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SERIES EDITOR PREFACE

This book, Black Boys’ Lived and Everyday Experiences in STEM by KiMi
Wilson, is a much awaited one in the catalog of reemerging volumes in the
Studies in Educational Ethnography book series. Having taken over from Prof.
Geoffrey Walford from Oxford University since the volume 13 (New Directions
in Educational Ethnography: Shifts, Problems, and Reconstruction), the series
is publishing a second book in the new volume home within the College of
Education, University of Illinois-Urbana Champaign. Located in the Quantitative
and Qualitative Methodology, Measurement, and Evaluation (QUERIES),
Department of Educational Psychology, the College of Education has been the
academic home to multiple traditions of research and evaluation scholarship in
humanities and social sciences for decades. On the campus, for example, is the
site of conferences such as the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry
(ICQI) which hosts hundreds of scholars and practitioners who travel from
around the world to the cornfields of Illinois.

The primary objective of Studies in Educational Ethnography is to present
original research monographs or edited volumes based on ethnographic per-
spectives, theories, and methodologies. Such research will advance the devel-
opment of theory, practice, policy, and praxis for improving schooling and
education in neighborhood, community, and global contexts. In complex
neighborhood, community, and global contexts, educational ethnographies
should situate themselves beyond isolated classrooms or single sites and
concern themselves with more than narrow methodological pursuits. Rather,
the ethnographic research, perspectives and methodologies featured in this
series should extend our understandings of sociocultural educational phe-
nomena and their global and local meanings. Studying classrooms and
educational communities without concomitant understanding of the dynamics
of broader structural forces renders ethnographic analyses potentially
incomplete.

Reading Wilson’s book will draw you into the vulnerability of an ethno-
graphic tradition much like Ruth Behar’s 1996 book, The Vulnerable
Observer: Anthropology That Breaks Your Heart, one that reveals the
openness and authenticity of the ethnographer coming to terms with the



X Series Editor Preface

challenges of doing fieldwork in challenging and revealing histories, repre-
senting the experiences and stories of those othered and marginalized, with a
texture of writing and engaging the reader. Through the book, Wilson brings
the realities of doing ethnography with Black boys pursuing math in more than
challenging living and learning spaces through portraits of their everyday
schooling experiences. Nevertheless, in the narratives of the boys and the
engaging and transforming ethnographic text, Wilson leave us with hope and
promise for them, and the discipline.

For more details about the series, we invite you to visit the website and read
the new directions in educational ethnography that our series produces.

Rodney Hopson
Series Editor



PREFACE: SUMMER SOLSTICE

Write down in a scroll all the words I have spoken to you.
(Jeremiah 30:2)

Infatuation submerges like a multitude of bricks, rejuvenating my soul.

On the 26th, 96 hours before June was a distant memory, and three days
away from ushering in time representing completeness and perfection.

I fell in love again.

The mercy of Black boys. Lust with teaching.

A surge needed to defibrillate my tired heart.

An institutional grant landed in my academic orbit after the sudden
departure of the Curriculum and Instruction department chair, who accepted
another visible leadership position in academia. A decision which opened the
excellent fortune of spearheading an initiative focused on recruiting men of
color into teaching. As a tenure-track faculty member, I plunged for two
reasons; | was authentically excited about the work. Also, the act would be a
massive win against a devilish retention, tenure, and promotion sideshow.
After procurement, skepticism tiptoed in silence, vocalizing, “How the hell are
you going to persuade Black men into teaching when they are immobilized as
early as transitional kindergarten? You can’t get blood out of a stone, KiMi.”

Nevertheless, I said yes.

In hindsight, I should’ve listened to the Chicago stepping’ voice not because
of the mission, which remained problematic, but because of the bureaucratic
and personnel bullshit accompanied with grant administration weakening its
real purpose. Desperately wanting to rescind my yes, I challenged and tore
down funding parameters barring access to Black boys presenting the
opportunity to meet and fall in love with 16 Black high schoolers ranging from
14 to 18 years old. Their bright smiles summoned my calling and purpose on
this earth, and the reason why no matter how tough it got, I would fight for
them because I needed them just as badly as they needed me.

Xi



Xii Preface: Summer Solstice

Although I came out victorious in what seemed like the Thrilla in Manila,
my first day with the boys was here, and I was admittedly nervous.

Even after 20+ years in education, my first day with students causes high
anxiety. The inside of my stomach mirrors a gymnastic competition, and
Dominique Dawes is cutting up. The nervousness shows up because I never
want to fail them. A condition I wished more people suffered.

Ms. Hunt, Washington High’s office manager, confidently and elegantly
rocking a honey blonde short haircut, whom I would later affectionately call
Mama Hunt, greeted me with an authoritarian eye. Not one of intimidation,
but one secretly communicating, she protects her cubs at all costs. Mama Hunt
gently provided my attendance roster, door key and summoned someone on
the walkie-talkie to escort me to the space serving as my sanctuary for the next
seven days.

