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Abstract
VOICE AND ADVOCACY IN THE URBAN GHETTO
By

Jean Phelps

Advisor: Professor William Kornblum

This study was conducted to ascertain whether poor and powearbessdwellers
could develop the skills to speak out on their own behalf when dealingnstitutions
of power. The research explored the conditions and processes, wilithtdéaar hamper
the development of self-advocacy skills. The subjects of this stady observed, over
an extended period of time, struggling under the domination of institutihat use
methods of control to keep the poor in inferior positions in society.

This study has showed that poor individuals can develop the voice to@gezn
their own behalf, effecting positive outcomes in situations thatdfere were beyond
their power and scope to change. It also indicates that the urban gpowoimecessarily
step out on their own against a system that has oppressed anceexpiem. They may
require encouragement from people who are in positions of influence.

The study concludes that newly learned and acquired self advochsyakilead

to self-empowerment, if performed regularly.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Voice and Efficacy Among the Urban Poor

This research explores the conditions and processes, which faditdamper
the development of self-advocacy and efficacy skills among thenysbar. It asks
whether the acquisition of such skills leads poor and powerless ghedtiers to speak
out on their own behalf in local gatherings and to enter into polgardicipation in their
neighborhoods and communities. This study will delineate and analyzetibas and
reactions of the subjects of this study as they deal witmgigutions that exhibit overt
power over their lives; institutions such as, welfare, criminaigesNew York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA) management, and the public school systemwilll
compare and analyze the interactions and relations of the indivahdithe institutions,

before and after they employ self-advocacy techniques to accomplish thgir goa

For years the research literature on urban poverty has demonstratedost
impoverished people feel powerless to alter their conditions and hawedethrough
socialization to accept their lot in life (Piven and Cloward 20@2anpson 1992). The
participants in this study share that negative sense of powertssd hey live in a public
housing development in Southeast Queens, New York and are second and third
generation public assistance recipients. This research highlight the extreme
difficulties these residents of a large public housing developme8butheast Queens
encounter as they manage their family lives in a societyetiattively marginalizes
them. It will describe and analyze how they are socializenl éffectively accepting
conditions that tie them to their environment and limit their horizons. It wilhelale the

implications of their entery into efforts to find their own voicesl & change the social



structure and the institutions that constrain their fortunes. Ubkm@ctor's frame of
reference and perspective, it will describe how poor individuadezan to operate more
effectively as citizens, despite living in an environment matkegbolice brutality and
insensitivity, substandard health care, poor quality education, |goksfand extremely
limited opportunities for upward mobility. It will describe how poaban individuals
contend with public institutions of power over an extended period of trdenether
their relations and methods change. Emphasis on the developmdhtdiveeacy skills
among the poor and marginalized does not absolve the larger sociéty rabral
obligation to change the structural conditions associated with urbamtyoBet the
research finds that empowerment of the poor can help convince locattrerdpolitical

leaders to fighharder on behalf of all their constituents.

The top twenty percent of U.S. households own 48.2 percent of national income,

while the bottom twenty percent gets only 3.6% (Statistics on Roaed Inequalityby

Jeff Gates, May 1999). The economic structure of our societyetermined and
maintained by the few who command economic and social resourcegopiation that
owns the resources controls the power that in turn allocates amditocates the
resources. Without resources and power, those living below the povertgré often
doomed to generational poverty, “and unless voting by lower-stratoplepean be
expanded, they will be the ones to bear the costs of the economionraateon that the
U. S. is now undergoing” (Piven and Cloward, 1988). The problem then is hatvecan
urban poor realize their own power and not relinquish that power to dthgrmstead,
employ it for their own benefit? In 2006, for example, the U.S. Int&eaaenue Service

accused some 1.6 million impoverished tax filers of fraudulentiggfifor Earned



Income Tax Credits. At the same time, the Bush administratieacated for further tax
reductions on the wealthiest Americans. Suppose, as Frances Pieénirask famous
article, the poor demanded all the benefits they were &ctdaé, including E.I.T.C.
credits? (Piven 1972). This research recognizes that the poorlgypicanot and cannot
suddenly become vocal advocates for their own rights. It therefamines through
what processes a few residents of public housing can successaftiutycate for

themselves and their neighbors.

