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Bright in the Hallways
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In halls where gossip travels fast,

Where stares can cut like shattered glass,

They walk with crowns, others can’t unsee,

Black kids carrying their history.

They clutch their lockers, they clinch their lips,

They tone down the slang, even though others call it “hip.”

They carry their fire deep inside,

Black kid's strength, they carry it with stride.

They sit in classes, one or two,

They are the only specks of deeper hue.

But brilliance glows where isolation once stood, 

Black kids shine because they always could.

They answer questions sharp and true,

Others look amazed—well, wouldn’t you?

They've learned to thrive where eyes compare,

Black kids learned to bloom in rooms where eyes stare.

They go home and become smooth as jazz at night,

Their versatile melody turns the wrongs to right.

They can handle the trial because their roots run deep.

Black kids’ rhythm, racist walls can’t keep.

They laugh too loud, teachers say, “Be still,”

It’s their joy inside, they are working to rebuild,

Their hair, their slang, their beats, and more,

Black kids have that kind of lore.

And here they stand, unbent with drive,

Surviving change, learning how to thrive.

For every stereotype box unchecked,

Black kids recite back with intellect.

And when the day is finally through,

They see themselves—their power grew.

They made it through one more day,

Black kids in spaces built for another’s stay.

And still they walk, with their heads held high,

Their greatness stretching to the sky.

They’ve weathered emotional storms, unshakeable.

Integrating schools and sports, Black kids remain unbreakable!
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Crossing That Line
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You know, when I first left Yeungstown, Ohio schools, and stepped into those wide, polished hallways out in Boardmen, Ohio schools,  it felt like crossing a line nobody warned me about. I remember that first morning when my mom was smoothing the wrinkles out of my shirt; like the process of making armor while telling me, “Baby, you walk in there like you belong, because you do.” Belonging don’t come easy when every eye in the room flicks to you like you tracked mud across a white carpet. Folks stared at me like I was the surprise ending in a book they hadn’t agreed to read. Teachers talked slow to me, like I was learning English for the first time. Kids asked if I lived “near the bad part of town,” like Yeungstown was one big boarded-up house with my name on it. They wanted my slang but not my struggle, they wanted my rhythm but not my roots. I’ll admit—some days it got to me. Some days I felt like a smudge in their perfect picture, or a shadow where they wanted only sunlight.  Finally, I found my voice in that place. Every time someone called me “articulate” like it was a miracle, I spoke louder. Every time they touched my hair without asking my permission, I held my head higher. Every time I felt small, I remembered the streets back home—loud, loving, imperfect, but mine. I remembered who raised me with love and care. I remembered who taught me how to stand tall and that excellence doesn’t need permission—they can’t give you what you already have. And you know what? Over time, some of those same kids who looked at me sideways started looking at me eye to eye. They heard me in class. They laughed with me at lunch, and some stood up for me when it mattered, not always; but enough that the world shifted a little in my favor.

I didn’t just survive that place—I changed it; one question at a time, one conversation at a time, and one uncomfortable truth at a time. Overtime, we made them see that black kids from Yeungstown weren’t visitors or outsiders or charity cases. We were just like them. We had stories that told our truth. We became like steel—strong enough to bend the world that we walked into. So when I think about those days now, I don’t think about the gossip or the stares or the rooms where I felt alone because I was the only black kid in there. I think about the doors we opened. I think about the space we carved out just by being there.

The fact that we walked into a place that wasn’t built for us... and we still mastered it, that’s history,

that’s resistance, and that’s victory.
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Keyonna stood in front of her mirror, adjusting her school uniform and taking one last glance before leaving for the day. Her thick, curly hair framed her face, a crown of strength she often hid under a headband to keep it neat for school. She always loved the way her hair looked, but not the way people stared at it, but she was learning to embrace it. Today she purposely wore it loose.