As 1 stood in front of the reception counter with my back turned to
oncoming traffic, three boys entered the main office, laughing and talking.
Many of them strolled right past me, spoke to Mama Hunt, and proceeded to
sit in the chairs reserved for visitors. Little did they know, their facilitator was
standing directly in front of them. With my Black Beverly Hills hoodie that
read La Cienega, Slauson, La Brea (an homage to growing up in Los Angeles)
camouflage pants, white V-neck peeking out from underneath the hoodie and
Nike boots.

With loud voices of protest, my future boys asked Mama Hunt what this
math intervention thing was all about.

“I wonder who is teaching this class?”

“My mom is making me do this, and I don’t want to.” “This dude better be
good.”

Hues of chocolate skin bursting colorism at the seams. Intelligence effort-
lessly framed through life experiences.

Colorful du-rags served double duty as both a style aesthetic and wave
formation and protector.

Hoodies.

Fresh sneakers.

Backpacks.

Here are my boys.

Once other boys trickled in my conversation with Mama Hunt came to an
end. I turned to the cadre of young men occupying all the office seats and
standing around the perimeter of the office and told them to follow me. The
boys quickly stated, “That’s our teacher???”

I proudly proclaimed, “Yes.”



Preface: Summer Solstice Xiii

You see, I had to fuss to be able to walk these kings up the hallway and into
their home school classroom. The road wasn’t easy. I received pushback from
folks wanting to hold the mathematics intervention class on my college
campus requiring students to travel miles away from the place they call home.
Never once did the powers that be think about how the daily come and go
would be unmanageable for my boys and their caregivers neglecting work,
which was not an option, and riddled with transportation woes. I wanted to be
present and show them the value of learning in and about their local context,
their school. They needed to see a Black man, who just happens to be a
professor, exist in their space. After all, their school and their community is
also my community.

I feel safe here.

I honor this place.

And I want to be an example that liberates Black boys from feeling that
they have to withdraw from South Central Los Angeles to be successful.

It’s okay if you do. But it is not mandatory, nor is it a prerequisite. As many
people will devalue your community in an attempt to coerce Black people to
flee.

Quite honestly, I come from a family that valued (values) our space, which
encouraged me to stay and purchase a home in South Central Los Angeles, the
same community that nurtured. Right now, I am able to create generational
wealth for my family, as white families are now moving in, driving up home
values while pricing Black people out. It’s interesting how the same Black folks
whose thought process is shaped by white ideology, attempted to talk me out
of buying in my community 10 years ago. The same people want to come back
but can’t afford to.

All these scenarios are inside me, and the reason I fight so hard to have my
voice ring throughout these blue halls.

I’'m here because I have healthy relationships with district personnel, and
they were attentive to my appeal in providing a sanctuary for Black young
boys struggling in mathematics. To find their identity and voice in the disci-
pline since desegregation has been brutal.

I knew I had the right group of boys when a fellow student at the school
walked in our room to make an announcement and stated, “Oh, he’s got the
bad kids in here.”

Walking in the spacious fluorescent-lit room with a Promethean projection
screen and two whiteboards, I asked each person to tell me their name, grade
level, last mathematics course taken, and something fun they wanted me to
know about them.



Xiv Preface: Summer Solstice

Sports came up a lot.

My heart fluttered as most of my boys mentioned Algebra I, Algebra II, and
Geometry as completed math courses. And yet this same heart broke into a
million pieces when unbeknownst to them the problem I asked them to
collaboratively solve was a 6th-grade equivalent fraction problem that no one
answered correctly.

I was enraged. Not with my boys.

But in the yearbook photos of teachers who failed them.

Anger that intensified after witnessing one of my boys writing on a third-
grade level.

If T can see this in less than 30 minutes, why the hell has no one done
anything about it?

Tears overflowed my face and heart, emotionally drained as I drove out of
the parking lot surrounded by a locked gray fence.

I wept not because I didn’t want to be there anymore, but because reality
slapped me in the face, yet again and my time with them expires in six days.
Instantly, I begin to think about their futures, and wonder what happens after I
leave. My boys felt nervous about the future too, and valued our connection as
Luke asked, “Will we be able to stay in contact with you after this?”

And throughout all of my experience in education, the fresh wound of how
public school continues to fail Black youth is a pain that remains unbearable.

I fell into my driver’s seat. Forcefully tapped the ignition button, and
hurriedly scrolled through the dashboard screen until I arrived at my mom’s
name. In less than half of a full ring, her comforting voice answered.

