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			Foreword

			One day I was speaking at a high school. Before I spoke, I was talking with the principal when a student walked by. They exchanged pleasantries and he went on to class. As soon as he turned the corner, the principal said proudly: “You know, he’s gonna make a great prisoner one day.” Like you, my jaw dropped because I knew that solely left to her leadership, this child would have no chance to succeed. As an educator in the field of culturally relevant instruction and implicit bias, I know that students will rise or recede to the levels of expectations set for them. I left that school nervous for the future, not just for that child, but many of the students across the country suffering from what former President George W. Bush referred to as the “soft bigotry of low expectations.” Then I turned on The Ellen DeGeneres Show and saw Michael Bonner.

			I know that I did not physically weep when I saw Michael’s story but I wept inside. I wept because I kept saying to myself that this is what every child needs! Give a child hope and he will give you his heart. Give a child a challenge and she will fight to prove she is capable to conquer it. Show children that if they work hard that they can indeed have a stake in the American dream regardless of their circumstances and they will work harder than we could ever expect for a better future. Michael understands this, and Get Up or Give Up is his testimonial to this fact.

			My hope is that everyone reads this book because it is not just the journey of the teacher but the journey of the student. It is not just about Michael’s journey to The Ellen DeGeneres Show but his journey to becoming a teacher who sees himself in every student who enters his classroom. He therefore knows that if he does not get up for them every morning, they might give up and that is unacceptable for Michael. My hope is that in reading this book, you will realize that it is unacceptable for any of us to give up on our children, inside or outside of the classroom. 

			 

			Yours in service,

			Dr. Omékongo Dibinga

			Director, UPstander International

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Ellen DeGeneres Show had not been a TV show I watched—but that all changed in October 2016 when I received the call of a lifetime. Seems that someone from the show had caught wind of my latest experiment in teaching, a music video that I created as a reward for my students passing a summative reading assessment. During this time, the majority of my students were not grasping the material I was teaching. From their scores, I knew if I did not change my method of instruction or find a way to reach them, I could possibly ruin their chances of understanding more complex text later in the year.

			Thus began the adventure of a lifetime for my students and me as we whisked our way to Los Angeles, to be celebrated for innovation in teaching and learning—and to a whole different orbit for my babies from one of the poverty-stricken areas in northeastern North Carolina.

			My journey to The Ellen DeGeneres Show undoubtedly would have been the last thing on my mind when I grew up in North Carolina. What I envisioned for myself were regular appearances on TV as a professional basketball player in the NBA, counting thousands of dollars, and living comfortably in a mansion somewhere in a large city, a dream that many young men embark on in order to quickly change their lives and the lives of those around them. That dream carried me through high school and into college, but circumstances—and yes, maybe being a little short on the required talent—changed the trajectory of my career path.

			As a student who gave a teacher or two a rough time, never did I dream that the field of education would be my landing spot. It never occurred to me that I would make an impact on the lives of so many children. That I would have the opportunity to speak at national conferences, create a new culture of positivity at South Greenville Elementary, or be a guest on The Ellen DeGeneres Show—twice.

			But thanks to the power of thinking differently and not accepting the status quo in education, I was blessed to be able to surmount many obstacles on the way to a rewarding career in teaching—that I almost gave up on. That is the story I want to share with you. One that is full of truth and honesty. A journey of a lifetime.... And it all started in a tiny area of northeastern North Carolina.

		

	
		
			1
The “Trap”

			“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

			–Martin Luther King, Jr

			Perquimans County, North Carolina. This is where life for me began. To some it is called home, but to others it is referred to as the “Trap.” It is a county of no more than 14,000 people and from my understanding, it is the only county in the United States of America with a bascule bridge that is literally shaped like the letter “S.” Highway 17 runs through this town, which creates only one major intersection. You have one Food Lion, three gas stations, and only four schools for each segment of the K–12 infrastructure. There are only two basketball courts, one tennis court, and no business or club to really generate innovative thinking and creative arts for millennials. 

			The affluent stay in the Albemarle Plantation waterfront golf community, and the word around town is to avoid visiting “New Jack” projects (which was named after the Mario Van Peebles movie New Jack City) or King Street for fear of getting robbed. You will not find any major artists or movie stars stopping through Perquimans nor any new skyscrapers being developed downtown. There is no movie theater, no Walmart, no arcade, nor skating rink. Sounds pretty boring, right? Well a lot of times, it was. I am sure you can imagine how “excited” I was when my parents told me to go outside to play. I quickly learned we had to become creative in order for us to substitute the limited opportunities provided to us at such a young age. 