How do the urban poor deal with institutions of power? How do theaetati
between the urban poor and these institutions affect their inters@ti What specific
conditions and situations block the upward mobility of families in stusly? Can poor
people become empowered within these institutions and can self-empawebe

transferred from one area to another?

Urban Racial Inequality, Structure or Culture?

Two main bodies of theorizing about America’s poor, liberal and consexyat
disagree about the causes and the cures of poverty. The poliicaéiyliberal literature
focuses on inequality and the consequences of social structures aeprésented by

works such as:_American Apartheidy Massey and Dentorf1993), The Truly

Disadvantagednd When Work Disappealyy William J. Wilson (1996)Poverty and

Place by Paul Jargowsky, et. al. (1997). It proposes policy initiatihed increase
government aid to alleviate the deleterious conditions the poor expgeri@unservative
theories tend to emphasize a culture of poverty as the main catise pedicament of

the poor. Works in this vein include: The Culture of PovérgyOscar Lewis (1968)




Losing Groundby Charles Murray1984); and Soulsidby Ulf Hannerz (1969). This

literature suggests changes in the value system and norms of theg@way to

overcome poverty.

In Hustling and Other Hard Work (1978ettylou Valentine concludes that no

amount of effort by the urban poor on their own behalf will chahge guality of life.
The major sources of poverty are structural. In order to survivesatiaty that does not
provide opportunities for the poor to garner resources, the urban poor comhimeghus
welfare, and work.

Valentine recommends “massive change in society”. Althoughgelsam the
social structurare needed to alleviate the causes of poverty, this study will obpenre
individuals advocating on their own behalf with institutions of power and tixen
ascertain the results of these overt actions.

In All Our Kin (1997), Carol Stack shows that the income-poor women of “the
flats” depend for many aspects of their survival on a welkoed network of kin and
non-kin who support each other through cooperative relationships based mocaci
exchange. Together, this extended group has limited resources, but émsugvive in a
society that does not provide for them. Therefore, for their ofatysand security, they
stay together and deal with the deleterious effects of poverty.

This study as well will observe, record, and analyze a networknadrd non-kin
living in a public housing development with an emphasis on how those metherk
deal with the emotional and psychological effects of living neawramunity of middle

to upper-class families, who have more resources and live a better quafiy of li



In Flat Broke with Children(2003), Sharon Hays offers recommendations for

improving quality of life outcomes under welfare reform by addidgquate childcare,
raising the minimum wage, fully subsidizing job-training prograams] funding public
works employment. The most important point that Hays makibsiisvelfare recipients
must be involved in the decision making processes that shape their lives. Building on this
key point, this research involves the active participation of itestsjn dealing with the
various levels of government that control the institutions that hadieeat impact on

their quality of life.

This study will assess the outcomes of active self-advocaeyraethod for the
urban poor that may, through conventionally accepted means, garner them powe
“Political scientists, in particular, have neglected the oma dhat could lead to the
empowerment and involvement of poor individuals in struggles and strategieange
their status, namely, politics (as distinguished from policy &iom).” Cohen and
Dawson, 1993. (P286)

Books abound about the plight of the urban poor, and this discussion has hardly
exhausted the list. Many capture quite well the structural ahdral antecedents of
urban poverty, but few of them focus on what happens when poor peopteraiated
to take action in their local neighborhoods around the immediate igrtesffect their
lives. This project applies knowledge developed in previous researdt togeass roots
strategy to motivate and encourage the individuals in this studde¢ome their own
advocates. The story will best be told “out of the mouths” of the idals affected by
massive changes in the welfare system, changes that haetedftheir family fortunes

and relations with agents of society’s larger institutions.



