implementation of the new law and new rights granted to 
newly freed African Americans was the reason for the celebration then and the 
reason we still celebrate today.  
 

June 19th, 1865 was the day. Galveston, Texas was the city. Ironically, 2021 was 
the year President Joe Biden signed the law to acknowledge Juneteenth as a 
Federal Holiday. It will be observed on Monday, June 20th, 2022, this year.  
 

Buffalo, New York is home to one of the longest running and largest Juneteenth 
celebrations in the nation. Our city’s history as the last stop on the underground 
railroad gives us a unique place in American History that is undeniably important 
for many reasons and on many levels.  
 

Our celebration in Buffalo returns to its full glory this year, starting early Saturday 
morning, June 18th, with the parade and cavalcade marching down Genesee 
Street. Many groups that are prominent in the city’s leadership, as well as cultural 
groups around the city take part in the parade, aligning to the spirit of Umoja, 
UNITY, one of the guiding principles of Kwanzaa, which we should adhere to year-
round. What better time to celebrate Umoja-Unity than the days designated to 
honor our freedom in this nation. 
 

As a member of MasterCraftsmen Lodge #110, in the Seventh Masonic District of 
New York State’s Free and Accepted Prince Hall Masons, I love to march in the 
parade with my brothers—engaging the community with pride and joy. I usually 
see so many of the students and families that I have served over the years, and its 
wonderful when we are actually a part of the community we serve as educators 
in the Buffalo Public School system.  
 

As the parade files into Martin Luther King Park, we are met with cheers and 
claps, music and food, entertainment, and vendors as we gather together to 
celebrate the culture, our culture, and the great history that African American 
people have collectively compiled. We not only celebrate the history that started 
on American soil, but also our connections to our ancestors that extend back to 
the times of Ancient Africa where we established the world’s first civilizations on 
the banks of the Nile River, which currently spans across ten African countries.  
 

To know ourselves is to love ourselves. When our children reach back and grab 
onto the essence of greatness that exists historically within our DNA (Sankofa), 
they will realize the greatness they have within, and our job as educators to bring 
out the best in all our children will be even more rewarding.  

 

I end with a thank you to our current administration for 
acknowledging Juneteenth as a Holiday on the Federal 
level, indeed this nation would not be the world power 
that it is had it not been built on the backs and souls of 
400 years of free labor! Be blessed good people and 
let’s look onward to a future where we, as African 
American people, can be celebrated, appreciated, and 
eventually compensated for All that we have done for 
our nation, and our world! Harambee!!  
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Adirondack Chairs for Diversity: “Everyone is Welcome Here” 

Mr. Daniel Collins’s Class, Frederick Law Olmsted School #156 

 

In Mr. Daniel Collins’s class at Frederick Law Olmsted School #156, 8th grade 
technology students worked collaboratively to cut, sand, polyurethane, and 
assemble an Adirondack chair. Several students then submitted artwork with a 
positive message about the diversity of the school. Jayani Williams and Cristian 
Rivera’s work was selected to be placed on the arm of the chair. If you look 
closely, each individual piece has imperfections, but all the imperfections come 
together to make a beautiful product, much like each member of the student 
and staff body at Olmsted. We all have our blemishes but when we work 
together the product is greater than the sum of its parts. The message on the 
chair says it all: “Everyone is welcome here.”  
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Building Community Through Umoja 
Ayshah Bhuiyan, 10th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School of Innovative Technology #363 
 
Umoja is seen everywhere between families, schools, neighborhoods, jobs, and 
even in yourself. To me, Umoja is when people help each other and join together 
to get through situations that are either bad or good. People create Umoja 
between themselves and with others. I have created Umoja with myself by 
knowing what is good for me and what is good for others. Also, by connecting to 
myself, understanding people when they need help, knowing what to do when 
others need help, not doing things that will harm and hurt people, and helping 
other people, so they don’t hurt or harm themselves. My hope for unity in my 
school and neighborhood community is that we come together and work with 
each other instead of starting stupid fights and using violence. We need to work 
together to make a better community, so people don’t see the negativity within 
the community and environment. Also, when we communicate and are 
understanding of everyone, we build a positive and united community. It’s 
important to have Umoja because when you don’t have unity with yourself or the 
people around you then negativity will increase, and it will harm everyone or 
yourself. 

Let Others In 

Antonio Davis, 11th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School 

of Innovative Technology #363 

 

I can make a connection with Umoja by being the 
person in my family who always wants everyone to be 
together and make everyone happy. Umoja can unite 
voices by being an uplifting word to some people; 
making them strive for greatness and good well 
being. I’ve created unity amongst my friends and the 
people around me. My hope for unity in school and 
throughout the community is that we need to be 
nicer to people, not be so uptight all the time, and to 
loosen up. You should let more people in your life 
because you never know who you’re going to meet 
one day. 



 

Urban Forum 2022: Bold Embraces for Healing Spaces 
Nicole Buccilli, Data Coach , Office of CLRI 

 
The Buffalo Public School District and the Office of Culturally and 
Linguistically Responsive Initiatives was proud to host Dr. Yolanda Sealey-
Ruiz on March 15, 2022 to kick off the seventh annual Urban Forum. 
Stakeholders from all parts of our District community, including teachers, 
administrators, board members, students, parents, and community partners, 
were provided with the opportunity to boldly embrace healing spaces, as 
well as engage in a shared dialogue around culturally responsive and anti-
racist healing practices. 
 
Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz, a national expert on racial literacy, associate 
professor at Teachers College, Columbia University, and published poet, 
centered her keynote address on the importance of creating healing 
educational spaces to support academic achievement. With the theme of 
love threaded throughout her speech, Dr. Sealey-Ruiz encouraged district 
stakeholders to interrupt racism and inequality on both a personal and 
systemic level, further emphasized by her statement, “Our students deserve 
a different way of life than what they have inherited.” She also spoke directly 
to empowering teachers, “Teachers have power and influence … They 
influence the lives of children for years to come. Children remember the 
teachers that love them, that care about them, that support them!” Dr. 
Sealey-Ruiz concluded her speech by sharing her own personal motto: “It has 
been and will always be about love. Love is the answer.” This opening session 
inspired participants to consider their role in creating healing social-
emotional spaces for students that provide students with opportunities to 
liberate themselves from narratives that have been written about them. 
 
For the remainder of the day, participants continued to boldly embrace 
healing spaces by engaging in several breakout sessions, such as Addressing 
Racial Trauma in the Classroom, an Indigenous Healing – Virtual Blanket 
Exercise, and the infusion of healing-centered culturally responsive arts and 
music practices. 
 
Several sessions on the infusion of the Emancipation Curriculum, the diverse 
Rising Voices book collection, and the 1619 Project’s books, A New Origin 
Story and Born on the Water, raised awareness about the importance of 
providing our students with accurate history and multiple perspectives, as 
well as creating opportunities that support a shared reading experience at 
home and in the classroom. 
 
A focus on centering joy and actionable practices served as the foundation 
for Healing-Centered Mindfulness Moments with Distinguished Scholars and 
Hope and Healing from Our Schools. As one distinguished scholar 
highlighted, “All of us here in this space are resonating and connecting with 
one another, whether or not we have the same circumstances.” By the end 
of the Urban Forum 2022 experience, many participants commented that 
they left feeling better than they did before. 
 
The Office of CLRI sends special gratitude to the Department of Staff 
Development and all facilitators and presenters who provided support with 

Urban Forum! Their support truly helped make Urban Forum 2022 a 
successful and inspiring event!  

We Unite to… 
Brooke Woods, Instructional Coach, Office of CLRI 

 
We, educators, unite for our BPS students to: 

We unite to make life-long connections with students. 

We unite to create students’ love of learning. 

We unite to discover their inner genius. 

We unite to inspire them to seek a growth mindset. 

We unite to promote healthy lifestyles and routines. 

We unite for our students to find joy in their souls. 

We unite to ensure all students’ identities are visible. 

We unite to show them all abilities are respected. 

We unite to help them navigate their authentic selves. 

We unite to celebrate students’ cultural backgrounds. 

We unite to protect their emotional safety. 

We unite to encourage anti-bias thoughts. 

We unite to empower their young voices. 

We unite to impart love and self-worth. 

We, educators, unite to 

foster feelings of belonging to our BPS family. 
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Urban Forum Keynote Speaker, Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz 

Scholars for Social Justice lead participants through powerful healing-centered mindfulness moments 



 

Being a Team in Unity 
Hector Cortes, 11th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School of 
Innovative Technology #363 

 
The theme of Umoja connects to me as a teenager 

because as we embrace other races together, we 

become united as one. The concept of Umoja unites 

voices by expressing our gratitude and kindness for our 

races; we can learn more about these different 

nationalities around the world and in our school. I 

created unity amongst others and myself by having a 

strong belief in my family and having a strong bond 

with others. I am able to lend a hand to those who 

need something because I have my family as a team. In 

anything, having a team and unity is very important. 

My hope for unity within my school community is that 

we get better at working together as a team and having 

great communication skills. Not a lot of people want 

help, so I find it important and hope that we can all 

unite and share amongst each other what Umoja is 

about and what it can do for our community, as well as 

strengthen us to become better. In order to achieve 

any of this, we must start with trust, get to know more 

about our families, and move on from there. 

Racial Inequality Poem 
Khadija Nancy, 10th Grade, City Honors High School #195 

Our Story Project Scholar 
 

You see the color of our skin and immediately think “hostile.” 

I promise we won't hurt you. Not emotionally and certainly not physically. 

And thus your respect and kindness is all we ask for. 

We plan to be your friend but all you think of us is animals. 

Hostile, scary and just terrifying. 

I live my life behind your shadows because you can't bear the melanin in my skin 

or the cloth around my head. 

My plans, my goals shorten to "just a dream" because you can't handle a person 

of color in power. 

Just breathe and get by, that's all I hear. 

But how long, how long will my people and I have to suffer. 

I wait every day to fit into your ideal mold but today I surrender. 

I am who I am, everything. 

My skin, my hijab, my culture, and all that I love and believe. 

Issue 2, Page 8 

Speaking Truth 

Clianda Yarde, Coordinator, Office of CLRI 
 

An African proverb states, “If you want to go quickly, go 
alone. If you want to go far, go together.” 

Unity has been the cornerstone for community. My Nana 
would often share with me growing up, “If you don’t know 
where you’ve been, you won’t know where you're going.” 
Unity is oftentimes overlooked due to the issues of me, 
myself, and I, which can be contributed to the fast pace 
“have it your way” culture we live in. 

