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Friends:
I bring you greetings from the United States of America, and I salute the Cape York Institute for your strong commitment to practical ideas, for your integrity of purpose, for daring to challenge stale and conventional thinking. And I especially salute your Noel Pearson for his courage under fire—and for his steadfast and smart and savvy leadership.

The theme of this conference is a daunting one—and I am going to speak plainly on the topic you have assigned me: “The Role of Identity in Minority Group Success or Failure—The Pitfalls of Victim Hood.” I have subtitled my remarks—“Out of the Dark, Toward the Light, Into Modernity, and, then, Straight Away into the Future.” 

As someone wise once said, “The future ain’t what it used to be.”

I have come a very long way to speak with you tonight. It is my first time in Australia. So, I am not here as an expert on Australian race relations or about the struggles of the Indigenous Peoples here for self-determination and respect. I know about American race relations and our Civil Rights Movement. So, I leave to you any extrapolations or parallels 

you care to make between the United States scene and what’s happening in Australia. 

There are, for sure, some familiar themes because wherever I have gone, and everywhere, there are “indigenous people,” minorities and Native Peoples in struggle for their identity and humanity. Indigenous and minority peoples are the subject of both discovery and debate—especially peoples of the darker hues. There are tour buses and entire industries—academic, cultural, and political and historical—built on showcasing or explaining minority subcultures—and especially that of Indigenous Peoples. Too often the Indigenous People of whatever land are reduced to stereotype—and looked upon as simple people with a mystical past, passed on by folklore, religion, tribal customs, and ancient artifacts. Arts and crafts and cultural artifacts are always on sale. The homelands have the feel and symbolic significance of ghettoes, of cultural separatism if not physical separation from the larger, mainstream society.

I was born in one such ghetto--Harlem—America’s most famous racial ghetto, when living in Harlem was far from trendy. Back then it was the shame of America, the dourest of ghettoes—characterized by dire poverty, hopelessness, rat-infested housing, dirty streets, open drug trafficking, widespread drug addiction and alcoholism, and lax as well as uneven law enforcement. Ghettoes in America were man-made, not created. Through prejudicial habits and discriminatory behavior by private and governmental entities blacks were consigned to the worst areas of our 
cities—sections which whites and the privileged classes either fled or avoided. 
There was widespread fear there—fear of property devaluation; fear of crime; and enormous dread—dread of the so-called urban crisis, of urban rot—the human variety and the kind that comes with social distress, characterized by high infant mortality rates, unemployment, property abandonment, burned-out stores, shootings, muggings, and 
the inadequate delivery of essential governmental services, such as sanitation and police protection.

That was the grim environment in which I was born. 
Children as young as 5 years-old were not regarded as educable or as educable as their peers across the tracks, on the other side of under-privilege—where parents, it was said, care more for their children, where the “other” children had good and better schools, and good and better teachers, and where communities cared about lawlessness, grime, and neighborhood appearance. 
Back then environment, it was widely believed, was one’s destiny. So, if you were born in a slum your life chances were dim. You did not have an equal chance at getting a quality education. 
There was no such thing as pre-kindergarten. 
You did not have many middle-class much less successful role models living next door to you. 
There were no connections or expectations of gainful employment. 
Most residents of the inner-cities did not have high school diplomas, much less college degrees.

Land use policies of the suburbs had a discriminatory, exclusionary impact, if not intent, to them—shutting out the 
poor and the racial minorities, in the guise that “if you can’t afford” to live in a gated or upwardly mobile community that was just too damn bad. Segregation by race was the rule and enforced by law across the nation, followed by racial habits that practiced the opposite of what civil rights laws promised by way of opening up equal opportunities to decent housing, to the work place, to college, to ways out of the ghettoes.    