Studies of citizen participation invariably find that low-incomezeits do not
have the financial resources, free time, civic skills, or lesElBngagement necessary to
participate effectively or be recruited for political action duyblic officials (Piven and
Cloward, 1979; Lawless and Fox, 2001; Cohen and Dawson, 1993; Verba, et. a), 1993
Robert Putnam, for example, notes that “People in high-poverty neighborfembasit
off from their political representatives and see political eochmunity engagement as
futile. “ (Putnam 2000, p.343) This research draws on such previouscltesea the
obstacles to political activity among the poor, but it also degamsewhat from the
reigning social capital approach of these studies in that thserthion seeks to move
beyond descriptions that highlight the vicious cycle of poverty and naicipation, at
least in a few instructive cases. By looking at the expeziehevomen who learn some
of the skills of self advocacy, it will establish methods focaemaging involvement at
the local level. At the micro level of particular familiesa dense ghetto neighborhood, it
will also develop means of assessing the impact of activeipation in government and
community organizations among people who were formerly incapabtaiohg their
voices and asserting their own viewpoints.

Previous research discusses the implications and consequences of poor
individuals’ largely negative and disempowering experiences with govetnared
political institutions (Verba, et. al 1993b). It further discusses Ihoset experiences of
powerlessness influence their self confidence, shape their percepfi powerlessness,
and lead to resignation or self destructive behavior. Accordingtibay the urban poor
do not take an assertive role in dealing with government becausédnegr of reference

of the government reflects the institutions that they have conttgtmost often it is the



welfare system and the police. If their experiences with rgovent representatives are
negative they will judge the rest of government as negative and exsnoplthe holders
of power over their very lives. Utilizing an advocacy ethnogragdpraach, this study
will identify and explore local conditions and experiences that engeurdividuals to
become actively involved in the political and social world so that tteay leverage
power and effect positive change in their own neighborhoods and social settings
Federal policies and initiatives aimed at encouraging community actiwiassist
with developing and implementing initiatives to deal with poverty orocall level
involved more African Americans in the political and governmentéibres in their
communities (Pecorella 1994). However, the individuals from the Afri&merican
community were mostly members of the middle and upper clas®&e=haviorally,
African Americans who live in poor neighborhoods are less likely ttcpaate than

other African Americans” Cohen, Dawson 1993 p 298).

The Site and Subjects

This research has been conducted over a period of fouesea with several
families who live in a public housing development in Southeast Queens. They have bee
on public assistance most of their lives and are second and thirdtg@meecipients of
welfare. They are unwed mothers with inadequate education apdoveriob skills.
They are unwed fathers who have been in jail and are typically uogedpbr vastly
underemployed. Their status dictates that their lives are uhdecantrol of public
institutions. “The institutions which affect the poor—education, welfare, recreation,

business, labor—are huge complex structures operating far outsidedh&ol. They



plan programs for the poor, not with them. Part of the senkeljpiessness comes from
the feelings of powerlessness to affect the operations of trgsmizations” (U. S.

House of Representatives 1964, 305) from (Pecorella, Robert F. 1994) p78.

Welfare -This research spanned the massive changes in the welfare $iyatem
occurred during the late 1990s and early years of the new ceniln.lives of
individual subjects in this study have been dramatically afideyethese changes. While
touted as a success by its proponents, as they boast of the drdetditie in welfare
roles, Hays (2003) discusses the deleterious effects felt imgfaecipients who struggle
to survive on wages that are inadequate or those who lose jebsaaftw months,
“Nationwide, approximately 60 percent of all the adults who leffaxelsince reform
were working at least part of the time, in 2002. On the other hang,half of the
former welfare recipients who found work were actually making sufficiemen to raise
their families out of poverty. 40 percent of former welfarepieats had neither work
nor welfare.” Some are without jobs and have exceeded the tmtefdir welfare
assistance. Others, who are working, are worse off than tleey lefore. In his
thorough review of Jason DeParle’s 2006 book on the experience of wel@m for
low income families in the Chicago-Milwaukee area, Christophack¥e concludes:
“After spending eight years observing the effects of welfaform, DeParle concludes
that it moved a good many single mothers off the welfare bollghat nearly all are still
struggling to live on meager incomes. Every study | have seen ssighat view.”