Back in March I was afforded the opportunity to speak at Mayor Brown’s Women’s History Month celebration. As I read the words of 
Sojourner Truth’s Speech, “Ain’t I A Woman?” I became full, realizing that I, along with other women who are melanin rich, can proudly say, “I 
am because we are.” Sojourner Truth spoke truth to power, affording opportunity for unity and taking pride in rights all women should have. I 
could only imagine the hearts and minds as I spoke, glancing at the audience, captivating them with each word as my elder once did. My spirit 
is crying out Umoja! We must remember that unity comes with sacrifice and with the understanding that speaking truth to power comes with 
a price. I’ve come to learn it’s a price worth paying. As we stand like I did on March 25, 2022, on the shoulders of my elders, I leave you with 
this clarion call: 

Together we can achieve more — We are only as strong as we are united — As weak as we are divided. 

Umoja, Umoja, Umoja! 

Artwork by Khadija Nancy 



 

Harriet Tubman: A True Personification of Umoja 

Richard Pyszczek, Coordinator, Social Studies Department 
 

Harriet Tubman was guided by a deep faith and devotion to family, freedom, and 
community. She personifies this issue’s theme of Umoja-Unity. After emancipating 
herself and members of her family, she moved them from Ontario, Canada to New York 
State in 1859. Central New York was a center for progressive thought, abolition, and 
women’s suffrage where Tubman continued to fight for human rights, unity, and dignity 
until she died in 1913. Known as the "Moses of her People" for her extraordinary work 
with abolitionist causes, Harriet Tubman's heroic efforts led more than three hundred 
persons out of slavery. 

For the decade following her escape to freedom, Harriet Tubman devoted her energy to 
helping her friends and family attain their own emancipation. As the most famous 
conductor on the Underground Railroad, she was constantly on the move between 
Canada and Maryland. In that time, she rarely had an opportunity to establish a home 

base for herself. Realizing that a Civil War was imminent, Tubman found a haven for her family in the pastoral village of Fleming, New York, just 
outside the city of Auburn, NY in 1859. Auburn, NY was a hub for abolitionists in the mid-1800s and had ties to Philadelphia, PA where Harriet 
Tubman lived immediately after she escaped from slavery in Maryland. While in Philadelphia, Harriet met many influential abolitionists, 
including William Still, the African American Purvis extended family, Lucretia Coffin Mott, and Frederick Douglass. The concept of Umoja was 
evident during the Abolition Movement prior to the U.S. Civil War when many voices unified across the Union calling for an end to slavery.  

Established on January 10, 2017 in Auburn, NY, Harriet Tubman National Historical Park is located at the site where Tubman lived and 
worshiped, caring for family members and other formerly enslaved people seeking safe haven in the North. To commemorate her life's work, 
this national park includes the Harriet Tubman Visitor Center, the Tubman Home for the Aged, and the Harriet Tubman Residence. The 
Thompson Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, a modest, two-story, frame structure constructed in 1891 where the 
Underground Railroad conductor worshiped during her time in Auburn, is also part of the 32-acre park. Across the street from the park, visitors 
can visit Harriet Tubman's grave at Fort Hill Cemetery. On March 5, 2022, students and educators from the Buffalo Public Schools visited this 
complex and paid their respects and acknowledged the sacrifices made by this great American.  
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Our Story Project & MBK Scholars at the Harriet Tubman House 

CLRI Scholars partake in an 
immersive cultural excursion 

at The Harriet Tubman 
National Historical Park in 

Auburn, New York 



 

Kevari Carr, 11th Grade, Lewis J. Bennett High School of Innovative Technology #363 
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Umoja 

Treshawn Mitchell, 12th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School of Innovative Technology #363 

 

Umoja is an African word for unity. To me unity means people from all around the 

world, which includes people from all races, are at peace. This means no fighting 

with each other over power. Unity is everyone strong together as one team, not 

split up in isolation. When people can come from around the world and live freely 

without hate or anger towards one another, we get Umoja. To get equality, we 

need to subtract the animosity, multiply the equality, and add the forgiveness. We 

must learn to stand as one because we can fall dramatically if we don’t stand 

together. To me Umoja is another way of saying, “We are a family who stands 

together even if we don’t see eye to eye.” We must be able to admit when we are 

wrong and be willing to learn where we may have taken a 

wrong turn and learn how to do things differently. Umoja 

can be seen in different ways across the world. It’s just 

about putting differences to the side and understanding 

each other’s points of view. When we do this, all 

problems are easier to solve and more love is able to get 

passed along across the nations of the globe.  

Umoja 
Genah Lasby, Social Studies Teacher 

Lewis J. Bennett High School of  
Innovative Technology #363 

    
Umoja is one of the seven core principles of Kwanzaa. 
Umoja translates to Unity. When I hear the word 
Umoja, the first thing I think about is my students. I 
think about my current, past, and future students 
who enter the four walls of my classroom. My school 
has built a family community with the principle of 
Umoja. I want my students to be seen, feel valued, 
and their voices heard. I believe in the power of 
numbers when it comes to being unified and using 
our voices within our school and community. Being 
open and willing to respect one another’s values and 
opinions. The key to Umoja is listening to one 
another with respect and dignity. We all bring 
something beautiful and different to the table. So 
many cultures can learn and grow from each other 
simply by having open and respectful conversations. 



 

 
Guardians of Equity Bring Unity to the Buffalo Public Schools 
Kristan Mackiewicz, Supervisor & Brooke Woods, Instructional Coach 

Office of CLRI 
 
Each building within the vast population of Buffalo Public Schools 
has their own unique strengths, specially designed academic 
programs, varying levels of education, and a largely diverse staff and 
student population. Although we are all part of the same system, it 
often feels like we are alone in our work. We have a significant need 
to come together through a lens of UMOJA – or unity – to best 
provide our students with an equitable education that provides 
meaningful, high leverage learning opportunities. We are excited to 
announce that each building will have support in ensuring that every 
child within this beautifully diverse district is appropriately served 
through the Office of CLRI’s development of the role of Guardian of 
Equity.  
 
