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Notes froml tive Director

[ have been thinking lately about the way things change,
both at Umeja and in the world in general. It started be-
cause the college kids have begun pouring in for spring
break. They come to Manley Career Academy and walk
through the halls and lounge around our office like return-
ing war heroes. They regale the high schoolers with tales
of papers, roommates, partics, tests, and descriptions of
landscapes all across the country. You can feel the air
around them crackle with the electricity of growing up,
which they are, right in front of our eyes, semester by
semester.

And [ watch the high schoolers watch the college stu-
dents. When a high schooler first realizes that the future
exists, that it is coming, that other people have seen it and
can guide them to it, and that they matter enough to claim
it as their own; the look in their eyes makes me smile, it
moves me to tears, and it makes me remember the power
of change. [ have also been thinking about change be-
cause it is the time to consider who should be president,
who should be senator, and, most importantly, about what
kind of a world we want to live in, and what kind of
change we can affect to impact that world.

And so | was asking myself--as we ask ourselves at
Umoja on a daily basis--are we doing enough to help stu-
dents know that they have the power to change the world
and to decide what to influence, challenge, and fight for?
Are we doing enough to help them understand that even
when you don’t have all the things vou deserve—and of-
ten all the things you need—it doesn’t mean that you
can’t or shouldn’t take charge of your destiny?

Which, of course, made me think about our Community
Connections Event, where more than 600 kids, 80 Manley
staff, and 60 business and community partners sat in
small groups and talked about what it takes to be part of a
thriving community, and what it takes to be a leader in
building a thriving African American community. | was
moved to tears (so sue me, I'm weepy) when | walked the
halls of Manley during that event and watched room after
room of kids discovering their passions, ideas, and voices
as caring adults, from more different perspectives than 1
can count, challenged them and walked beside them in
their journeys of self discovery.

There will always be more work to do, and more kids to
reach. At Umoja we will always ask ourselves, is there
more we could be doing? More kids we should be talking
to? But as we continue our work and see awesome
change, one student at a time, I realize that it’s not just
about if we do enough. It’s about inspiring them to do
enough. It’s about remaining faithfully and tirelessly
committed to showing our students (the most wonderful
young people we know) our deep commitment to their
futures, and sharing their journeys of change. Thank you
for walking beside us. '

Lilz Leff, Executive Director
March, 2004

On February 27th, Umoja and the community, and the business
Manley Career Academy hosted world come together to redefine
the 3rd annual Community Con- the classroom experience. This
nections Event in honor of African- was a truly powerful morning for
American History Month. Teach- our students, spent in discussion
ers, students, Umoja and Manley with peers and adults. It was in-
staff joined with close to 60 of our spiring to see students, teachers,
community partners to create a staff, and community partners
unique opportunity for students to wrestling with complex ideas and
reflect on the past and to contem- themes, coming to understand
plate the future.

Through this year’s theme,
“Recognizing the Past and Sup-
porting our Shared Future,” we
examined the notion of a thriving
community as well as the concept |
of creating a political agenda.
Prior to the event, students spent
several hours engaged in activities
and readings that included a look jg !
at Black Wall Street in Oklahoma
as an example of a thriving African their shared investment in these
American self-sufficient commu- jgqyes and broadening the scope
nity. They also defined terms of the classroom to include “real
around a political agenda and read jife” implications.
about how the African American
community has and has not been Thank you to the community and busi-
politically mobilized in the past ness partners, teachers, staff, and stu-
and present. dents who took part in this invaluable
event!

It is a rare occasion when schools,
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