			Growing up in a small town also had its perks. Because we did not live in an overcrowded city, family was the core of everything. You could always guarantee a gigantic turnout at sporting events, family reunions, or cookouts at Missing Mill Park. Perquimans is mainly known for baseball due to the sports legend himself, Jim “Catfish” Hunter, a Hall of Fame inductee, but football and basketball were also major sports. To this day, I can still feel the adrenaline fire through my neural connectors when I think about running out of the locker room onto the basketball court before a big game. To see my family members in the stands cheering their hearts out when we played against Edenton, Northeastern, or Plymouth will forever be engrained in my mind. These were the moments where individuals from all walks of life actually united for a common cause. At that moment it was not about where you stayed, the color of your skin, or how much money was in your bank account. When it was time for the referee to toss the basketball in the air, the people of Perquimans were only focused on one goal—getting the win. But when the sporting events were over, people returned to their everyday lives. The camaraderie that you saw displayed at the football games after Justin Roberson threw a touchdown pass or when Donald Stepney led the 2003 basketball team to the state championship sort of disappeared. As I saw this dichotomous behavior while I was growing up, I noticed that the same behavior slowly permeated the school system. 

			I can remember to this day almost every teacher that I had, from my fifth-grade teacher Virginia Jones, who continued to pour into me years after I left her class, to my sixth-grade teacher Nina Felton, who showed me how much I could apply myself. And I cannot forget Mrs. Newby, who was my first-grade teacher. She had the best pedagogy and classroom management known to mankind! It didn’t matter if you were Caucasian, African-American, or Hispanic, you could count on having a great time in Mrs. Newby’s class and building great friendships. At the age of six, we did not pay attention to the racial constructs that were around us unless somebody of age brought it to our attention. My circle of friends at that point was full of individuals from very different cultural backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses, and ethnicities. But when we entered Mrs. Newby’s class, all the differences went out the door. She established a classroom culture of educational rigor inclusive of the differences. 

			One day I decided to test her classroom management skills by not staying on task in reading. I was talking out loud, being unnecessarily disruptive, and, to be completely honest, I was approaching my education as a joke. This did not turn out in my favor when she decided to contact my mother and father, who were hardworking individuals. I can remember her writing a note to my mother because I was tearing the classroom up. I was instructed to take it to my mother, who was a teacher assistant in kindergarten at the time. Being my mischievous self, I threw the note into the school’s central air and heating system and walked back to class trying to fix my facial expressions to match that of a person who had just gotten in trouble. At six years old, I did not think about the invisible force of the wind that would cause the note to be blown among the fans and onto the ground, and which somehow mysteriously made its way into my mother’s hand. The “talk” that I received from my father and mother that day after school still keeps me in check when it comes to following the rules and making sure I am a model citizen. 

			I enjoyed the feeling and understanding of equality that radiated in Mrs. Newby’s classroom. But I would soon find out that the classroom culture I had become accustomed to was not a direct reflection of the world. 

			As I transitioned from elementary school to middle school, I noticed my classroom structure changing and the friends that I made from kindergarten to fifth grade began to shift. We all were excited about going to a different school and having new experiences, but I did not expect our circles to slowly change. The thought of diversity was known, but it was not always established or effectively modeled as we transitioned through human development in our small town. As I was promoted through each grade, I began to watch friends who were dear to me shift from a heterogeneous mixture to a homogenous pool of family members and mutual friends of the same ethnicity. By the time I was in eighth grade, at lunch you could slowly see small pockets of inclusion among different races, but it was becoming a rarity. You can imagine that as we transitioned to high school, the gap of inclusion amongst our social circles narrowed. This was something that I don’t think intentionally happened, but this reaction began to affect us in how we communicated and saw the world around us. How we approached political issues or everyday decisions was now influenced from one perspective instead of having the daily privilege of being exposed to different viewpoints through contextual conversations. It was as if we were naturally segregating ourselves, and people would only whisper about it at barbershops or in closed-door conversations. The individuals who drove the older model Crown Victorias with 20-inch rims would park on one side and the individuals who drove trucks with the loud exhaust pipes would park on the opposite side. 