In collaboration with building administrators, we have tasked a 
member of each school community to serve as a Guardian of Equity. 
Guardians of Equity are critical in unifying the school community by 
moving the culturally and linguistically responsive initiatives forward 
at the building level. They share the belief that high quality 
education is every child’s civil right and demonstrate this through 
providing daily opportunities that raise scholar voices and embrace 
student culture. Through their role as liaison between the CLRI 
department and their building, they provide their colleagues with 
the necessary tools to ensure that all students have equitable access 
to the curriculum and the opportunity for their story to be heard. 
Guardians of Equity understand that to ensure the best outcomes 
for our students, everything we do must be done through a lens of 
social justice. 
 
Guardians of Equity receive ongoing professional development in the 
areas of culturally responsive pedagogy, disproportionality, and 
implementation of the Emancipation 
Curriculum. They are to engage in 
three to four hours of work per week 
in which they turnkey this information 
to their colleagues and support the 
initiatives of the Office of CLRI. One of 
the highlights of their position is the 
implementation of a school-wide 
diversity event in which parents and/
or community members may 
participate. With our dedicated 
Guardians at each building spreading 
the same message, goals, and love to 
all, we will be able to achieve an 
elevated level of unity and student 
achievement throughout each of our 
Buffalo Public Schools.   

 
The Collective Mind 

Benjamin Willis, Director, Office of CLRI 
 
The collective mind is always greater than any one mind alone. I 
have stated that fact since the beginning of my career in public 
education and indeed it has reigned true every year since. 
Conferences have a way of bringing the best out of those like-
minded individuals who are thirsty for knowledge. Dr. Sealy-Ruiz got 
us started off on an intellectually inspirational wave with her 
keynote address at Urban Forum in March 2022. Her knowledge and 
passion for our work came through in a truly authentic manner and 
allowed us the opportunity to connect on all four levels of 
consciousness, the physical, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual 
levels. She is truly amazing, and I look forward to her work and 
research in the future. 
 
I also had the opportunity to moderate our Yoga rooms. We had two 
instructors with two different approaches to revealing the benefits 
of Yoga. One session with Symphonie Allen took us through an 
actual yoga class, moving us out of our seats and into specific 
stretches and poses. The tension leaving my personal space was 
very much appreciated, I walked away wanting more classes, which I 
did sign up for. Sarah Haykel took an intellectual approach to Yoga 
and Mindfulness and had us outline the theoretical aspects of yoga 
and provided time for us to think and identify what our stressors are 
and how we can become more in-tuned in the moment, maximizing 
our experiences and alleviating our stress throughout the day. 
Taking a moment to breathe, even practicing mindful breaths are 
now incorporated in my daily practice. 
 
I thank both of our experts for teaching us and improving our paths 
towards self-care, which is so critical in our work as we recover from 
the twin pandemics. Learning new ways to care for ourselves is a 
critical piece to recovery and healing in these days and times. Ashe! 
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Umoja Connects Us 
Avery Stewart, 11th Grade, 

Lewis J. Bennett High School 
of Innovative Technology #363 

 
Umoja is a form of unity that we see in our 
community every day. As a teenager there are 
many different forms of unity, such as sports, 
clubs, friend groups, and many more. The 
concept of Umoja helps us unite our voices 
because when we come together lots of progress 
is made when all our minds mesh to make a goal 
possible in our community. I have been able to 
create Umoja among many of my friends 
throughout my years in high school and outside 
of the school atmosphere. I have a hope that one 
day everyone will be able to come together and 
be at peace with each other. In other 
communities and places there are diverse types 
of Umoja. We have family Umoja, community 
Umoja, interracial Umoja, and African Umoja. 
Most importantly, Umoja helps mold people to 
become helpful and work around their 
neighborhood to help the elderly around them or 
help the young kids complete tasks that can help 
them later in life. Umoja, an African term for 
unity, is all around us in every area of the world. 
You may not see it, but it is there. This can 
connect us all together in our lives.  

When We Are United, We Are One 
J'vonna Jones, 11th Grade, South Park High School #206 

Big Sister-Little Sister Scholar 
 
Words that come to mind when I hear "unity" are unite, togetherness, harmony, peace, 
team, one, accord, and integrity. 
 
The theme of Umoja connects to me as a teenager because it is something that should 
be a part of my life, as a young teen. When teenagers come together and are on one 
accord, so much gets done and created. Teenagers have very creative minds, and when 
that creativity is brought out through unity it can begin to inspire and motivate other 
teens to unite and work together. 
 
The concept of Umoja unites voices by bringing different people with different opinions 
together to speak about their views on certain situations. It also gives everyone an 
opportunity to be heard fairly. I have created unity amongst myself and others by 
encouraging myself and other people to work together and get things done in their 
lives and their communities. I want them to feel comfortable and highly motivated to 
do so, and in the process, we'll stick together and be by each other's sides no matter 
what. 
 
My hope for unity within my school and community is that we all learn to come 
together and compromise. I want everyone to understand that violence is never the 
answer to a problem. Instead of being divided, we should unite. We're more powerful 
at accomplishing anything when we're together. Sticking together, especially during 
these difficult times, can get us through so much.  
 