(Jencks, Christopher, “Review of American Dreafiree Women, Ten Kids, and a

Nation’s Drive to End Welfare, by Jason DeParle, NYRB, 12/15 2005, p.86).



The current economic crisis exacerbates the already depla@idigions under
which many poor single mothers try to provide for their famili&sach day, many jobs
are lost to the crisis; many more people are forced to waddaced wages. Whatever
jobs are available, individuals with training and education will begsfam them as well
as the untrained and unskilled poor. Only time will tell whethejdheraining promised
under the American Recovery and Investment Act of 2009 signed intoyl&®welsident
Barack Obama will reach the urban poor. In the past, job traininggongghave trained
individuals, but not placed them in long-term employment or placed thgabs at all.
Also, individuals who have access to information will be the fiosknow and take
advantage of the individual spaces available for job training. ne@#y, urban poor
welfare mothers are not part of networks that have access toddgevbf opportunities

and thus have been forced because of welfare reform to accept unskilled low playing |

My own experience over many years in the low-income erélis study shows
that welfare reform has only made life more difficult fargnts, while doing nothing to
assist them in their often contentious and frustrating dealingpgsotheer public agencies.
The agencies examined within this study include those which @selikely to intervene
in the lives of the families reported on here. While they amaedated to address the
welfare of poor citizens, their clients tend to see them negatively, throbedéns of their

own personal experiences and frustrations.

Administration for Children Services (ACB)pkes threatening visits to the poor
families living in this housing development. Social workers comangt time and

remove children from the home for real or false accusations. Moteel intimidated



and threatened whenever there is a knock on the door by an ACS watk8rworkers
come to the homes unannounced and question the mother and/or child. Thehego to t
child’s school and question the child with or without an adult presesb bioing, ACS
demonstrates their unchallengeable power,a power that the poor eerasiv
unchallengeable because despite ACS guidelines that prohibit aockse from
guestioning a child without the parent or a representative of the golesant, parents
can do little to assert their authority. Parents are frequentware of this rule, and

some school administrators do not enforce it.

Education has a direct correlation with success and most neighborhood
demographics illustrate this. Even as Mayor Bloomberg is toutinge ssuccess of his
education reform (math scores went up for third, sixth, and severdargrand reading
scores went up for third, sixth, and eighth grades), the school ageldechdf the
families in this study attend Public School 140, Middle School 8 atetnhediate
School 72, schools which still rank below the average in reading andmadite (New
York City Department of Education Web Site). In this commumitgny individuals,
who manage to finish school or receive a GED are sorely underpdefoa college. For
the individuals who do gain admission, City University of New YorkJ{Y) Senior
Colleges no longer offer remedial courses. In addition, CUNuted in Fall 2003 the
CUNY Proficiency Exam (CPE). All CUNY students must takel pass the CPE before
obtaining 60 credits. Students who do not pass the test in thepeptt‘may not
continue to register as a matriculated students” — in any ofClidlY senior or

community colleges

10



Under the new configuration of the Department of Education, Community School
Boards have been replaced by Community Education Councils, with aitgnajothe
representatives being parents. The Councils were purportedly set-tiatsparents
could have greater decision making power in the selection of seancet encourage
more parent participation in the overall quality of servicesveedd to their children.
How effective is this new arrangement? How well are therpa informed and/or
encouraged to participate? Who selects the parent representatd/dsow are they

trained? Does this new system really give more power to the parents?