Pm not verbalizing anything new. My mother has heard this same frus-
tration, the same script, throughout my many years as a teacher. Never
admitting it, my rants have to be taxing for her. Because it is for me. But she
manages to listen and advise every time. I always lead in with the rhetorical
question, “Mom, what are teachers doing to us?” And when I say us, I mean
Black folks.

Pressing yet again for an answer to this age-old dilemma. Hoping one day
her spoken language provides elimination. Broken hearted as she hesitantly
states for the millionth time, “I can’t.” Words which sting every time and the
little boy inside refuses to accept them. While in the crevices of her soul she
doesn’t even want to murmur them.

Yet she motivates to be present and give (them) all I have. Leave it all out on
the court reminiscent of watching Magic Johnson with Paw-Paw. Connect,
mentor, and pray the next teacher matches the blue flame.

Déja-vu.
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Mom’s attentive ear, soothing tone, and supportive spirit enables more
rounds of boxing. So, on days 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, these fellas are going to get all
the moves. Passing techniques showcasing mathematics as collaborative, and
not an individual flex. Critical thinking strategic moves developing mathe-
matical literacy, encouraging amnesia of past teachers who imprisoned my
squad. Granting clemency from mistakes and relieving the pressure of cor-
rectness as being a necessary condition when voicing an answer. Placing lib-
eratory learning as the statistician.

Aware, I couldn’t erase years of violence and malpractice in several days. 1
could love them. And expose them to benevolent mathematics teaching and
learning. One relieving claustrophobia and unleashing different ways of
knowing. Where drawing diagrams are commonplace, trash talking and being
noisy is the norm, and vulnerability is the star player. Not merely creating a
safe space, but a resilient one.

No, it wasn’t traditional.

Yes, students used profanity to express their success, displeasure, or
enlightenment in solving a problem. And I allowed it.

Colorful language showcasing active learners and a high level of engage-
ment versus silence, boredom, or noncommunication.

I was dead set on allowing my crew to be free-thinking Black boys in a
world that often tells them no.

In a world that rejects them because of their skin color. In a world that
dismisses them because of their gender.

In a world that vetoes their preferred learning style.

In a world that ostracizes them because of their sexuality.

I fell in love again.

So much so that their world is the opening of my book.

Because if we can’t reimagine education for Black boys in public schooling
as a nation, my summer solstice meant nothing.

This is me.

Raw. Uncut. Vulnerable.

Pve navigated K-12 and higher education plantations.

Pve seen the highs and lows of Black male success, as well as Black male
sabotage, neglect, pain, and mistrust.

Life’s work fueling my fire with my boys.

This is my ethnographic love letter.

I write because I want Black boys situated at the forefront. Pm tired of my
boys being featured as a sideshow in ethnographic museums.

I want us front and center.

We deserve it.
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The world owes it to us.

As you read, I want you to think differently about Black kids in K-12
spaces. | want ethnographers to stop preying on us, and do their job in doc-
umenting our smiles, silent cries, ultimately leading to an educational
revolution.

Ethnography demands a deep love for humanity.

Three years before arriving at Washington High, I embarked on another
journey. Countless hours spent, way more than seven days, with Carter,
Malik, Darius, and Thomas. A fifteen-minute drive from Washington High.
The same thing I encountered with my four boys writes the script of what I
experienced with my 16.

I fight.

Behind the backdrop of a nation and an incompetent President rejecting the
phrase, “Black Lives Matter”; a mantra reflecting my life’s commitment.

If you play in the kiddie pool of ethnography, the people on the receiving
end of your summations and critiques will be further victimized and damaged.
My love runs deep for Black folks - DNA etched. Thus, my ethnography is
different; Research doesn’t consume me, I consume it. I'm in the trenches,
personally and professionally, which makes my voice valuable, powerful, and
needed.

Sit back, and let the sun hit you.
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Confronted by a soothing male voice challenging me to think about Who I
am?

Up until this point, guided meditation has made me think about the world
around me.

But today was different.

I was forced to think about my existence.

And all of a sudden, tears welled up, and I began to visualize the faces of
those who poured into my very essence. I am because THEY are.

I am the son of Donna.

I am the great-grandson of Lou Johnson (Ma Lou).

I am the grandson of Katie (Ma Katie) and Leemar (Paw-Paw).

I am the great-nephew of Hilda (Auntie Hilda).

I am the nephew of Lynese (Nee-Cee) and Ronald (Uncle Ron).

I am the brother of Trachelle.

I am the cousin of Dante and Kejsa.

I am the godson of Gladyce and Alta.

I am the god-brother of Shatari.

I am because these women and men are.

A strong, supportive maternal lineage. While paternal memories slowly
faded. No bitterness or envy, the maternal side ensured a balanced childhood.
Years missed, impossible to recapture, new memories must collide with my
current state of being.