To the ghetto resident something seemed “off” about democracy if people were thinking that blacks wanted to live in dilapidated housing, “wanted” to be “under” and unemployed, and “wanted” their children to die in infancy. 
There was something “off” about a community where on every other street corner there seemed to be a funeral parlor.
Back then, blacks with hope and dignity and with righteous indignation insisted on a new definition of democracy—an inclusionary democracy, a democracy that did not follow the 
dictates of prejudice and skin color discrimination. After many years of litigation that contested conditions of inequality based on race, the United States Supreme 
Court—the highest court in our nation—finally put the Constitution on the side of blacks’ efforts at equality by overturning its infamous “separate but equal” doctrine which had for decades allowed for the government schools to segregate black children in schools separated from all others of similar age and qualifications. In overturning its crude rationale for purposeful discrimination against black children our High Court opined that, “Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local governments…” given the extensive and important ways public schools mold attitudes and warp personality development of the black children.

The Supreme Court of the United States concluded in 1954 that separate educational facilities are “inherently unequal”—citing modern psychological authority provided by my mentor Dr. Kenneth B. Clark. Presumably, the Court’s nine justices had observed the social changes then underway in American society and across the world with respect to African liberation. And for the first time the Court noted the corrosive impacts of segregative habits on black children’s chances for advancement.

The world was in flux. Black heroism during World War I and World War II had blacks fighting Nazis and fascism, in order to make the world safe for democracy. African nations during the 1950s were in turmoil, and breaking free of colonialism. In the United States, black Americans’ legal challenges to their second-class citizenship status in the 1950s set the stage for a revolutionary change in legal and public opinion about racial caste.

Our High Court might have decided to look the other way—the Court might have simply ignored what the psychologists found to be, what they said were the harmful effects of segregation on children. They did not have to adopt the psychological evidence as “exact” or convincing or as a basis for a constitutional decision. But the nine justices did just that--they unanimously concluded that “separate is inherently unequal” and unconstitutional. 

Dr. Kenneth Clark was himself no stranger to segregated American life. He knew first-hand the savagery of the power on limiting an individual’s horizons and its implications and consequences for the marginalization of even the most talented blacks. Born in the Panama Canal Zone, in 1914, Clark’s single mother had moved Kenneth Clark and his sister to Harlem in 1919. There, Kenneth Clark was imbued with values of individual self-esteem and conscientiousness from his mother. Clark went to public schools in Harlem, and then to predominantly black Howard University, graduating with an AB, where he also took his MS in psychology. Clark later took his PhD. From Columbia University—but because major American universities were not hiring even the best and brightest of black Americans, Clark joined the faculty of Hampton Institute in Virginia…and, later, the faculty at City College of the City University of New York.

The Brown decision made Kenneth Clark famous. The High Court had cited his research that “proved” segregation was harmful to the psychological development of the black child. But the Court, while underscoring that conclusion, failed to 
mention that, according to Clark’s research, enforced segregation also distorted the personality development of the majority, Caucasian child, that the damage inherent in the total pattern of segregation on the human personality was detrimental to white and black children. Clark was nevertheless buoyed by the unanimous decision of the Court because, as he put it, the Court had used psychological evidence as its basis for removing any need for speculation as to the probable damage caused children by their isolation, by the violation of constitutional rights implicit in segregated schools. (See my article in The Antioch Review, “Kenneth Bancroft Clark: The Uppity Negro Integrationist,” by Michael Meyers and John P. Nidiry, The Antioch Review, pages 265-274)
Psychologists and social scientists like Clark knew that

Blacks themselves—if America did not hasten to reform its racist habits—might also be infected by the skin color deification bug. Blacks, like whites, adjust to prevailing social trends, norms, and conditions or find ways of coping with, explaining away or negotiating their marginal status in society, not always healthily. H. A. Bullock in his classic “History of Negro Education in the South” put it this way,
“Every Negro had some feeling of protest against the caste system, and each had some sort of conflict with the white world. But these represented various degrees of deviancy from the norm of caste acceptance and were met with sanctions consistent with the extent of rebellion.” 