Police attempts to protect residents and fight crime aren aigerienced as
brutality, a real concern in poor African American neighborhoodss fésearch was
conducted in a housing development located in th& pi&cinct, the closest neighboring
precinct is the 103Pct. The following statistics are from tNew York City Civilian
Complaint Review Board Status Report Jan — Dec 20@ble 16B (p 69) “Command
Rankings: Complaints per Uniformed Officers 2004” Patrol Boroughef@iesouth
Anti-Crime Unit, which covers the district of the housing developnranked #1
(highest) out of 122 Commands in complaints and listed the highesnP@aeplaint
per Uniformed Officer at 0.5714 per officer; Table 13D (p 54) “Wheotdkents that Led
to a Complaint Took Place by Precinct — Queens 2000 — 2004" RéBhad the highest
total of 426 complaints and 11 ®ct came in 3rd with 374 ( 114n Queens North came
in 2'%. There are sixteen precincts in Queens. In the “AttributidnGomplaints to
Patrol Borough Queens South 2000 — 2004” category (p 59} R&8 had the highest

and 10%' came in with the second highest.
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Each New York City Precinct has a Community Advisory Council, whos
purpose is to improve community and police relations. The Council is madef
community residents, and there are monthly meetings to disca®nships and to
develop activities to promote a better understanding and improvetbmstaps. Who
sits on these Boards, and how are the community representateeted®el Certainly not
the residents of Baisley Houses, but perhaps that situation wilhgehas the

disempowered find their voices and assert their needs and rights.

Health statisticsshow that Southeast Queens has extremely high rates of high-
blood pressure, diabetes, and the fastest growing rate of new a8k in the city.
According to Michael Carter, director of the Office of CiRights of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, there is a markedctati in the medical
response to people from minority groups and people from the Caucasranunity.
"There are often differences in diagnosis, prognosis and recoxesy two people —
black and white present with the same symptoms,"” said Cart&ording to Carter, the
disparity starts in infancy and continues throughout the life of tidévidual. "In
Southeast Queens, the infant mortality rate is twice th#teofest of the borough,"” he
said. "There is a certain lack of understanding and lack of commitment."dkogdo the
most recent figures, Southeast Queens has the highest infarittynata in the borough
and the second highest in the city. Fort Greene, in Brooklyn, hdsighest rate. The
2003 figures from the Department of Health show that citywide, 6.5 oewesfy 1,000
children do not survive, but in Southeast Queens that number hit 10.3 out ofl @y

children.
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The Sharon Jones Family: Generations in Public Housing

The primary subjects in this study, members of the Sharon Jonig fare in
Baisley Houses, a New York City public housing development locatedutheast
Queens County. This public housing neighborhood includes five 8-storynigsiladiach
with ten apartments per floor. Baisley is divided by Guy Rewir Boulevard, a major
bus route and traffic artery. On the east side of Guy Bwé@&r Blvd., two buildings, #1
and #2, face each other. In between the buildings is a children’s recatatiea that has
a three-foot high wrought iron fence. On the west side of the \mrdl@re buildings #3,
#4, and #5. Behind building #3, which is on the northwest corner, are a bdst@tinal
and a sitting area. On the southwest corner are a liquor stdra &odega. On the
southeast corner a new laundromat and several small stores paeedean old gas
station. Further south on the same block are a Chinese take-out;facgbtdke-out, a
deli, laundromat, and bodega. The neighborhood public grammar school, P.S. 140, is
three blocks away; middle school, M.S. 8, is one mile north; and junibrsiigool, I.S.
72 is about one-half mile south on Guy. R. Brewer Boulevard.

Baisley Houses is surrounded by a middle-class African Aar@rcommunity.
Less than a mile away is Addisleigh Park, one of the richestgmta African-American
communities in the United States. In a society where some p#&opiethe majority
group have historically seen the majority of the members of therity group, in this
case African Americans, through a single lens, it is importantote that there are
different social, political, and economic statuses within the ntingroup. In the

Southeast Queens area depicted in this study, we can observenalyge ahese

13



differences as they affect each other. Despite that someefsenpbative perceptions of
African Americans have gradually and minimally changedragdd numbers of blacks
have broken through the barriers of discrimination and prejudice, tt@mepof which
has been the election of the first African American presidénhe Untied States,
President Barack Obama, many African Americans aress#h through the socialized
eye of prejudice. That view still perceives African Amengas the authors of their own
fate, portraying them as recipients of the same opportunitiethas Americans but
without the work ethic to realize their own potential.