And while some names listed above no longer occupy physical space, their
ancestral spirits guide and impart wisdom every day. Imperfect, flawed human
beings, but just right for me.

I love them hard.

Individuals who shape, love, and hold me - the sole impetus of why I fight
so hard for Black children in education.

A sacred offering that is for and because of them.

I document their names because I want them in print. I want people to
know the artists behind the portrait.

XVii
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I know love because of them.

Adulting expanded my agape circle.

Bill (Coop) cleared the debris and revitalized a flame for learning slowly
extinguished in high school, renewing excellence.

John Davis was my GPS blending the intellectual worlds of sociology and
African American studies within an often harsh, predominantly white
institution.

John Reilly, say what you mean and mean what you say attitude, forced an
unapologetic, abolitionist, and revolutionary mindset. Barbara Lang, with
poise and beauty, effortlessly exposed an inquisitive kid to compassionate
liberation theology.

Entering my first professional gig, Coca-Cola taught me I wasn’t built for
the corporate world.

The city of Compton birthed an intimacy for education during my inau-
gural year as a 2nd-grade teacher.

Pepperdine opened my eyes to zip code malpractice.

UCLA taught me just how insidious inequality stains campus streets,
crippling Black folks’ degree conferral.

Cathy, my fellow Virgo partner in life and crime. A friend turned family.
You’ve played a pivotal part in my wellness. Always checking in and being
there whenever I need you. During the transition of my grandmother, you gave
me strength when I had none. You have a place in my heart and life forever.
Grateful for the beautiful, hard-working spirit you are. Your warmth provided
the gateway to my extended DC fam.

Mama Joyce, Audrey, and Kim. Your love and support are endless. Thank
you for being there whenever I need you. The laughs, the talks, and overall
good times solidified our bond. Even though Audrey thinks she runs the show,
Mama J wins every time, and Kim is in second place.

Tenderness runs extensively for Curtis and Jennifer. Two people who pray
with and for me, traveling life with me, lifting me in weakness, jokesters,
always laughing, chastising me, critiquing me, a forever, reserved seat in my
arena.

Lois instilled a high level of confidence that my voice is unique and just
enough. Andrea gave a real-life example of intellectual royalty.

Chris, Samara, Nadia, Rosa, and Crystal pushed my ideas with laughs,
drinks, and the solace of genuine friendship.

Sharon’s kindness was a healing salve needed in a hostile academic
environment.

Edwin challenged my entire way of looking at life, taking me out of the
predictable, mundane, and offering a new way to look at and enjoy my
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existence, my purpose, and the world. A pure, innocent heart entering my life
at the right time. Irreplaceable, a solid rock.

The all-Black Metaphor club co-working space is used for writing sessions
with the Black Brain Trust (BBT) crew. Beautiful Black spirits uplifting my
soul, holding me accountable professionally, pushing when fear strikes, and
hilarious group chat text threads — friends who force me to get out of situa-
tions when they no longer serve me. I speak Portia, Marla, Matthew, Porschia,
Nick, Erica, Jide, Tasha, Brianna, and Khadija. I love all of you hard. Hon-
orable mention goes to my boys Ted and Q. You both already know who my
favorites are; some things don’t need to be said (smile).

Late night and early morning conversations with Darnise pushed me to
think about systems and structures which hurt Black children, awakening a
sincere call of action in my soul. Kindred spirits who don’t see educating Black
kids as a 9-5 but something to think and wrestle with constantly.

Magan’s brilliance helped me think through what actionable steps are
necessary to put in place so that teachers, administrators, parents, students,
and community members know what is expected to force Black achievement
to move from ideation to reality.

Cheryl allowed me to see all the intricacies leaders must navigate in fighting
for Black children. Dr Sharon Robinson’s wisdom and guidance enable me to
think strategically with maximum benefit in fighting for Black children.

Jamie and Christina for being real friends and believing in my worth.
Brilliant scholars with good hearts.

Alton and John, my brothers for life. Excited about all the work we are
doing. I look forward to all the amazing things we will accomplish together.

Last but not least, this book would not be possible without Rodney Hop-
son. My heart is full of gratitude for the opportunity to use my words to effect
change in educational ethnography. Shout out to Kimberley Chadwick and the
Emerald Team. I am forever in debt to the kindness and consideration you
have shown.

And because of these people, the statement “Learning is a human and social
experience” rings loudly.

Similarly, the individuals listed above contributed to my development; there
are also theoretical constructs that inform and guide my thinking. Gloria
Ladson-Billings’ speech at the American Educational Research Association has
eternally changed the way I think about public education. I owe her for
introducing me to the idea of educational debt. A concept embedded in my
psyche as I think about the obligation owed to Black children throughout the
diaspora. Police brutality is the outcome of the debt. The lack of Black people
in STEM is the effect of the debt. Residential segregation is the result of the
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debt. Inequality is the consequence of debt. All are resulting from a country,
systems, and structures that disregard Black life. Billings set the stage for how I
would frame my conversations with Black boys — discussions honoring their
humanity while simultaneously centering their experiences within educational
debt confines.