The American nation one year woke up to riots that erupted in the American ghettoes—explosions that cost many blacks their lives, and property owners their businesses and livelihoods in those communities. Insurance rates for property owners and businesses skyrocketed for those that stayed—but many fled, leaving behind the problems associated with poverty and race—crime, alienation, drug addiction, a culture of welfare dependency. But that culture of poverty and despair contaminated the whole of America. A feeling of alienation, the prevalence of drug use, and addiction, and of alcoholism and domestic violence spread and soon contaminated the larger society, and could not be confined to and contained in the ghettoes. 
The Kerner Commission Report, released in 1968, which had investigated the causes of, and posited some possible solutions to, race rioting and associated violence in America, had come to the conclusion that America was itself “moving toward two societies—one black and one white—separate and unequal.”

The Kerner Commission interestingly enough did not think that the police forces alone could contain the violence that erupted in communities where people did not feel they had any chance of becoming successful, functional, positive citizens. The Kerner Commission concluded that Americans needed to take purposeful actions to solve the problems of ghettoization:  “It will require new attitudes, new understanding, and, above all, new will.” 
My other mentor, Roy Wilkins, who was then head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People—and who served as a member of the Kerner Commission—in his speeches to groups was more blunt. He told white Americans that racial justice could not be measured by how kind they were being to their black cooks. That kind of poking and pricking at the national conscience was a grueling and then thankless dissection of the American 
psyche on race. Even President Lyndon B. Johnson, likely America’s most liberal President, disowned and maybe even discarded the Kerner Commission’s Report in his waste basket.   

Today, the Kerner Commission report is a historical footnote. There has been much change in race relations and social policies. America isn’t all that it can be but America is not what it used to be. 
Americans did indeed take on a new will to throw off the shackles of old prejudices—and blacks, too, understood that they had responsibilities and not just entitlements as citizens of the nation and as responsible citizens in their communities. The recasting and rebuilding of social norms was a major cultural revolution. Poor black parents and the civil rights organizations and community-based organizations decided that their children needed them to 
function like middle-class parents—with a thorough commitment to effective schooling, and student and teacher 
accountability, to the work ethic, to employment rather than welfare dependency, to nurturing children and not just having babies out of wedlock. They decided to clean-up their 
blocks, and neighborhoods, and to work cooperatively with police in crime-fighting and prevention. 
At the beginning of Rudy Giuliani’s New York Mayoralty there was a new resolve on the part of government to take a bite out of crime—not to write off law enforcement in the inner-cities as an “impossible task.” Giuliani included the ghettoes as places he wanted effective policing and 
measurable crime-control. It was no longer acceptable, he declared, for there to be open drug trafficking, uncontrolled robbery and shootings without arrest and punishment. Probably for the first time in New York’s history, inner-city impoverished residents were looked upon as partners in 
crime control, rather than as the gene pool for career criminals.  

Today, Harlem is a different place. It is changing for the better—say some. It is booming…with housing development, renovated brownstones, new restaurants, and other commerce, including banking and retail establishments, chain stores, and office buildings, entertainment centers, refurbished parks, and even waterfront development. A former President of the United States has an office in Central Harlem. The middle class of various hues, including blacks, and especially young white professionals, are moving into Harlem, either moving back or to Harlem for the first time--transforming a once solidly black and Hispanic ghetto into a gentrified, new community where individual interaction and “neighborhood” are not characterized solely in terms of skin color---indeed, where racial and economic mixing is both possible and happening.

I barely recognize the place of my birth. That is a sure sign of progress. It is a signpost ahead that environment is not destiny.

I, and others like me, got out of the ghetto through industriousness and determination, and in the belief that as 
first-class citizens we should cast off all indicia of second-class status. I went to the best schools of my times—and excelled there because, as we used to say, we minorities had not only to learn what the white boys learned, but we had to demonstrate to ourselves, to our families, to our neighbors, to our communities, and to our nation that we were as good as, if not better than, those who had contempt for us or else indifference to our individual and group struggle for equal access and equal footing. 
Education was the means for our breaking through the barriers and for shattering the stereotypes and the myths that surrounded the totality of our humanity.