Here is a quote for you to reflect upon: 
"Unity is strength... when there is teamwork and collaboration, 

wonderful things can be achieved." - Mattie Stepanek 
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Artwork by 
Jakiyrah Mason, 12th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett School 
of Innovative Technology #363 



 

 The Beauty of Our District 
Nicole Buccilli, Data Coach 

Office of CLRI 
 
As I reflect on this issue’s theme of 
Umoja – Unity, I would like to 
celebrate the beauty of our diverse 
district. While each of us are unique 
and special in our own right, 
together, as we represent various 
cultures, races, ethnicities, gender 
identities, sexual orientations, 
religious affiliations, and abilities, I 
see us coming together to form a 
beautiful mosaic picture.  
 
While I believe that every individual 
has the power to make a difference, 
both big and small, I also believe 
that there is a collective strength 
and power that is created when we 
all come together in unity. Actively 
listening to each other’s stories, 
experiences, and perspectives, as 
we simultaneously embrace 
curiosity and connection, expands 
our hearts and minds. In this 
manner, it is our differences that 
make us stronger and more unified. 
We not only stand together but 
stand up for one another.  
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Unity 
Andre Garrett, 12th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School 
of Innovative Technology #363 

 
I believe that unity is where people 
come together and put aside the 
differences between them, and work 
together. I believe there is not much 
unity in the world today and it is sad. 
A lot of people just look at differences 
between one another, but we as 
humans have a lot more in common 
than we understand. For example, we 
all love music, food, and family. We 
share some of the same pain, such as 

the loss of a loved one. And, if we focus on our similarities versus our differences 
the world will be a better place. I think nowadays everyone has their guard up—I 
do this sometimes too. Our world will never be at peace until we as the human 
race come together. There will always be war, conflict, and problems. I know that 
this will not happen overnight—it is going to take work by everyone. But we need 
to start somewhere. It will take all of us working together to be in unity one day.  

 Artwork by 
Andre Jackson, 11th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett School 
of Innovative Technology #363 



 

Creating Unity in Times of Struggle 
Kristan Mackiewicz, Supervisor, Office of CLRI 

 
There’s an African proverb that says “If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” This adage truly embodies the 
concept of Umoja, also known as unity. Our work is not something that can be accomplished in one day; nor can it be done alone. At a time 
when humanity seems so divided, we must rely on each other for support and encouragement. For me, creating unity during times of struggle 
starts with a conversation that leads to understanding and collaboration toward a common goal. My goals are focused on bringing people 
together to create and maintain a culture where it is the universal, unyielding understanding that all students deserve educational experiences 
that cultivate their excellence. To lay the foundation for unity, we must educate and produce citizens who understand their histories, their 
identities, and their place in the world. Students who are equipped with this knowledge will be able to use their voices to bring people together 
as agents of positive change within the greater community. Collectively joining together to truly understand, celebrate, nurture, and respect 
the diverse backgrounds of the learning community will help our scholars to conduct themselves with empathy and to build strong 
relationships along lines of difference within their schools and community environments. It is critical that we continue to work together to 
engage in educational practices through a lens of equity and social justice; empowering our young people to make their mark on the world. 
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Spreading Love and Umoja 

Prince Mandilou, 11th Grade, MBK Fellow 

Riverside Academy #208 

The theme of Umoja connects to me as a 
teenager by helping me to remind myself to 
unite with my own thoughts, decisions, 
choices, and beliefs. Umoja has helped me 
the most with uniting my thoughts together 
so I can have a great belief system for 
myself. 

The concept of Umoja unites voices because 
Umoja means unity and the power of unity 
can bring, not just one voice, but many 
voices together as one. Umoja can be shown 
as teamwork, good sportsmanship, 
brotherly love, sisterly love, etc. 

For me personally, I have created unity 
amongst myself by staying true to myself, 
learning more about who I am, what I like 
and dislike, and believing in myself. I’ve 
created unity with others by staying positive 
with myself and others around me. I’ve 
united others by guiding them with my 
leadership skills, giving out respect, and 
carrying myself accordingly. 

My hope for unity in schools is for principals 
to engage with students and for students to 
engage more positively with not only 
students who look like them racially, but 
everyone. I also look forward to the hope 
that schools will be united between all staff 
and students, so we feel our strongest and 
fullest and are able to spread much love and 
support. 

Artwork by 
Jasmine Williams, 11th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett School 
of Innovative Technology #363 



 

Something Must Be Done 

Brooklyn Bullock, 11th Grade 

Frederick Law Olmsted School #156 

Scholar for Social Justice 

 

I do not feel safe. I do not feel safe at school, at 
grocery stores, at the mall, or even at home. Why? For 
one, because of the color of my skin. I have to 
constantly be aware of my surroundings and make sure 
not to draw too much attention to myself as a black 
girl. For two, just because I’m a person. It frightens me 
that I can be literally anywhere, and someone may 
decide to take my life just because they feel like it. It 
worries me even more that there are people who have 
the power to change things in this country, yet they’ve 
done nothing. In fact, many politicians and political 
leaders seem to be too busy regulating people’s bodies 
that they’re forgetting about the people who are 
already here on earth living and breathing. It really 
seems like my life doesn’t matter to those people, 
which makes me equally as scared of them.  

 

Right now, I’m in a constant state of anxiety, but I’m 
dealing with it. I try to gather as much valid 
information about topics before panicking. I make sure 
I’m with a trusted adult or friend at all times. I check in 
on my friends and family periodically to make sure that 
they are doing well mentally, physically, and 
emotionally. I also take breaks from social media to 
avoid being overwhelmed by everything that’s going 
on. Despite all my efforts, I’m still extremely worried. I 
believe that there should be more community 
resources available for the affected communities, and 
not just in times of crisis. Making sure that every 
person feels loved and understood all throughout their 
lifetime can possibly prevent some people from 
making these terrible decisions. 

