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know, where there's awill. there's a~,. be says. -I just think that
education has to beoome job one.·

That's the same message advocates are increasinglyhammering
home to parents. -African-American parents SS£j to me, 'Isend my
children to school. What else doyou wantme todo?'. says Phillip
Jackson. headofThe B1ackStarProject, a Chicago-based grassroots
organization dedicated to erasing the achievement gap. -And the
answer is. there are so many other things that parents can do.
sendinga Blackchild to an American school in today's world does
not mean that child is going to be properly educated,-

The Black Star Project has served more than 100,000 students
since 1996, offering meotoring, college fairs, a parent university
and even Chinese-language classes for kids as young as 7. Across
the board. educators applaud such efforts and the active parents
they are mobilizing. But that doesn't mean they agree that the
achievement gap can be narrowed by focusing outside the class·
room. In fact, some experts passionately reject the idea that the
burden to find a solutionshook! fall onparents' shoulders. ·We've
got a lot of low..mcome parents who are stressed and stretched to

the max; says Amy Wilkins, vice-president for government affairs
and communications atThe EducationTrust inWashington, D.C., a
leading voice inaddressing the issue by focusing on policy, schools
and teachers. "For a lot of these parents. what we're aslcing them
to do is nearly impossible."

When she talks about the subject, Wilkins often references the
classic television spedal, A Charlie Brown Christmas. ~You know
that pitiful-ass little tree he had, right? That's what oureducation
system is" wilkins says. "And people keep trying to put orna­
ments on the branches, but what we need to do is look at the
tree. Because it is sick."

In a grossly unequal education system that boosts kids who
already have the most resources. and shortchanges the kids who
have the least, African-American families can't possibly close
the achievement gap on their own. Still. as the battle over the
education crisis rages, many who have studied the problem are
echoing the same refrain: Parents are a critical missing piece
in the puz.ile. Because learninggaps existbelore kids walk through
the schoolhouse door. educators say, having parents set Do

EXTREME BRILLIANCE
Meet three self-starters who are already charting a path to success 8Y AlEXIS M. JEFFRIES

DEIDRA SHORES, 13, Memphis
CLAIM TO FAME: She landed a
coveted job as the Today show's kid
reporter, beating out thousands fO( the
gig. She has already interviewed celeb­
rities like actress Marcia Gay Harden.
WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS: "I
don't want to just hold the title of kid
reporter," says Shores. "I want to
actually do something to help kids
accomplish their goals."
STAYING MOTIVATED: '" have a
strong mom who stands by me but will
pu1 me in my place when need be."
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ESTIN BALDWIN, 10, Southfield, MI
CLAIM TO FAME: Believed to be the
youngest African-American published
author in the country, he released his
self-published debut novel, Skate It, in

November 2009 and is fielding offers to
tum it Into a movie or a cartoon series.
WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS: "I want
to be like Tyjer Perry because he's an
entrepreneur." says Baldwin. "I'm look­
ing forward to being my own boss."
STAYING MOTJVATEO: "I love to react
I know that's how I'll make it to college
and learn how to do different things."

ZAKIYA RANDALL, 18, Atlanta
CLAIM TO FAME: The amateur golfer
made history in September 2008
when she became the first female to
wWl 8 championship title on the Golf
Channel Georgia Tour.
WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS: After
college Randall wants to be a top­
ranked gotfer on the LPGA Tour. "I've
been blessed to discover my passion
at a young age,· she says.
STAYING MOTIVATED: "Speaking
to kids is important to me. You never
know where youll find taient."
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high expectations, and live by them, is crucial to kids' success,
from infancy right on through middle and high school.

InWlSConsin, oneofthe stateswith the widest gap betweenBlack
and White achievement, Charlenecampbell Jackson, aMilwaukee
motber of three, found herself faced with a public school system
that left her third-grade son bored, unchallenged and in danger
of becoming a statistic. "At public school he did a lot of handout
sheets, more than bringinghome an actual book," recalls Jackson,
an office manager who was a single mother at the time. She found
out how bored ber son was, she says, when he told her he always
finished his friends' class workso they couldall be done at thesame
time. "I said, No. He's got to be someplace that's more structured."

she enrolled him in what was then a relatively new inde­
pendent public charter school, Milwaukee College Preparatory,
where her daughter was already a student Literally, Jackson says,
her son's academic trajectory changed almost overnight For the
first time inyears, he struggledwith the workload, which Jackson
recognized as a good sign. Much of his course work was above
grade level. By the fifth grade he and his classmates were off
touring college campuses, part of a school program that sends
students to visit and volunteer in cities across the country.