Ours was not a culture of poverty—we did not allow for such theories and lame excuses to stunt our intellectual 
curiosity and our climb up into the middle-class, and beyond. 
We never accepted the old bromides or new poison that “race” determined place, and that our place in society was 
with our “own kind.” 
Our “kind”, we figured, was a codeword for those who, to quote Roy Wilkins again, “did not fancy black children, 
whom they have heard come from strange and even terrible backgrounds, sharing the classrooms, toilet facilities, and cafeterias with white children. These latter, if white adult tales are to be believed, come from 100 percent high-class homes, morally and physically.” 
Those blacks who did not buy into the culture of deprivation and “racial difference” also encountered a backlash from 
other blacks—they who had tired of mainstream approaches to blacks’ advancement.  Such blacks—while mischaracterizing the integration movement as an abandonment of community pride--sought “black schools,” “black identity,” “black-only” associations and “black pride.” This was, to the eyes of my generation of modern-Americans, old-fashioned and dysfunctional thinking about “race” and about identity. It spelled disaster for the chances of improving either race relations or the chances of blacks to break out of the ghettos to which they were consigned, and to break out of ghetto-thinking. 
We regarded the demands for “black everything” as hopelessly regressive—indeed, as hopeless. 
A national identity is not incompatible with group pride or vice versa. Using group pride as a crutch or as a reason for 
not moving out of self-imposed limitations on individual achievement, we thought, and continue to believe, are disastrous for the race and for the nation as a whole.

“Identity” is multi-faceted; it is rooted in both perception and reality, and encased in social constructions about race, 
culture, ethnicity, religion, gender, economic class, and the very qualities of humanity itself. 
One’s sense of self is not exclusively or wholly racial or cultural or ethnic or religious or gender-based. As we see with children who become adolescents on the way to adults they’re not always like their parents—with some relief, say I, and some wise parents, but to the chagrin of many other parents. Our sense of “self” seems to want people to be like us—if we think we are human beings worthy of emulation and duplication. We want our children to do as we say, to have our religion, to adopt our styles of speech and music appreciation. To date and marry people “just like us.” 
We want children to be little us-es. 
Sometimes, it seems to me, we want clones, not children.

Children, of course, need values—and values are transmitted to them from adults, from parents, and social institutions. Values are crucial to one’s personal identity. Cheryl Jones, an adolescent social worker and counselor, points out, 
“When adolescents are unclear about their personal identity, they experience an empty, confusing, uncomfortable feeling. In an effort to mask or escape this feeling, they may engage in substance abuse and other dramatic behaviors. Empty kids sometimes 
gravitate toward displaying an outrageous identity to the outside world, often in terms of tattoos, clothing or 
hair that will cause others to look again.” (“Identity and Adolescents: How Adults Can Help,” in The Fourth and Fifth Rs: Respect and Responsibility, Volume 10, Issue 2, Winter 2004, Center for the 4th and 5th Rs, School of Education, Cortland, New York)

Even in the most seemingly homogenous, stable, and prosperous of societies—such as Japan—we see amongst its youth such displays of individual identity and youthful 
rebellion, especially in terms of hair color and the way many youths dress. Indeed, there seems to be a world-wide youth culture if not commonality of purpose that is rebelling against if not overpowering local customs and national identities—due to the availability and influence of television, movies, the worldwide internet, and the global proliferation of McDonalds.
In today’s changing world we would do well enough to want, and have our children, and ourselves, be critical thinkers, to be highly educated, to speak and write more than one language easily and fluently, and to be urbane, sophisticated, worldly, and multi-cultural in the best sense of that concept. 
This is what I call the changing self—the modernity of identity.