Another scholar, Gee (2000), believes identity helps us understand how
historical, institutional, and sociocultural forces impact society and schooling.
Taking this view a step further, I sought to uncover Black boys’ identities by
listening to their voices. Their words illuminate the toxicity of educational debt
poisoning American society and schooling. Damaging the souls of Black folks
through reified white supremacy and ideology. To understand who my boys
were, | utilized my knowledge of critical race theory. While the theory is
extremely complex and comprehensive, I wanted to situate everyday occur-
rences that may not seem important to non-Blacks but are extremely infor-
mative about Blackness in uncovering the institutional and structural
inequities they face, impacting their racial and academic development. I want
their words to have legal consequences for curriculum and instruction,
assessment, funding, and helping us as a nation think through whether or not
desegregation has truly worked for Black folks.

I want their phrases to pinpoint institutional racism and push ethnogra-
phers to document social thought and relations impeding Black student
achievement. But to make their voices resonate, I needed my boys to recall the
good, the bad, and the ugly (Montandon & Osiek, 1998). I built a trusting
relationship so they could indulge me in how they experienced school, not
simply at their current standing, but at those times when I had no idea who
they were. Requiring Carter, Malik, Darius, and Thomas to think deeply and
reflect on the knowledge, values, ideals, and culture transmitted to them from
various bodies throughout their existence. Knowledge, values, ideals, and
culture, which influenced learning and self-portrait. Orchestrated school
arrivals and departures spoke volumes about the lack of care for the Black
family. Decisions from gatekeepers impacting how much Black boys posi-
tioned their intellectual capability, professional careers, and futures. And even
while many folks claim Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory of human
development is overused (1977, 1979, 1989, 1994, 2005; Bronfenbrenner &
Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), T felt it was important to
incorporate this framing as I thought deeply about the interrelationship
between settings that directly and indirectly impact my Black boys. Policy
became one of those federal systems, where the voices of Carter, Malik,
Darius, and Thomas are absent. Ultimately, policy decisions designed to
benefit them never reach their community, heightening the stench of
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educational debt on Black bodies. Impacting and worsening their interest,
let alone representation in STEM when science as a discipline isn’t even held
accountable. Thus, I had to collapse all of these everyday factors and situate
them on my journey to understand how four Black boys’ makes sense of all of
this mess (Vignoles, Schwartz, & Luyckx, 2011). I had to ask Carter, Malik,
Darius, and Thomas to define their goals, values, beliefs, and self-esteem. I
asked how interactions and relationships with others shaped their views since
they couldn’t reach these conclusions in a vacuum. I was curious how
schooling and society played a role in what Black kids thought, as they had to
be validated by other folks for these thoughts to be normalized and accepted.
Leading to the next investigative thread of what it means to be Black and male.
Through these responses, I understood the feelings, beliefs, and attitudes my
crew held from identifying with other Black boys their age, younger and older.
Lastly, I understood how my boys make sense of their home life, community,
and geographical space. While some may think this is a potpourri of infor-
mation, it speaks to Black boys. And unless we engage in educational
ethnography that recognizes and addresses these complexities, we will spend
too much time trying to “fix Black boys” when the school environments they
enter are the ones that need abolishing. I reiterate, “Learning is a human and
social experience.” I want to honor them. And a complex, layered, intentional
approach is the method I have chosen to maximize their time and engulf myself
in their thinking. An action that forced me to come to terms with my identity
as a Black man unavoidable in presenting this offering. I am still unpacking
their stories, which lets me know I barely scratched the surface with my boys,
even while spending countless days and hours with them.

Educational debt, race, reflection, human development, and identity.

Take this ride with me with an open heart and mind.

I intend to have you roar, Blackness — with me.

—KiMi
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SUMMONED

Right away, I knew this was a Black person’s home. Yes, I judged. I own it.
Pusha T’s, If You Know You Know immediately came to mind. Thoughts
synchronous with mom’s confirmation; this is an old, Black person’s home —
like Mother, like son.

Researcher.

I tremble at the thought.