Keyonna was a 16-year-old sophomore at Boardmen High, a predominantly white school in a small town. She had been one of the few Black students there since her freshman year, and while she had tried to fit in, she often felt like she didn’t belong. Her family had moved to Boardmen from a larger city, where Keyonna had always felt more at home. But here, the difference was obvious. 

Her mother always told her, “Keyonna don’t let anyone make you feel small. You are worthy, you are enough. Don’t let their ignorance become your burden,” but it was easier said than done. Keyonna’s mom couldn’t be there when the students at school would call her racist names, or when they moved their desk away from hers, or worse—when they openly stared. The first time Keyonna felt the sting of real racism was in her freshman year, during lunch. She was sitting at a table with a group of kids she had hoped could be her friends. Her skin was darker than theirs, and her hair was different. She hadn’t realized how much of a “thing” that was until that day. A girl named Emily, someone Keyonna thought was a nice girl, made a comment about her hair and Keyonna’s heart sank.

“Why is your hair so... big? It looks like it belongs in a cartoon,” Emily laughed. Emily was attention seeking, trying to get points with the popular crowd.

Keyonna had smiled weakly and shrugged, not knowing what else to say. The group around her joined in the laughter. She felt humiliated, but it wasn’t the first or last time the jokes would follow her. Keyonna had to stay strong because she knew she had a right to be in Boardmen school just like everyone else.  But today, as she sat in her first-period history class, she decided things would be different. She could feel the familiar pang of anxiety in her chest, but she also felt a quiet sense of resolve. It wasn’t just about surviving the day anymore. She would start standing her ground, no matter how uncomfortable it made her feel. Every day Keyonna’s mom would tell her to remember her worth and that she was not inferior to anyone, and that all people were equally created.  These pep talks were always in the back of Keyonna’s mind, as she made it through the day.

As she walked into the classroom, she noticed the same group of kids, the ones who usually gave her that look. They were talking animatedly about the upcoming school dance. Keyonna had always felt like an outsider when it came to social events like the dance. Keyonna hated going alone and she knew her dance moves would be controversial. Despite all those feelings Keyonna loved to actually dance. In class, Megan, a girl who had always been nice but never really made an effort to talk to her, said loudly, “Keyonna, I don’t think you should go to the dance. I mean... I just don’t think it’s your scene, you know? It’s mostly white people, and you’d probably feel uncomfortable.” Keyonna was surprised; but it was as if Megan was warning her not to go.  Megan had overhead the others talking about all the pranks they would play on Keyonna, if she showed up to the dance. Megan’s words froze Keyonna. The words cut through her like a blade. There it was—the truth about how some people in the school really felt. Megan was saying that Keyonna was black and she would not fit in because everyone there would be white. Wow! “We are all human beings who like to dance,” Keyonna thought to herself. Megan had said it so casually, like it wasn’t even something to think twice about.

Keyonna opened her mouth, but no words came out. She didn’t know how to respond. Should she just let it slide, as she always did? Should she laugh it off? But the hurt was there, deep in her chest. Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind: “You are worthy. You are enough.” Keyonna got brave and decided that she would not cower down. 

She took a deep breath. This time, she wouldn’t let silence be her answer. “Actually, Megan,” Keyonna said with her voice steady but firm, “I’m more than capable of being in any space, no matter who’s there. It’s not about what other people think of me. It’s about me being comfortable with who I am.” “Black or white we are all created equal and we all love a good dance,  right!” Keyonna smiled inside because she had stood her ground.

The classroom fell silent. Keyonna’s heart raced, but she stood tall, not realizing that her hands were gripping the edge of the desk. She could feel the weight of everyone’s eyes on her, but she didn’t look away. Keyonna’s mom would be so proud of her.  Megan’s face flushed, and she quickly mumbled, “I didn’t mean it like that...” but the damage was done. Keyonna knew that some people in the room would never see her the same way again. Keyonna had become an outspoken advocate for herself just as she should be.
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