The modernity of identity means throwing off ancient taboos, stereotypes and superstitions. Here, I do not disparage religion or religious customs. Religion is not to me a superstition. It is rather faith—a belief system in 
something bigger than ourselves, bigger than our individuality and our sense of self—Yes, it can be a 
connection with our ancestors, with ourselves and with our spirits as caring, hopeful, positive human beings. 
I repeat—we human beings need values. 
We need and require values in order to be healthy. 
We need solid values in order to be caring human beings—to have more than sympathy but empathy for the plight of others less fortunate than us, for those less fortunate than ourselves not only in our communities but across the world.  Such empathy is rooted in science, the science that humanity is not racial or ethnic or one-dimensional; the science that there is no such thing as “race.” We all belong to he same race—the human race. We must care about and take care of each other, as human beings.
In this regard, we can no longer construct much less measure social programs and other such interventions on behalf of social progress on the old, condescending terms such as sentimentality, “ethnic pride,” or guilt-laden rationales for doing what we do. Instead, we must demand of ourselves a shrewder, saner approach to social problem- solving that does not emphasize or exaggerate or accentuate 
or intensify superficial differences among human beings. Enough is enough with racial idiocy and ethnic tribalism. 
Regardless of one’s culture, we can and must all get along and negotiate our differences and accentuate our commonalities. Cultures, unlike water and oil, do mix. 

Minorities’ success is dependent on a deeper understanding and willingness to negotiate access and equity in terms of personal achievement—not simply group grievance. Personal achievement comes as a result of higher education; skills acquisition, language proficiency, and community uplift efforts. 
The struggle for social justice comes down to an individual and group struggle not for acceptance but for access and opportunity on the showing of merit, industriousness, and the pursuit of excellence, on terms of rigorous, not lowered standards. That is the true measurement of preparedness and achievement and the bridge between national identity and community development. 

This is a no-nonsense standard that we should pursue not only because there are going to be no hand outs to minorities, but minorities, and especially indigenous peoples, don’t want them. Achievement of the kind that comes with hard work, a feeling of accomplishment, of having checked one’s work, over and over again—of knowing what is required and then going the extra mile—that, my friends, is the functional, hard-nosed measurement of personal success,
rather than group victim hood and separatism into tribes and sovereignties.  
Nothing succeeds like success; and, as my grandmother used to say, “You can’t climb the ladder of success with both hands in your pockets.”     

No minority group, however beleaguered, can succeed if it wallows in self-defeatism or victim hood. As individuals, 
regardless of our minority group status or ethnic identity, we keep climbing against all odds. As the freed slaves and the gospel preachers used to say, when faced with the arduous trek out of bondage and despair—I am no ways tired. 

Pride, individual and group, is a good thing. It can be healthy and positive and a motivator, But it should not be delusional or dysfunctional. As my other mentor, Dr. Kenneth B. Clark, the social psychologist, observed: 
“Genuine pride—the pride that makes life worth the struggle with some hope of serenity—must come from solid personal achievement, from sensitivity and concern and respect for one’s fellow man, from compassion and the willingness to struggle to give some substance to one’s life by trying to help others live with confidence in the possibility of positives.” 

Being proud is not enough—indeed, “pride—like humility, is destroyed by one’s insistence that he possesses it.” (Kenneth B. Clark).

We must be intelligent, and rational, and disciplined, determined and persistent. We must be hopeful and ready for personal victory and social change. 

Being aggrieved and indignant is not enough.

Being Black is not enough.

Being Asian is not enough.

Being an indigenous Australian is not enough.

Being angry is not enough.

Getting pissed off is not a program.

No movement for personal achievement or on behalf of social progress, and no claim to group entitlement or self-pride “can be built on the quick sands of emotion, anger, rage, or hatred of others.” (Kenneth B. Clark).

Descents into victim hood are neither hopeful nor functional. 
I like what your Noel Pearson has to say about victim hood and welfare dependency. Pearson said in his famous “The Light on the Hill” speech circa the year 2000, and I quote:

“…Our descent into passive welfare dependency has taken a decisive toll on our people, and the social problems which it has precipitated in our families and 
communities have had a cancerous effect on our relationships and values….” He could have been quoting our social scientists in America who have documented again and again, at least the clear and critical thinker amongst them, the pangs of social pathology associated with welfare dependency and ghetto life, with families and communities in a deep-seated crisis—a crisis of drug addiction, and the 
pathology of self-destruction that is present whenever minorities internalize and externalize negative 
behaviors that rot the human spirit and rend the social fabric. Noel Pearson makes it plain:

“…What is the exception among white fellas—almost complete dependence on cash handouts from the government—is the rule for us. Rather than the income support safety net being a temporary solution for our people (as it was for the white fellas who were moving between jobs when unemployment support was first devised) this safety net became as permanent destination for our people once we joined the passive welfare rolls.