			One of the rare tangents of common ground that brought us together as a people were sports, specifically basketball and football. When my parents used to tell me to go outside and play, we would go to the library and play basketball on the monkey bars. That is all we had at the time. But when the city decided to build its first concrete basketball court, the excitement transferred like an electrical current among everybody. The first basketball court was built beside Missing Mill park right across the street from the place that serves the best fried chicken in the world, Little Mint—“Home of the Big Fellow”—near a rural area and the library. This court was unique because it was half the size of a full regulation basketball court, but we did not care. We were simply excited to play on concrete instead of a dirt court or monkey bars. This was a place to finally give fuel to our “hoop dreams” that could help us make it out of town. 

			This court did not have any street lights or painted regulation lines, so city officials would come to lock the basketball court at sunset to prevent anything illegal from happening. But problems quickly arose because the basketball court was too small for the number of individuals who came. People were not used to new infrastructure being built, so the first couple of months individuals were there to enjoy the newness of this project. It was crowded and a solution had to be found to prevent any chaotic situations. So the county decided to build another basketball court, on King Street, which is closer to Section 8 housing and where most of the individuals who played basketball lived. This court would be full regulation size, but the problem was the neighborhood was synonymous with crime. Even though there were some individuals there who were working hard to create a better life for their children, often those negative stereotypes were attached to the entire neighborhood due to the bad choices of some individuals. 

			Regardless of where the basketball court was being built, as young active children, we were still excited about having somewhere to actually practice and hone our skills. Other counties had AAU teams and gyms to play in, so we were grateful for whatever was given to us. But this basketball court also closed at night due to the lack of streetlights to illuminate the court during game play. 

			While the basketball court was being built on King Street, the county decided to build a tennis court beside the first basketball court near Missing Mill Park. The tennis court was paved with green paint and the white lines typical of tennis courts, something that the two basketball courts did not have. The tennis court also was kept open until 10 o’clock at night because it was surrounded with six to eight, huge, 25-foot light poles that illuminated the area. This caused a gigantic problem among my peers. Why? Because Perquimans County was known for baseball, basketball, and football. So when the county decided to invest its financial monies into a new tennis court with beautiful paint and lights, but neglected the two basketball courts that were close by, the disconnect prevented our community from coming together as one. Most importantly, the biggest shocker is that Perquimans did not at that time, and still does not to this day, have an official tennis team. What it symbolically represented to us was that we would not be able to get out of the “Trap.” Why would a group of people take the financial liberty to invest in a sport that most of our athletes did not play as a means to draw attention from recruiters to pay for college? This form of classical conditioning would not stop there but became more aggressive as we transitioned through high school. 

			In high school, I was aware that it was important for me to start off my freshman year on a good note. Trying to remember my locker combination while the pretty upperclassmen walked by was a hard task. I can remember practically begging my father and mother for money in every clothing store because I wanted to make the best impression amongst this new circle of peers. But as I transitioned through high school, outside the realm of sports, I noticed the social circles around me still changing. It was the typical situation — athletes hung with athletes, scholars ate with other scholars — but there was an even stronger correlation in that observation. Those particular friend circles were racially homogenous. To some, that was okay. The same continuous system and reality did not bother them because it was a way of life. But realistically speaking, having those types of marginalization’s in the classroom and around you not only can hinder academic growth, but also not give a true representation of the world that existed outside the county lines. Some teachers recognized this dysfunctional pattern that poisoned our learning experience, but chose to ignore it. Other amazing teachers chose to confront it head-on. That is what happened when I entered Mrs. Dunbar’s class my senior year. 

			Jeanie Dunbar, my high school English teacher, was an amazing educator. She was an older, 5-foot-4, evenly built Caucasian woman. But when she opened her mouth to teach, her personality and love for all students instantaneously made it seem as if she were the same height as I was (at 6-foot-5). She embodied what teachers should be and how they should carry themselves. She infused passion and instructional content in a way that created a new love for education within me. Mrs. Dunbar came from out of town, so she was not afraid to speak against systematic inconsistencies, and it was so refreshing. When you entered her classroom it was similar to drinking a cold glass of water on a blistering hot day. Ethnicity and beliefs were respected and not used for division or personal gain. She influenced us to become critical thinkers and analyze how things were around us. She challenged us with rigorous vocabulary that helped us articulate ourselves in debates and conversations efficaciously. 