Excited, nervous, and scared simultaneously. Same emotions surfaced six
years prior after dragging my realtor and mom all over Los Angeles and its
surrounding areas for months, purchasing a home at the height of a seller’s
market, feeling dejected after being outbid for move-in ready homes. I was
suffering defeat from investors and married couples with two incomes. Deeper
pockets prevailed, and I couldn’t break the bank. It was only me. I had to
ensure the sustainability and maintenance of my future. Whether the times
were good or bad, mom, of course, would help out, but pride would probably
encourage refusal. She was defying stereotypical bullshit ascribed to single
Black mothers. Donna worked extremely hard bankrolling private education
from preschool to 12th grade. Undergraduate and graduate expenses, car
notes, insurances, apartments, summer camps, a hungry stomach, an endless
list. A humble, giving spirit owing me nothing. An eternal debt I am never able
to settle. Reminiscent of the Cosby Show episode where Clair Huxtable
effortlessly rattled off the amount spent to secure Sondra’s law school pursuit.
So, I love her. The bare minimum to honor sacrificed material representations
of success to prioritize her children’s quality of life — encompassing becoming
good people, loving God, honoring humanity, and traveling the world.
Adamant in defying destructive narratives of Black babies growing up in South
Central Los Angeles.



2 Black Boys’ Lived and Everyday Experiences in STEM

After mom and I parted ways after touring yet another house, my cell rang.
With hesitation yet excitement in her voice, mom said, KiMi, guess what! I'm
driving home, and I just saw a for sale sign. In my head, I thought, mom, we’ve
seen a million for sale signs, and I've yet to win a bid. But I let her continue
after the long pause. Guess where it is? Where mom? Six blocks from me!

As the words traveled across the 4G network, I sensed smiling vibrations.
We laughed, and I told her to get the number and schedule a visit. A task
already fulfilled. Watch, this is going to be the house I get.

I can’t deny Mom wants me close. Secretly I want the same thing.

Disgusting green walls.

70s style green furniture draped in plastic.

Right away, I knew this was a Black person’s home. Yes, I judged. I own it.
In the words of Pusha T, if you know, you know. Thoughts synchronous with
mom’s confirmation; this is an old, Black person’s home — like Mother, like
son.

The realtor revealed the previous owner died, and the children were selling.
Reluctantly removing home and garden television designs from memory,
trying to reimagine the potential of this 3-bedroom, one bath Spanish style
home. Built-in 1930 outfitted with a solid foundation and great bones. I knew I
could work magic, but the task wouldn’t be easy.

The same approach is needed to do this work.

Historic bungalows.

Concrete steps.

Tall blue doors.

And just like my Spanish style home inherited from a cadre of children who
no longer wanted their childhood home and instead split the proceeds, reno-
vations were necessary.

Brand spanking new homeownership forced the desire to fix everything
before placing a stitch of clothing inside.

But shady contractors halted the dream.

Consolation when fellow homeowners told me, it’s yours — no need to fix
everything at once.

Words are haunting — then, and now.

Hard to silence the inner Virgo voice demanding perfection.

Because these boys would never be mine. My show is on a limited run.

And even though I could add more dates, I would eventually get shut down
by upper management.

No prepackaged rules. Research serving Black boys ushering deep thought.
Reflections about childhood, South Central Los Angeles, public education, and
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institutional racism. Methodology acknowledging limitations while simulta-
neously breaking them.

Think deeply about what [ wanted to know.

Theories swim in my head.

Identity rises to the top.

I want to know who my boys are.

Not surface shit, intimate.

I was reminded of the blue book I ordered. I thought it would be just one,
but it turned out to be a series. I had to know more about this integrative
identity approach. Shout out to Vignoles, Schwartz, and Luyckx for
expanding identity horizons. One that wrapped its arms around the personal,
relational, collective, and material pieces of an identity world rarely discussed
in tandem with Black boys.

Crafting intentional conversation starters probing into beliefs, values, and
self-esteem, unearthing how Black boys envision themselves and their futures.
Answers as evidence to harmonize how folks in and out of public schooling
positioned them. Solidifying possibilities or sealing one’s demise. Further
advancing what it means to be Black, male, and breathing in America.
Inquisitions allowing insider knowledge of how possessions, geographical
space, and community offerings shape one’s existence. Rapid-fire questions
proving identity doesn’t create itself. Identity is a product. And depending on
the bodies working the assembly line, the result can be a masterpiece or never
seeing the light of day.

I want to know who Black boys are.

Not surface shit, intimate.

Storytelling matters. Pulling racism’s veil off of everyday schooling and one-
size-fits-all instructional mantra. Advanced placement courses, gifted, magnet,
and charter schools used as props to pluck out, track and re-segregate. Stan-
dardized tests used to crush Black intelligence by measuring knowledge
never given. Allowing narration to describe experiences never acknowledged
showcasing racism’s grip — techniques inspired by Gloria Ladson Billings,
William Tate, and a host of Black scholars.

Open-ended questions are a prime reflection on how values, beliefs, and
self-esteem reflecting knowledge taught in school: people, places, and things
readily available to them in the school environment. And whether or not class
projects allowed them to think bigger about themselves and their world.
Beautifully blending identity, race, and distant yet pertinent memories.
Memories were opening the door to the soul, understanding interrelationships.
School prominently centered between home, friends, and community — one’s
ecosystem.
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Think deeply about obtained knowledge and conduct a process of elimi-
nation, discarding things of no interest.