“The irony of our newly won citizenship in 1967 was that after we became citizens with equal rights and the theoretical right to equal pay, we lost the meager foothold that we had in the real economy and we became almost comprehensively dependent upon passive welfare for our livelihood. So in one sense we 
gained citizenship and in another sense we lost it at the same time. Because we find thirty years later that life in the safety net for three decades and two generations has produced a social disaster.”

The same can be said about the welfare state and mentality that once shaped the American experience respecting charity and income redistribution efforts…What Noel Pearson calls the “passive welfare state”…is what we in America call the 
“My government owes me a living” welfare mentality. As some, not all, used to think and practice: “Why go to work, 
when I can collect a welfare check, have babies on the public dole, and get more government assistance.” 
No doubt the welfare payments were meager—always keeping welfare recipients at or below the national poverty level—but the social stigma and personal disabilities and detriments to families and to the work ethic in impoverished households were huge and passed on from generation to generation.

The American experience with reform of the welfare state may be instructive and intuitive. There was a time welfare investigators knocked on a family’s door—unannounced, to do apartment inspections—looking for televisions, and stereos, and phones, and things you weren’t suppose to have as “welfare recipients.” They also came looking for the man in the house, under the bed. All of that demeaning stuff changed, long before President Bill Clinton undertook a change from welfare as we have more recently known it in America.

America made a sharp turn away from cash payments to families with dependent children starting in 1996. Ironically enough, a liberal President ignited what was widely regarded as a radical, some predicted perilous reform in welfare policies. President Clinton got rapped from his liberal supporters for what they imagined would be a social and economic disaster for poor families. 1
Three Clinton officials resigned in protest. 2 
The Welfare Reform Act was entitled “The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act.” It ended cash payments to mothers and fathers and required them to work for their checks or to find jobs. “Work and you got help with child care, job training, and transportation. Refuse and you risked sanctions and being cut off by time limits,” is how one U.S. newspaper summarized the Act. 3 
The headlines and the truth about this reform were revelatory—“Welfare Reform Changed America.”4 Even many liberal detractors of the welfare reform law have come around to see its benefits for long-term welfare recipients, many of whom had never had a work experience prior to when work requirements were imposed.

USA Today recounts how prognosticators feared that thousands of poor children would wind up “sleeping on grates—but, of course, they did not. Instead, “Major employers hired thousands of welfare recipients. UPS hired 52,000; CVS/pharmacy hired 45,000, 60%” 5. Many hires 
remained on the job. Many got into the work habits and channels for promotion—and they liked it. Indeed, they preferred the world of work to the life of loafing and subsisting on the welfare dole. 
The rest of the story is that child poverty rates dropped, particularly among blacks and Hispanics, and teen pregnancies went down. Child support collections went up. 6 
Of course, many are still among the ranks of the struggling poor, but they’re receiving child care assistance, housing subsidies, medical coverage, food stamps, and other help to keep them in the work place. One former welfare recipient, reported a newspaper account, exclaimed that her job saved her, and her story is replicated many thousands of times, especially with former welfare mothers and fathers having gotten their high school equivalency diplomas.