 

I’m sure many people can relate to how I'm feeling; 
therefore, something must be done. We need to come 
together as communities and show our local, state, 
and federal officials that things will not change without 
new and improved laws. We can also host fundraisers, 
informational meetings, and provide therapists to aid 
people who are living through this time. While it would 
be ideal to have these things available on a national 
level, we have to make those steps starting right here 
in Buffalo.  

Umoja - Unity as Humanity 

Deborah Bertlesman, ELA Teacher, Frederick Law Olmsted #156 

 

“Ms. B! Did you see those little kids? They were amazing!” One of my students 
shouted from behind me as we walked back towards an event space in the 
student union at Buffalo State College. A group of my freshmen from Olmsted 
crowded around four tables, squeezing chairs in from other places. They did not 
want to be without each other. Some students chose to sit with their parents or 
siblings, but they were still nearby. As we were eating, one of my former 
students, now a sophomore, got up on the empty stage and engaged us in a 
chant: “I say ‘Olm’ you say ‘Sted’.” They all joined.  

 

This was the energy in the room after the Youth Voices Conference organized by 
the English Education Department at Buffalo State College and the Western New 
York Network of English Teachers. The student union was full of middle school 
and high school students from across Western New York who had just presented 
poetry, research, artwork, spoken word, and short films to each other and 
members of the larger community. My students performed spoken word about 
African Americans wrongly convicted in the criminal justice system and 
assimilation, how socialism functions in capitalist democracy, and presented 
slideshows about diversity in school lunch options. I felt that these students from 
across my different classes, some from different grades, had an energy that we 
had not felt in a long time. COVID separated us in physical, emotional, and 
intellectual ways. This space brought us together across grades, classes, schools, 
and cultures in a way that I had not seen in a long time.  

 

In education, we tend to separate and individualize students, sometimes for their 
benefit. We assess students separately, we create Individualized Education Plans 
specific to a particular child’s needs, we discipline children based on their 
individual choices. The moments where students come together are the magical 
ones. The ones where I, as a teacher, feel the greatest sense of humanity and 
accomplishment.  

 

It begs the question, if humans thrive in community, if students can feel true joy, 
intellectual connection, and academic success as a community, why don’t we 
spend more time assessing students based on the important role they play as part 
of something greater than themselves?  

 

We have a natural inclination to seek out success and happiness with each other. 
When we do meaningful work in the world, we do it together. It seems that we 
should all listen more closely to our humanity and work to make these 
opportunities for our students more available and, more importantly, meaningful.  

 

We tend to separate social events from academic ones. Umoja—unity—asks us to 
not only come together as people, but to come together to disrupt 
misunderstanding, to bridge the scholarly with the humanity, to rise up as a 
community for the betterment of us all.  
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I dream of a world that is united. 
A world where people are peaceful and accepting of each 

other’s differences. 
A world where differences are celebrated. 

A world where people are kind and grateful for each other. 
I dream about being united with my family.  

Being with my family gives me a sense of belonging.  
Being with my family makes me feel special.  
Being with my family makes me feel loved.  

And that’s something to celebrate.  
 

– Accalia Votta, Drake Dulniak, Quentin Hood, 
Derek Sieg-Hochstine, & Cierra Kleinbach  

 
 
 
 
 

When I see support 
I feel united  

When I see teamwork  
I see unity 

When I see love  
I see support  

When I see power  
I see unity  

 
– Annabelle Demers  

 
 
 
 
 

I show unity by helping my classmates with their work when 
they don’t understand it. It illuminates my mood to know that 

there’s a way I can help my classmates. Also, I love the 
collaboration between me and my classmates when we all 

work together.  
 

– Georgia Johnson 

 
 
 
 

When I see unity  
When I see integrity  

When I see peace 
When I see collaboration  

When I see agreement  
When I see identity  

When I hear teamwork  
When I hear interconnection  

I will work in harmony   
 

– Amarie Berrios  
 
 
 
 
 

Unity is teamwork and helping each other come together and 
work. I show unity when I’m working. I see unity when I see 

collaboration. I see friends and they are getting stuff done and 
using teamwork. When I see solidarity, I see support and team 

work to reach a goal.  
– Lily Shaul 

 
 
 

I am afraid of not having a united and powerful team.  
I look forward to having harmony and support working as a 

team.       
– Neisharys Cirino 

 
 
 
 

Unity  
Let’s come together and show  

Unity  
We may be different, but we can all  

Unite  
Be strong, powerful, and have teamwork so we can have 

unity.  
 