I care about relationships. Because at the end of the day, it is the crux of
what my Black boys will experience on any given school day. I want to know
the impact of human hands. I want to know who does the helping? Who does
the harming? Schooling practices were enacted long before my boys were here
and will be here long after they leave unless I speak up, building an intersection
between their world and mines. Conversations grounded in human experience.
Ever-changing from one moment to the next, one month to the next, one grade
level to the next. Changes problematic if not rooted in love. And love for Black
boys gets me one step closer to understanding existential feelings. The interior
design work necessary to fix this house. Hard questions. Questions were
requiring one to step out of current reality and time travel. A journey was
informing life’s decisions. Stepping out of existence gives voice to vulnerability,
transparency, and embracing individual responsibility. Sensitive terrain as I
never want to press my emotions, feelings, or interpretations on them, but
allowing their feelings and thoughts to emerge in rare form. I don’t want to
interview; I want to have conversations. Our conversations were organic and
personal. I don’t want to drive the car. I want to hand them the keys, ride on
the passenger side with the window down, feeling nature’s elements.

I want them to drive.

And T also want to switch cars and allow grown-ups to get behind the wheel
too.

Whoever surrounds themselves in the school landscape with my boys, I
need to know who they are.

I want to bridge the gap between what adults think they are doing in
schools and how Black boys receive it.

Objects in the mirror are closer than they appear.

Early on in my teaching career, my identity was a blind spot. Thinking I
could outfit my classroom as a beach — arranging space with sand, beach balls,
plastic beach pails, and shovels. Puzzled faces entering my classroom, saying,
what is this? Not the reaction I was expecting. I wanted excitement. A natural
response as my kids had never left their community and had no concept of
what a beach was. Enraged because at their age, not only had I been to beaches
in Los Angeles, but I had run the sands of Waikiki. Forcing my experiences
instead of creating new moments with them leveraging their knowledge,
neighborhood, and way of being. I never intended to harm, but I did. I had to
shift, refocus, and think about how I could coordinate a beach trip, so they
could run free. I wondered how many of the people I happened to meet
who impacted Black boys’ lives had adjusted their teaching practices and
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philosophies to meet their kids’ needs or did they privilege their way of
knowing and experiences. My teaching had to seamlessly blend conducting
math lessons in the local market and coordinating a beach trip, never
privileging one over the other. I wanted to know if educators I encountered
called a tow service or remained stuck at the beach.

Tailored made questions had to be constructed, taking months to build.

Forsaking jargon dressed in validity and credibility that for decades has
strangled Black boy voices.

If the conversations don’t help Black boys, I want no part of it.

Vividly remembering the portrait James Anderson painted representing
enslaved Blacks pooling money to start their own schools to educate the babies
creating a cadre of Black teachers and administrators.

And Vanessa Siddle-Walker taught me that in a quest for integration, we
sacrificed those same Black teachers and administrators in hopes of sitting next
to a white kid. Instead, the focus should have been fighting for more money
and increased resources in our already winning schools.

And that seat cost us, in more ways than one.

And even as we tout Brown v. Board of Education, Black bodies lay waste
in classrooms across this country because white kids keep moving their seats.
Black folks have yet to be able to sit next to them genuinely. A fantasy world
unless folks take up the abolishment cross.

Tug and pull in the development process as I somehow have to learn these
gatekeepers on their terms. But theories, Black scholars, my experience,
childhood, adulthood, university life all get in the way. And honestly, 'm not
stopping it.

An iterative process essential to stay true to the work, more importantly to
myself and the truth T seek.

Would people believe in their storytelling?

Audio that still gives me chills and takes me back to the sanctuary. Journal
book full of notes on questions I wanted to probe deeper. Conversations in
and out of the refuge, leaving footprints in my mind, body, and soul.

Artifacts were challenging to organize. Yet, full disclosure if anyone
attempts to question an iota of what my Black boys expressed.

There are many moving parts in truly observing Blackness that one must
use all the tools readily available. I have audio. Interesting because I thought
audio would be problematic for my boys. I know I would have been hesitant
to say a lot of things on tape. But once they interrogated my being, they
sensed purity and genuineness. I watched trepidation fall and relaxation take
flight.
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Organizing content in an expansive notion of identity required balancing
their worlds against the noisiness of internal voices, gatekeepers, ecosystems,
policy, and schooling.

All pieces contribute to the puzzle of how Black boys scramble together
math and science knowledge and skills, denouncing STEM participation.

Who will care?

I don’t know. But I am absolute in not policing Black boys’ voices.