It is important to compare the economic, political power, and sdiffatences of
people from the same ethnic group but different class levelvaatide by side in order
to understand the basis for the disparity in their lifestyles anitities to access
opportunities purportedly available to all. Observers blame poor urbaks tactheir
low class positions rather than acknowledge that opportunities fomeswant of
minorities are limited and only a few are able to navigate sstdé through a system
that is socially structured to advantage those economically létte Families living
side-by-side in two distinctly different neighborhoods rarely ventwmto the others’

landscape and are aware of each other’s existence mostly througidihe me

The Sharon Jones Family consists of four siblings: Ben 43 yeaverl{3e39;
Billy, 37; and Bobbie, 31; and their fourteen children. Sharon Jonesatimrch of the
family, died in 1996. She had been ill for about seven years. Shedthdrask cocaine
from 1985 to around 1993. During that time she lost a lot of weight, dedekigheey
problems, heart problems, respiratory problems and cancer. Ms. Jasemwublic

assistance most of her adult life and raised her children oareelhder the old system

14



of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). The fathethaf three youngest
Jones children lives with his wife and their children in a negshplic housing
development. Ben’s father is unknown. The Jones family has lived sleBaHouses

since February of 1977.

The two Jones sisters and their children occupy two apartmre@silding #2.
Beverly Jones lives with her five children; eighteen-year oid, Bixteen-year old Naila,
twelve-year old Anthony, eight-year old Cheyenne, and five-yeaDmdne; Tony, the
father of the three youngest children; and generally one or two diseste in a three-
bedroom apartment on thé"Floor. The father of her two oldest children lives,
periodically, with his mother and sometimes with another woman. déks not
contribute to the children’s care and rarely visits them. Tonynesmployed. Bev has
been working steadily for the past seven years.

Bobbie Jones lives with her two children and her male frienthensame two-
bedroom apartment on the third floor that her mother, and the rest &nthlg, has
occupied since 1977. Bobbie was allowed to keep the apartment after her mottér’s de
She, like her sister, has intermittent houseguests. The father ofdest child, fifteen-
year old leasha, is in an upstate prison, and the father of heydauold son, Jaquan,
lives in Brooklyn. Social Services pays Bobbie for babysitBag's children while she
is at work. Bev helps Bobbie’s pay her rent.

Ben Jones is a former crack addict. He has spent most aduitdige in prison
on drug related crimes — possession of or selling drugs. He setigatl on the third
floor in the same building as his sisters with his girlfriend rtfaeir year-old son, Malik,

and his girlfriend’s eleven year old daughter. His younger broBiky, Jones, was a

15



drug dealer and spent most of his life on the run from the law, liiogher states. He,
too, has been incarcerated for drug-related crimes. Billy iaschildren; four by a
former girlfriend, who is living in a shelter in Brooklyn, and one lopther former

girlfriend who now lives with another man in Queens.

For over twenty years, | have been working with and advocating foddihes’
and similar families who live in Baisley Houses. We hawelbped a close and unique
relationship. As my previous work moves from friend/advocate to thethabgrapher, |
have already completed one of the first steps of ethnographyirggat | am already a
part of the lives of these individuals; therefore my presencenwilchange the setting.
The families in this study know me as a friend and advocate asidnty motives and
sincerity. This will help to facilitate my work. | have bean activist and community
leader for many years, serving on political clubs, community baggahiaations, and as
a civil rights activist. | also served as the president ofidbal chapter of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). | hawkmggositions
and knowledge of the public institutions to effect positive change invé® ¢f some of
the individuals in this study. | have been called upon to intercedbeanbehalf on
many occasions, with the criminal justice system, the wekgstem, the schools, and
with the management of their housing development. This researcht prvdjeshange
my current advocacy role into that of researcher/ethnographerill iheorporate the
notes that | have kept on the families. Some of these notebenilsed as background

