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Advocates of an Africentric school are at once excited and terrified. 

In an historic vote Tuesday, the country's largest school board narrowly approved the establishment of at least one Africentric public school in Toronto by September 2009. 
At its best, the proposal will keep black students engaged in schools, stem their 40 per cent dropout rate, and, arguably, short- circuit the flow of gang recruits. 

At its worst, it will flounder and fail - starved of money, opposed by politicians like Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty, miscast and falsely described, and finally, saddled with unrealistic expectations. 

The worst-case scenario carries with it more baggage and fallout than most realize - hence the fear. 

"If this was other communities facing this, this education system would have been dismantled years ago," said trustee Michael Coteau, vice-chair of the Toronto District School Board. 

"They've been waiting 30 years with a 40 per cent drop out rate. If anything, they've been really passive." 

Lennox Farrell and a long line of advocates have been anything but passive - to no avail. 

Days after the 11-9 vote, his voice breaks to a whisper, choked up by the memory of the battles for such schools, the lost time and lives, and the demonizing of a legitimate solution to the scandalous miseducation of black youth. 

Farrell said he and others met with the North York school board more than 100 times between 1983 and 1985 and also held three major conferences on poor academic performance by black students. 

"Back then we used to ask, 'Why are black kids failing?' Now, it's, 'Why are they dying?'" 

Farrell is a retired teacher who raised three black boys in Jane and Finch - boys he and his wife "inoculated" against the preponderance of low expectations and who are now spectacularly successful in medicine and sciences. 

"I remember (educator and activist) Enid Lee telling the board officials, 'You are sowing the wind; and our community is reaping the whirlwind.' We didn't know how bad it would get. We prophesied..." …

Christopher Usih is the school board superintendent charged with implementing the school or schools by September 2009. 

He and others are exasperated by the misinformation surrounding the proposal. 

The school is open to all students and all teachers. Attendance will be by choice only. 

By May of this year, the board will have surveyed parents across the city to gauge interest and then hold community forums with those interested. From this they will report to the board on the objectives of the school, philosophy, grade configuration, curriculum, admission process and role of parents and community. 

This will determine staffing levels, where the school is located and program focus, Usih says. 

… 

What makes a school Africentric? 

Everyone points to curriculum but that is just a starting point. It must be bolstered by a culture of caring, high expectations of students, and innovative, old-school practices more familiar to African and Caribbean parents than mainstream Ontarians. 

What might such a school feature? Camille Williams-Taylor is a TDSB principal on secondment to York University's faculty of education. She won't even consider the question of whether she might be interested in leading such a school because there so much is unknown about its philosophy and makeup. 

But this is how she might run such a school 

High expectations for academic and social performance (etiquette, community responsibility, good behaviour and social graces). 

No matter how the kids come to school, "they would look pristine by the end of the day." 

"We'd have lunches around a circular table, establish the ritual of breaking bread together, which is a very Africentric thing." 

Older children will look after younger children, including reading to them. 

Stress leadership and community responsibility - so that they would be visiting "old Mrs. So and So" every Thursday afternoon and writing about the experience in their journal for language arts. 

In essence, the Africentric school becomes a surrogate parent for kids who don't have the kind of parental support that most students have. And the school would be buttressed by members of the black community who would provide mentorship and support. 

Already, several schools with a large black population have used some of these methods to help transform academic achievements among black students. One principal had the schoolbus pick up teachers at the school before the bus run and had the teachers keep order on the bus and deliver the kids in a state of mind ready to learn, as opposed to recouping from fights on the bus. 

…
To deliver on such a school would require a brilliant and special leader with the title of principal. Advocates say the principal will need wider than normal latitude to hire appropriate staff and set the tone and template for this school. 

The school would also need extraordinary teachers who have high expectations of the students and are single-mindedly determined and driven to transfer such expectations to the students; and parents willing to learn and willing to be involved in their kids' future. 

Then there's the matter of money. The proposed $350,000 start-up amount won't be nearly adequate. 

…