– Jennifer Ishimwe  
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Reflections on Umoja 

Scholars from Ms. Julie Taylor’s Class, South Park High School #206 



 

 
 

Unite with each other  
No negative energy 
I am powerful  
Together  
You work together  

 
– Emily Binga  

 
 
 
 

U – Unite  
N – Nation 
I – Inclusion  
T – Teamwork  
Y – yeah, Teamwork 

 
– Kyle  

 
 
 
 

Understanding  
Nice 
Independent  
Teamwork  
You’re Brave  

 
– Briana Green  

 
 
 

 
 

United  
Nation 
Integration 
Teamwork 
Youthful  

 
– Ian Rugg 

 
 
 
 

United  
Never Separated  
Interconnectedness  
Teamwork  
You’re not alone  

 
– Lindsay Poloncarz  

 
 
 
 

United  
Need  
Interconnectedness  
Teamwork  
Equal  
Dependable  

 
– Darrell Collins  
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Scholars from Ms. Julie Taylor’s Class, South Park High School #206 



 

 
 
 

generations 
Noah Acevedo, 11th Grade, City Honors High School #195 

Scholar for Social Justice & Our Story Project 
 
generations 
we think of our ancestors  
as far away people strung across time 
the immigration of our people 
told only through vile acts of crime 
they tell us we’re broken 
shattered right at the core 
and then we start to believe it: 
the old myth that we weren’t destined for more 
 
scarred and wrinkled hands alike 
losing their grip on one another 
when we’re far apart i remember: 
we’re two birds of one feather. 
 
unity is chaos, no still point in that storm 
it isn’t simple to sit alongside a harbinger of pain, 
when age old memories then begin to form. 
still they flow through you, down to your vein- 
 
we’re a lost generation, too (traveling via plane) 

Unity – A Commitment 
Legend Manuel, 7th Grade, School #81 

 
Umoja is the Swahili word meaning unity. Umoja is meant to help 
everyone and to keep you on track to get into a university. More 
than ten years ago educators leading existing African American 
programs in California community colleges came together and 
formed the Umoja Community. The Umoja Community is rooted in 
the experiences of African and African American cultures and 
inclusively welcomes students, faculty, and staff into a community 
that embraces similarities and differences. 

 
To me, Umoja means a 
commitment to my family, my 
work, and my hobbies. 
Personally, I have helped people 
do the work to achieve their 
goals. I have also helped people 
to feel their highest when they 
feel at their lowest. Within my 
community, my hope is that 
unity will help people to 
overcome their fears and get 
through hard times.  
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The Essence of Umoja 
George Garing, 12th Grade 

Lewis J. Bennett High School of Innovative Technology #363 
 
When I think of Umoja I think of unity and how people can come together in unity 
for any type of reason at all. The theme of Umoja connects to myself as a teenager 
because I converse and talk with people all the time wherever I am, and I come 
together with my friends to work on or do something as a collective. The concept 
of Umoja connects voices because Umoja means unity. When people band 
together to do something they believe in or something that they are all interested 
in that helps unite the voices of people. Sometimes people create unity amongst 
themselves if they share the same interests or have the same goals. They will then 
band together to work towards these goals. Other times, they unify because 
they’re friendly and just want some comrades to rely on. My hope for unity in my 
school community: We all want to succeed and accomplish our life goals, so I think 
this helps unify us to be there for one another and be friendly to each other so we 
can make it to where we want to be. 

What Umoja Means to Me 
Yajaira Toro, Coordinator, Office of CLRI 

 
Umoja is an action of involved individuals that gather 
to stand for an issue or goal. The unity that the people 
express does not have to be physical, but spiritual. 
Umoja in my eyes looks like an unknown amount of 
individuals spiritually wanting to reach their highest 
potential and sharing their kindness, care, interest, 
and harmony on an issue or concern. Umoja exists 
amongst each of us without realizing it. The unified 
people who stand together for the passion of a 
purpose can do so by holding hands during a healing, 
spiritual song or by speaking up amongst friends, 
family, and peers. As we stand united from one side of 
the world to another, we all show Umoja in the causes 
that are near and dear to our hearts. 

Artwork by: 
 

LaShay Brown, 
11th Grade 

 

 Amani Wills, 
11th Grade 

 

Research Laboratory High School for 
Bioinformatics & Life Sciences #366 

 



 

The Office of Culturally & Linguistically Responsive Initiatives celebrated and honored the late great 
artist, Lorna C. Hill. She is the founder and was the director of the Ujima Theatre Company for many 
years in Buffalo, NY. In remembrance of Ms. Hill, the Office of CLRI created and launched a speaking 
contest that was offered to all high school scholars in the BPS. Teacher mentors and coaches from 
each participating school helped prepare the scholars who entered the contest. Each contestant 
chose a monologue from the ‘Black Literary Canon of Authors’. In the first phase of the competition, 
scholars competed at their local high schools with selected community judges.   
 

The top three competitors from each participating school went on to compete in the district final 
round at the Ujima Theatre. The competition was fierce—every scholar brought their best 
performance and shined on the Ujima stage floor. The presence of Ms. Hill was felt by all who 
attended. All the scholars were on fire as they delivered their chosen piece. In the end, the top two 
winners were announced: first place winner Trinity Smith from Emerson High School #302 and 
second place winner Kennedy Rutledge from City Honors High School #195. The top two winners 
were awarded an immersive theatrical experience in New York City during May and were 
accompanied by a fellow contestant, runner-up, Alanna Littleton, #302 and Sarah Noel, #195, as well 
as their mentors, Ms. Stephanie Courtney, #302 and Mrs. Karen Saxon, #195. Trinity and Kennedy 
will also receive a paid internship at the Ujima Theatre, beginning in Fall 2022. The Office of CLRI 
commends the talent, courage, and excellence of all scholars who participated in this event, as well 
as sending gratitude to the teacher coaches and administrators who provided their support. 
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Lorna C. Hill Winners participate in a NYC Broadway Theatre 

Workshop with Broadway actors and musicians. 
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The Big Sister Little Sister Dialogues program culminated 
on April 7th with an empowering painting event with 
Kaylena Adams from Paint the Town. Little Sisters 
reflected upon the year, shared their stories of resilience 
and greatness, and celebrated the graduating seniors. 
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The Office of CLRI celebrated the culmination of one of its 
instructional programs, Our Story Project, on April 7th. The 
themed culmination: Hear My Voice took place with many 
scholars presenting individualistic spoken word, poetry, 
and artistic pieces.  Every presented piece provided a voice 
for scholars to share their concerns and thoughts on racial 
inequality, gun violence, immigration in the United States, 
and warfare.  