			While I was in her classroom, I also was blossoming into a fantastic basketball player. The academic fire she instilled within me leaked over into the athletic realm, which gave me the opportunity to become a dual threat (academically and athletically). Usually in small towns, when an individual plays sports, their main goal is to make it to the professional level. This was and still is a popular narrative for young African-American men. In most 1A high schools or in smaller counties, the tallest guy would play forward or center. But due to my skill set, I could also play shooting guard, and that gave me the chance to be recruited by various universities. As a senior, I won the Player of the Year award for the surrounding counties, and became the first male in Perquimans County history to be selected to the North Carolina East vs. West basketball game, and I became one of the first to sign a full ride to an NCAA Division I university. My eyes had been set on the National Basketball Association (NBA) since I was a little boy, and the possibility of making it “out” was becoming a reality.

			With so much excitement surrounding basketball at the time, the county decided to invest in a new recreation center—finally! A gym that we could play in and escape the scorching heat during the summer was fine with me; I was tired of getting a tan that made me unrecognizable. Elated does not express my emotions appropriately for how pumped I was to finally experience a brand-new gym. This excitement was short-lived when we found out the location of the gym. Somebody decided that the best spot for this gym would not be within the local community, like the two basketball courts and the tennis court, but near the outskirts of the city limits. That meant we could not walk there. We would need access to a car or ride our bikes at least 5 to 10 miles in order to play at this new facility. 

			That disappointment would rise to an all-time high when we found out that the best times for the gym to be open for basketball was only on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 2 to 4 p.m. We were in school until 2:50 p.m. and by the time we found a ride to the gym, it would be 3:15. Hopefully you’d get to the gym in time to be called on for the next game, but if not, you would have to sit until 3:30 to 3:45. Unfortunately by that time, the pickup games would be sloppy and most individuals were ready to go home. The million-dollar recreation center that was built to serve everybody within the community did not, unfortunately, serve the youth it would most benefit. 

			I was tired of seeing this pattern repeated, and this did not sit well with my peers either. But Mrs. Dunbar, who was an intellectual, was already ahead of us, providing effective solutions. 

			During this time, she was reinforcing her conversations about going to college and the importance of earning a college degree. She visually showed us the difference in earnings between a high school dropout versus somebody who has earned a four-year degree. With that type of educational conversation going on in the classroom, I decided to go the school office to check out scholarships. At that time, I had scholarship offers from two stunning Division I Historically Black colleges. Those were Winston-Salem State University and South Carolina State University. Even though I had received an athletic scholarship for a full ride in basketball, the purpose of my office visit was to create an educational awareness for myself and my friends who were not in the same position as me athletically. 

			As we walked down the dimly lit corridor near the library into the front office, there were two sheets of paper on the wall. These were the only two scholarships posted at the time. One was from the local Rotary Club for $500 and the other was a Jim “Catfish” Hunter scholarship, which was also worth $500. The requirements were set to a certain GPA and from my memory, you had to write an essay on why you deserved the scholarship. Because I already had scholarship offers on the table and I was unaware that you can have multiple scholarships, I skipped right past those and continued through my day. From that point on, I never gave much thought as to why there were only two scholarships posted because I thought that was normal. 

			The next year, after I went off to play basketball for Winston-Salem State University, my mother became the guidance counselor at Perquimans County High School. A trip back home to see my family was vital because I knew she and my father had missed me tremendously. Winston-Salem State University was four hours away, so the distance made the reunion even sweeter. As I visited her office, she was so excited. She showed me a poster of me she had printed out and allowed me to tour the school to see how they’d converted the old gym into a library. Then I followed her to the supply room. She was looking for some manila folders to file some documents, but my eyes gravitated towards this huge silver filing cabinet that was near the door. I calmly said to her, “Mom, what is this?” She continued to search for her items with her head down and said, “Those are all the scholarships that we have for seniors who are about to apply and enroll for college.” I stood there dumbfounded for a moment with a cold stare and look of disbelief on my face. As she heard the awkward silence, she looked up and saw my expression; she could tell I did not believe her. She then proceeded to pull out each row in the filing cabinet, showing me a plethora of scholarships. Scholarships I had not known existed, like financial awards for individuals who were left-handed. 



OEBPS/OEBPS/image/3959.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/4470.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
GET UP
0R GIVE UP






OEBPS/OEBPS/image/4468.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/4466.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/4464.png