Moving people off of welfare into the world of work is the mantra of welfare reform and of the new and, excuse the pun, working public policy of America. Work is good. 
No more passive welfare. 
No more welfare queens and kings, as they were once derisively nicknamed. 
According to the U.S. government, welfare reform helped to move 4.7 million Americans from welfare dependency to self-sufficiency within 3 years of the law’s enactment. And 
since 1996, the year the law was enacted, welfare caseloads have dropped by 54%. 7
The other revolution that is shaking up conventions in America and that is literally reshaping our thinking is that of public school reform. With the “No Child Left Behind” federal legislation the 50 states are given incentives and mandates to stop making excuses for the academic underachievement of children. This no-nonsense approach to public school change and accountability has upset the 
status quo and the defenders of business as usual…the so-called “stakeholders” who have, up until recently, put every excuse and alibi for failure in the way of ensuring that Johnny and Jasmine can add and subtract, divide and do 
fractions, think, figure, read, speak and write English effectively. That establishment has even put roadblocks to immersing recent non-English immigrants into English immersion courses, preferring the bilingual classroom ghettos that quite frankly became a jobs industry for the teachers, rather than a transitional program for the mainstreaming of the new American.

Elementary and secondary schools must meet annual goals of students’ proficiency in academic subjects as measured by students’ test scores. Teachers must be “highly qualified,” meaning they must have obtained state certification and passed licensure examinations and otherwise show proficiency in the subject areas of their expertise. This is especially meaningful to minority school districts—where black and Hispanic youths predominate, and where, too often, the questionably qualified teachers—and those who 
are just burnt out—oftentimes go and sit it out as well-paid baby-sitters. 
In a system of educational accountability, where higher expectations and goals are set for students and staff, change for the better is not only predictable but inevitable. We have early signs of students and teachers making the grade—rising to the higher standards, and bettering them. In New York City, for example, as a result of outcomes-based testing the racial gap is closing and New York City’s public schools 
are showing remarkable progress, with jumps in the double digits in the proportion of students performing at grade level or above. Math scores this year for children in grades 3 through 8 shot up significantly state-wide. (New York Times, 
June 13, 2007). Children are not only learning how to take the standardized tests, but through improvements in reading they have learned the reading comprehension which once was a barrier to getting through and understanding test questions asked of them. 8
In New York City—in order to turn things around for the betterment of minority children—we had to rebut and tear up the sociological excuses for coddling or “understanding” minority group children’s academic failure. One of those alibis has been “social promotion”—where students, regardless of their lack of academic proficiency would simply be passed on to the next, higher grade simply because educators thought it would be destructive to their egos and to their self-esteem to be kept or “left” behind. 

The doctrine of “social promotion” is summed up by the complaint from the little boy, who reported on his day at school, saying to his mother: 
"Mommy, today in school I was punished for something that I didn't do." 
The mother exclaimed, "That's terrible! I'm going to have a talk with your teacher about this ... By the way, what was it that you didn't do?" 
The boy replied, "My homework." 

My friend Herman Badillo, the former Congressman and past Deputy Mayor of New York City, and I labored mightily against this social gobbitygook. As Herman Badillo put it in his new book, One Nation, One Standard:

“The sociological justification for social promotion was that it was sociologically harmful for children to be left back and that their self-esteem would be injured if such a thing happened. I have never found any sociologist who defended this outrageous nonsense. I have always said that sociologically, the only thing worse for a child than repeating failed grades is to be seventeen years old and unable to read, write, or compute…” 9 

“Moreover, since social promotion is applied primarily to black and Latino children, the underlying premise is that these children cannot learn as well as white children can and therefore some shortcut must be used to ease them through the school system. This is the most scandalous—albeit unspoken—justification for social 
promotion, because the consequences of allowing students to pass from one grade to the next without any real learning is that they are doomed to remain incapable of performing any meaningful job or participating in any significant way in this advanced 
society…Social promotion is, to be blunt, one of the most covertly racist philosophies ever conceived of in education policy, a field with a long history of serious mistakes.” 10
Efforts to eliminate social promotion started long before “No Child Left Behind” legislation. Some notable educators—including black educators such as Kenneth Clark and Marva Collins of Chicago and Lorraine Monroe, the first principal of the Frederick Douglass Academy in Harlem--showed how to raise the expectations of inner-city children 
and get them to learn what the white boys learn. 
The “how” is through the implementation of rigorous standards of performance—especially for the adults—the teachers and staff, who were guilty of having low expectations of minority group children. Dr. Lorraine Monroe, the founder and past principal of the Frederick Douglass Academy in Harlem—put into action her own “Monroe Doctrine” in every school at which she ever taught and led as a principal:

1. “Always put people first, paper second.