Time constraints and Blackness forced a restructuring of the phenomeno-
logical interviewing protocol. I reclaimed my time when my boys failed to
show up for school or when we went way over because the conversation was
just too rich — an intentional act.

I collected mission and vision statements and course sequences, declaring
what public education would do for Black children. Documents swearing, they
would have my boys college-bound.

I was juxtaposing typed out words with reality.

I strategically wanted a public school that served Black children.

I had no idea I would get a traditional school broken into three fragments.

One fragment kept the historical school name, while the other two were
different.

Three distinct spaces were showcasing the diversity of Blackness.

Capturing all of these things together was the goal.

The magnificent interplay between realities and beliefs unmasked.

I wrestled with historical, theoretical, and methodological tensions
throughout my entire time in Redwood.

Quite honestly, I still wrestle with it. When you care, research is never over.

I am committed to self-discovery.

I want to honor myself, all my boys, and Redwood.

[ want to research that which uplifts, challenges, and provokes new ways of
knowing.

[ want critical conversations.

I want the truth.

Essential, yet colliding thoughts, summoning me to and throughout this
voyage.



MITIGATING CIRCUMSTANCES,
FRAUGHT RELATIONSHIPS

Tears shed for another person are not a sign of weakness.

They are a sign of a pure heart.
—Jose Harris

Three years ago, I hastily opened Brighter Day’s large steel gate and heard
the wind slam it shut. Like a track star, I expeditiously hurried to my 2007
metallic gray ford mustang as my fingers dialed my advisor’s number. A dainty
white feminist scholar who had become family. Voice shaking and tears
flooding my face, I wailed, “I can’t do this!” Unprepared for the emotions
educational ethnography would produce. Instantly she asked, “What’s
wrong?” Years of suppressed emotion asphyxiated my speech. I have resent-
ment. Resentment that schooling continues to fail Black people. Thoughts of
leaving Brighter Day permanently vanished as she validated the power of my
voice. Urging me to stay in the community and do the work. The first of many
traumatic experiences in Redwood, a city I chose.

In Redwood, a Black female-owned coffee house served as my refuge when
I craved Belgian waffles and smothered potatoes. A nest for family and friends
as we gathered for Saturday breakfast, conversation, laughs, and Black culture
exuding from old photographs hanging on the walls. And less than five blocks
from pure blackness and pleasant memories, I sat in my car annoyed, bitter,
and defeated. Public schools in predominantly Black communities remain
places of acute suffering for Black people, Black boys. And as my knees
touched the steering wheel, summoning courage, I made a vow that my story
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would be different, but persistent thoughts of “would it matter” dominated my
brain waves.

Language sets the tone of how Black children experience public educa-
tion. Words have power. And the discourse recycled by teachers, adminis-
trators, and society terrorizes and harasses Black children. Black boys deal
with language portraying them as dangerous, lazy, unmotivated, and simply
not giving a damn."! Phrases, when woven together, contour local and global
conversations on the shortage of Black folks in mathematics and science
careers — often referred to as science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics (STEM). Let’s address reality and what I know to be historical. Black
folks are the original architects of STEM, yet the nation’s language does not
encompass Black people. The only time America is casually interested in
Black folks’ STEM participation is when disaggregated data smacks them in
the face revealing minuscule numbers of Black physicists, computer scien-
tists, physicians, and the like. A collective sigh or gasp occurs, disingenuous
town hall meetings are held, and when we’ve made everyone feel all warm
and fuzzy inside, we return to business as usual. The gasps and short-lived
chats are fraudulent. Because as early as 3rd grade, precious Black children
are trailing behind other racial/ethnic groups in mathematical and scientific
knowledge/literacy because schools refuse to acknowledge Black folks’
pain.

How do I know? Think about STEM imagery. The Big Bang Theory is a hit
television phenomenon about physicists who work at an institute of technol-
ogy. Yet, the cast has no Black people. So, it’s not shocking when a study
revealed teachers describe scientists as White or Asian, male, with crazy hair,
wearing glasses and a lab coat.” Gatekeepers of mathematics and science
teaching and learning see Black children as nonparticipants. Problematizing
the universal belief that public education enables Black children to reach their
goals, pushing the narrative that the “sky’s the limit.” But for whom? At the
onset, math and science learning is jeopardized when educators have
concluded the DNA of a scientist ain’t Black people.

America’s discussion on Black people’s STEM participation resides in one
overarching theme — “Black people do not perform well academically in math
and science.” However, rarely does the conversation shift to the quality of
teaching and learning served to Black children in schools. Focusing on the
disciplines would shine a light on institutional racism disabling collective
academic performance. The result of bad math and science teaching and

1 Harper and Davis (2012), Martin (2000), Wright (2011).
2 Zapata (2013).
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