It Is Not Rocket Science:
The Challenge, Struggle, Will and Skill Lie Within Each of Us

Camilla Greene, Connecticut

A review of Teaching Reading to
Black Adolescent Males: Closing
the Achievement Gap, by Dr.
Alfred Tatum.

ctober 2, 2005 marked
the passing of August
Wilson, one of the

prominent African-American
playwrights to chronicle the
plight of Africans in America.
In a radio interview on WBLS
a friend and colleague of
Wilson noted that Wilson had dropped
out of public school in 10t grade and educated

in ways that engage the heart, mind
and soul of these Black adolescent
males. Dr. Tatum, in his book Teaching
Reading to Black Adolescent Males
{(Stenhouse Publishers, 2005) states

that successful teachers of Black male
students see “...literacy instruction as a
tool of resistance.” (81) In his book he
puts forth that Black male students need to
have literacy skills embedded in the read-
ing and understanding of short and long
texts written by Black males describing the
realities of Black males in America. To that
end, Dr. Tatum includes a two-paragraph text
by Michael Eric Dyson (2004), “Letter to My

himself in the library. The question then became: Brother Everett in Prison.” Tatum describes the
would August Wilson have become the chronicler use of the letter as an example of the Black male

of the African experience in America and prominent surrender. “Their surrender is in large part connected
playwright that he did become if he had remained to an arrested development resulting from their

a student in public education? In reflecting on the inability to resist their social conditioning.” (87) The
notion that public high school education might do teaching of literacy skills

more harm than good in centering African-American and reading strategies in (continued on page 12)

male identity, and might
not equip them with

the knowledge, skills Must-Read Texts

and critical thinking

they need to become “Below is a list of other must-read texts | would recommend for Black
productive citizens and males reading amid turmoil. Most of them can be used as ‘cultural hooks’ to
lifelong learners, | have engage Black male students. My list is by no way exhaustive; | do not mean
come to the conclusion to suggest that these are the only must-read texts for Black males. Beyond
that public high school these recommended texts, Black males need exposure to a vast array of fic-
classrooms as they are tion and nonfiction texts across genres as suggested by Carol Collins (1993)”.
currently structured do Source: Dr. Alfred Tatum, Teaching Reading to Black Adolescent Males,

not develop the full Stenhouse Publishers, 2005. Must-Read Texts: Pages 58-59

potential of African-

American males. And e The Pact: Three Young Men Make a Promise and Fulfill a Dream, by

| maintain that most Sampson Davis, George Jenkins and Rameck Hunt

African-American males e There Are No Children Here, by Alex Kotlowitz

engaged in learning * A Hope in the Unseen: An American Odyssey from the Inner City to the
and skill acquisition in Ivy League, by Ron Suskind

most public high school e The Beast, by Walter Dean Myers

classrooms find it irrel- e Our America: Life and Death on the South Side of Chicago, by LeAlan
evant at best and hostile Jones, Lloyd Newman, and David Isay

at worst to their lives
and life experiences.

The Greatest, by Walter Dean Myers
Letter to My Nephew, by James Baldwin
Dr. Alfred Tatum Stories of the Scottsboro, by James Goodman
provides us with a Workin’ the Chain Gang: Shaking Off the Dead Hand of History, by
framework that authenti- Walter Mosley
cally validates the life Think Big, by Ben Carson
experiences of these e And Still We Rise: The Trials and Triumphs of Twelve Gifted Inner-City
students and at the same Students, by Miles Corwin
time teaches literacy
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Students at the Center...

(continued from page 11)

that weren’t in the article or in our notes,
took it someplace different.

e If you didn’t get something, you get to see
their perspective.

* Knowledge grew—much bigger thinking.

e Got more knowledge of things | didn’t under-
stand.

e We laughed a lot.

*  We probably could have talked about swamp
life forever!

What the teachers noticed the kids get from
these conversations that are part of their educa-
tional goal:

e Laughter and fun. They like to talk. They are
first and foremost interested in talking with
each other about new information.

e Meta-cognition: students were able to identi-
fy themselves along a continuum from a con-
versation that is stilted and parallel with list-
ing of facts from text, to a conversation that
could go on forever as they keep expanding
on each other’s thoughts and generating new
questions.

e Facts about topics and clarifying misconcep-
tions and confusion.

e Talking with each other helps them to
naturally use strategies of proficient read-
ers—share background knowledge to support
inferences about meaning of facts; highlight
what is important or interesting.

e Fluency - oral and written: The kids’ reflec-
tions began with parroting of language and
ideas generated by the class and teachers.
We have seen their reflections become more
detailed and easy with practice. Now more
and more students are writing reflections
with distinctive voices and their own ideas
about both the process and the content of
their conversations.

We keep returning to the initial key ideas stu-
dents identified: simply listening and being
interested in your partners’ ideas along with your
own. Adding to and deepening, correcting, and
clarifying—knowing more, thinking more, con-
necting with each other more. The classrooms
are buzzing with the hum of many conversa-
tions, now spreading to every part of the day. 0O

Marjorie Larner may be contacted at
larnerm@earthlink.net
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It Is Not Rocket Science...
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meaningful contexts helps Black male students acquire
language skills that empower them to use language in

telling their stories while simultaneously mastering the
skills and demonstrating academic excellence through
reading and writing.

What does all of this mean for the middle or high
school teacher of English working in an urban classroom
teaching Black male students? In my mind it means that
we, whether we be black or white or yellow or red,
need to know who we are in relation to the dominant
culture, and how we operate in that dominant culture.
We need to be clear about what we believe to be the
purpose of education. We need to love Black male stu-
dents enough to struggle to successfully teach them the
literacy skills they need to be successful in the oppres-
sive American society in which we live. | heard an
African woman on WBAI state that we need to look at
other people as our “other” selves. If we look at Black
males as future, current or potential criminals, we are
not seeing them as our “other” selves and we cannot
teach them. If we cannot look at, and love, a Black male
student who is looking hostile, wearing bagging, sagging
jeans with his underwear showing and see him as a per-
son connected to us, then we should not and could not
be successfully engaging him.

Dr. Tatum’s book Teaching Reading to Black
Adolescent Males approaches the challenge of teaching
literacy from the inside. In his book he includes texts,
essential questions, and lists of books as well as charts
of how and when and in what context to use certain
skill-development and assessment tools. Dr. Tatum dem-
onstrates strategies that make the theories, instruction
and transfer of skills live in real time in authentic ways
in the high school classroom. Aside from the acquisition
of skills and the practice of theory and instruction, Dr.
Tatum challenges teachers to be activists. The question
that remains is: Do we have the will and the courage to
truly interrupt and transform public school cultures and
our classroom practices in ways that will resonate with
and engage Black males in learning, in a variety of chal-
lenging ways that will be meaningful in their eyes? This
challenge is both a personal one and a group mandate.
We must look inside ourselves and examine our person-
al beliefs and practice while connecting with others to
bring out the genius that resides inside each Black male
student. O

For more information about essential
readings and questions suggested for teaching
African-American Males visit our website at
www.nsrfharmony.com/connections.html
Camilla Creene can be contacted at
camillagreene@worldnet.att.net
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