 

Reflections on an Unforgettable Experience 
Benjamin Willis, Director, Office of CLRI 

 
Nothing brings about more comradery amongst colleagues in 
education than an out-of-town trip with student scholars. Having the 
opportunity to travel with our scholars and bring real life field work 
experiences to them is priceless, as we create memories that will last 
a lifetime. Our trip to Washington D.C. was a great example of that. 
We ventured to the Nation’s Capital at the end of April with 80 
students and 20 chaperones. In the words of Nat King Cole, it was an 
“unforgettable” experience. 
 

It's always interesting to see our scholars in these new 
environments, away from school and away from home. Some of 
them for the first time. We want to publicly thank each and every 
adult who sacrificed their time and dedicated themselves to making 
the trip a success. It is tough to be away from family and our day to 
day to lives, but that is what it’s all about when you’re an educator 
that is truly committed to student success. Teachers, coaches, 
administrators, staff members all working tirelessly to pour life 
knowledge, and mentorship into students outside of the walls of the 
classroom. Indeed, there is as much to learn 
from expeditions like this, as there is to 
learn inside the class.  
 

I often say that teaching is the hardest 
profession in the world! Recently I had a 
discussion with one of my mentors who 
disagreed and said parenting was the 
hardest profession in the world. I am not 
sure who you would side with in that 
debate or where you would rest on that 
continuum, but we can agree that being an 
educator is parenting (even by law – 
“parentis locus”), and being a parent is definitely being an educator, 
in addition to the many other roles demanded by both positions.  
 

Regardless of which role you think is harder, it is plain to see that in 
order to have success in either one we have to start from a 
foundation of love. A good friend of mine uses the slogan “Love 
Wins” in his art designs and t-shirts and swag (eatoffart.com). When 
it comes to this work it cannot be said any better than that. So, with 
Father’s Day on the horizon, thank you to all the men who are not 
just fathers, but who are daddies as well. Fathers plant seeds, but 
daddies put in the time to make sure they grow right. Specifically, 
the men of color who break down and dismantle stereotypes daily, 
making sure their seeds are getting the attention they deserve. The 
water, food, and light they need. There is NO replacement for time 
and energy spent on love. Educators who teach with love, 
administrators who discipline with love, engineers and cafeteria staff 
who take care of our buildings and feed our children with caring and 
loving hearts – THANK YOU! There is no other way we can improve 
the lives of our children without giving them our time and showing 

them some love! In the spirit of JUNETEENTH and FATHER’s DAY 
this month, HARAMBEEEE!!! 

Scholars Visit the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial  
in Washington, D.C. 

Veronica Golden, School Social Worker, Burgard High School #301 
 
The Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial was breathtaking! The 
memorial itself was built between the years of 2009 and 2011. It’s 
only right that Martin Luther King Jr. have an entire site in 
Washington, D.C. decorated with his inspirational quotes and bigger-
than-life monument of him. Among his notable achievements, he 
was able to gather and unify more than 250,000 people for the 
March on Washington in 1963.  
 
The March on Washington was just one of many ways Blacks have 
caused “good trouble” (in the words of John Lewis) by standing up 
against unequal civic and economic rights. It was very powerful that 
a group, so diverse as ours, visited that site together. As we travelled 
on the charter bus, the “colored people” didn’t have to sit in the 
back of the bus. As we went to the bathroom across the street from 
the memorial, the facilities weren’t separated for Whites and Blacks. 
It may seem small, but those simple rights were gained through 
much fighting, organizing, and voting. I hope the students continue 

to keep MLK’s memory alive through being engaged 
citizens and taking the quotes engrained in stone, to 
heart. 
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Washington, D.C.—Scholar Cultural Excursion 
 

In April 2022, 80 scholars from the Our Story Project, Big Sister Little Sister Dialogues, Scholars for Social Justice, and MBK Fellows CLRI 
Programs participated in a four-day cultural field excursion in Washington, D.C. This excursion exemplified many of the district’s CLRI 
strategies, specifically that of creating a warm and welcoming environment, where relationships between scholars and educators were 
fostered. Additionally, students engaged in rigorous and culturally inclusive curriculum opportunities as they visited many historic and culturally 
relevant sites, such as the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, the MLK Jr. Memorial, Arlington National 
Cemetery where they learned about Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Thurgood Marshall, Howard University, the Black Lives Matter Plaza, the slave 
quarters of President George Washington’s Mount Vernon Mansion Estate, and the Museum of Natural History where they learned about the 
cradle of civilization beginning in Africa.  
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If There Was Ever a Time… 
Niya Sosa, Supervisor, Office of CLRI 

 
If there ever was a time to be unified, it is now. 
For the sake of our future 
For the sake of our loved ones 
For the sake of our next generation 
For the sake of humanity. 
Imagine what we can accomplish collectively. 
  
Imagine the joy 
Imagine the triumphs 
Imagine ourselves 
Imagine the world. 
  
So why is it so difficult 
To love one another 
To respect one another 
To empathize with one another 
To unify with one another 
  
Otherwise, as a people, we suffer 
Let us begin to recover 
And heal together 
from the sorrow 
If there ever was a time to be unified, it is now. 