2. “Make yourself visible to those you want to influence—every day, every way.

3. “Understanding and sympathy must go along with expecting and demanding the best. Stroking must accompany poking.

4. “The good leader doesn’t see or hear everything. Learn what to ignore.

5. “Remember what people did to help and nurture you? Do it for others.

6. “A leader who expects the best from everybody usually gets it.” 11
The “Monroe Doctrine” is not just a set of catechisms—as a master teacher and exceptionally gifted school principal, Dr. Monroe practiced what she preached, and trained people how to be leaders of successful schools. She advises that 
schools interested in results for the children “first and foremost” must “get a leader who is fearless (or perhaps crazy) enough to take well-calculated risks. Fearless enough to enjoy taking a leap into the void. Fearless in that she is not afraid of being canned…[And] surround him or her with a group of insanely dedicated followers, a few people who can infect the rest of the staff with the values and ideals that make education or any work exciting, fruitful, and worthwhile.”12 

I think of a good teacher as someone who talks in someone else’s sleep, she says.

A thorough and efficient education—beginning at the earliest stages of life—is essential to positive self-esteem, to one’s identity as a capable, productive, positive, contributing and functional human being. As the psychologists might say—and, as Kenneth Clark wrote—
“In the most formative and susceptible stage of a child’s
life, that period within which there is the beginning of the ability to cope with ideas, the idea of the self and the worth and status of the self are inextricable. This initial external definition of the nature, worth, and status of 
self tends to persist throughout the life of the individual; it is reinforced by consistent experiences, internalized as the core of personality, and it establishes the patterns of defense and protection which the individual uses in interpersonal and other forms of social interaction.”13 

	I was fortunate early on—because of the Civil Rights Movement—never to internalize calumny and the doctrine of racial inferiority. I learned early on the value to oneself, to one’s community, to one’s personal growth and to the broadening of horizons, of education—of getting the best education possible and of being the best that you can be, in whatever occupation one chooses. The choice should be ours—no one else’s. Today, I look in the mirror and I pinch myself to make sure it is I. Because I started off in humble, dour conditions—when nothing more was expected of me and of “my kind” than maybe a junior high school education and a laborer’s job. 
We civil rights campaigners changed America, and we changed expectations of our race. 
We would not let anybody turn us around—or into the pit of despair or defeatism. 
This is my message to you tonight—Be not dismayed. 
Be not discouraged. 
Be not afraid. 
Be not tired. 
Continuing Noel Pearson’s metaphor of the stairway to success, let me leave you with inspirational words of the African-American poet Langston Hughes’ poem, 
	

	“Mother to Son.” Indeed, I can hear my own mother still reciting the poem to me: 
 

“Well, son, I'll tell you:
Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.
It's had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the floor—
Bare.
But all the time 
I'se been a-climbin' on,
And reachin' landin's,
And turnin' corners,
And sometimes goin' in the dark
Where there ain't been no light.
So, boy, don't you turn back.
Don't you set down on the steps.
'Cause you finds it's kinder hard.
Don't you fall now—
For I'se still goin', honey,
I'se still climbin',
And life for me ain't been no crystal stair.”
	


Life ain’t no crystal stair, but we keep climbin’.

Neither you nor I are alone in this struggle. But it is advisable and best that each of us must have and demonstrate courage, the courage, as Rev. Dr. Martin L. King, Jr. said, “to face the uncertainties of the future. It will give our tired feet new strength as we continue our forward stride toward the city of freedom. When our days become dreary with low hovering clouds of despair, and when our 
nights become darker than a thousand midnights, let us remember that there is a creative force in this universe, working to pull down the gigantic mountains of evil, a power that is able to make a way out of no way and transform dark yesterdays into bright tomorrows. Let us realize the arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.”

Thank you, and good night.
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