Even though Jackson's children attend a school filled with
students from struggling, single-parent families, they may
be getting a better foundation than Black students at the tony
suburban schools that many upwardly mobile Blacks covet fqr
their kids. At Milwaukee College Preparatory, the push for aca­
demic excellence is relentless, and high expectations aren't
just for students: Each year parents have to sign a commitment
to excellence contract, requiring them totalkwith teachers regu­
larly and attend a fall orientation for new parents, at least two par­
ent conferences and any other conferences deemed necessary.

Contracts for parents are just thebeginning. Every nightJackson
has to review and sign her kids' homework. If she does not sign,
her kids lose what the school calls "virtuous dollars·-moneyfrom
a virtual account that all students receive at the start of the year,
and that pays for field trips at year's end if they build up a big
enough balance. Unexcused absences, tardiness, and missing or
late homework all incur virtuous-doUar penalties.

It's the kind of parent-school partnership that Harvard's
Ronald Ferguson insists is critical if the achievement gap is
to be closed. "Parents of color often defer to institutions more
than Whites," he notes. "Even upper- and middle-income parents
sometimes will work really hard to move into the best school sys­
tem in the area, and then watch and waitfo! the school system to
turn their kid into a great student, not understanding that a lot
of the work is still theirs." Jackson of The Black Star Project takes
the analogy even further, suggesting that helping our children
excel in school must become part of our parental DNA.

"We're talking about making Blackchildren fearless and cou­
rageous academically," he says. "Too oftenwe teach OUT children
to be passive and obedient, and they are getting destroyed. In
the year 1908, Hyou were Black and you were not passive and
obedient, you could get killed. NoW, if you are passive and obe­
dient about education, you will die," 0

ofrancle Latour is an associate editor at Wellesley magazine and a

contributing writer for The Boston Globe. Additional reporting by

Tatsha Robertson.
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PARENTS CAN
HELP TO CLOSE
THE GAP
Educator Steve Perry suggests ways
to whet children's appetite for leaming
and set them up for success
1. PICK A GREAT SCHOOL AND STAY INVOLVED. Look
for a school where the teachers are engaged wIth students
and parents are attentive. Get to know your child's teachers
and don't hesitate to discuss concerns.

2. BE WILLING TO FIOHT FOR YOUR RIGHTS. Every
American child has a legal right to a quality education.
Federal law guarantees that you may opt out of failing
schools. For more information check ed.gov/nclb.

3. TURN THE TELEVISION OFF. Reading with your children
promotes their intellectual development. If your wallet isn't
recesslonproof, your local library is still free.

4. BE DISCIPLINED ABOUT HOMEWORK. Emphasizeeffort
and understanding of the material. If you can watch your child
In basketball practice for an hour, you can sit with your child
over homework for an hour.

5. KEEP YOUR EYE ON THE PRIZE. There are tons of pretty
kids who sing well and are great in sports. But education is
the only pursuit that trUly guarantees success. Keep focused
on school-but make sure you are supporting your child's
dreams and not your dreams for your child.

6. GO TO MUSEUMS, ZOOS AND AQUARIUMS. No time
for a trip? Type the word "shark" in your Internet browser
and tour the world's oceans with your child.

7. INVEST IN YOUR CHILDREN'S DEVELOPMENT. Find
extracurricular classes and programs that interest them and
support their learning. And think ahead: Talk to your bank or
financial advisers about tax-free college funds.

8. PRACTICE WHAT YOU PREACH. If you say you value
education, then get one. Research shows that the further
moms go In school, the further their children will go.

9. KNOW LOVE DOESN'T HAVE TO HURT. Sometimes we
are too quick to focus on the negative. Children respond
better to steady, positive vocabulary and clear direction.
Nobody responds well to constantly being berated.

10. ACCEPT THAT EDUCATION IS A PROCESS. We're all
trying to get It right. If your children are disciplined and curious
about leaming, you made them that way. But, if they're wild
and unmotivated, that's on you too. Ask the hard questions,
educate yourself, and stay committed to your child's success.

Steve Perry, an author and ESSENCE and CNN contribu~

tor, is the principal and cofoonder of Capital Preparatory
Magnet School in Hartford.
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