information for this project.
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Since 1994, | have been documenting and analyzing instances where meimbers
the Jones family, especially the adult women, began to developpahdrew skills at
self- and group-advocacy. My home visits and attendance at publi;gsefcused on
the processes whereby members of the Jones family continued to develop ities abil
act as their own advocates. | have observed them gradually applgkiisan dealing
with NYCHA management in Baisley Houses, the local police deyest; and with
welfare caseworkers. In one such instance, for example, Bey,uwable to get the
Baisley management to respond to her urgent requests to malaeglisenrepairs to a
leak and flood in her apartment. She called the NYCHA ceaffige, made a formal
complaint, and informed the authorities that she would take the complghdr and
possibly make it public, if it were not resolved. Elated, shedafle and said, “You will
be real proud of me. | didn’t go down and cuss nobody out. | handled it the right way, and
the next day the guys from maintenance, and the manager, cameAndnager stayed
the whole time until it was fixed. That was the first ticheyt ever did that. | feel real
good...” My field research explores whether this learned self-adyoand self-
empowerment can be transferred from one institutional arena to @hdteat will
happen, for example, if Baisley parents utilize this approacimséeking to have power

and control in the local public schools system?

Conclusion: Why Speaking Out Matters

In summary, this research will analyze and delineate thetygoélinteractions and
relations of power between the urban poor and public institutions: welfatiee;

schools; health facilities; etc. It will further discuss @nicig to light the ramifications

17



of unequal relations of power between the urban poor and a surroundinguodynof
middle-class politically powerful African Americans. Howevierwill focus on the
more subtle relations of power endemic in the public educationnsy3tee history and
development of the institutions will be discussed with the subjegisoplose that when
individuals learn their roles in keeping institutions operating, samestto their own
detriment, and they have unknowingly been maneuvered and maintaiagubsition of
powerlessness, it is possible for them through overt actions ke thase institutions
work for them. What will be the outcome, if the subjects become lealmshble of their
own passive role in the perpetuation of their status within thrarkley of society? Will
this knowledge help to motivate them into being active participants in societyis T
study develops an innovative mode of research that incorporataesbjects into the
methodology employed. This approach, in contrast to the cannon of so@blogic
investigations, actually foments the changes necessary to @ial sonditions for the
better. Policy change affects administrators and the admateidt So our work should

be concerned with both aspects of change.

This study will help us understand the effects of direct intereently poor
individuals on their own behalf. It will ascertain whether the mirpaor can effect
positive outcomes through self-advocacy and transfer self-empoweimmenbne arena
to another. This research will contribute to our knowledge of theartabf power and
will determine if those relations can be altered. | proposéefttied subjects are allowed,
nay encouraged, to be active participants in the development of theilivesrand to
have real power in making decisions, then they will become truly wered and can be

left alone at the end of this research to advocate for theessahd by example show
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their peers that it is possible to be in charge of their own fateahe conclusion of this
project, will the subjects reject the old cliché “it's not wigati know, but whom you
know, that's important” and adopt an action mode of thinking that emphagizasct

whom you know, but who knows you, that's important™?

19



Chapter 2: The Baisley Houses in its Surrounding Community

Baisley Houses is a New York City public housing development surrdulmge
private homes and apartment complexes that house middle-and upper-rasslle-c
families. The residents of Baisley are typical of most ufmablic housing. They are
poor. Both the residents of Baisley and its surrounding communityA&arean
Americans. Although they are of the same ethnicity, they Hefexrent socioeconomic
statuses. In this chapter, | will discuss the implications of paaprity people with no
power or resources being surrounded by people of the same ethnicity wehebaurces
and power. Even though the physical distance is minimal, the sostahck is vast. |
will compare the lifestyles and resources of the poor and nonsesatents of this
community utilizing information from census reports and direct obsensa Does the
power, political and financial, of the surrounding community benefit drthe residents
of Baisley? Previous research that has addressed votingicgsacpower and
participation (Verba, et. al., 1995, Piven and Cloward, 2000b) willblestta a
background on which this study will base its discussion about theygbi inability) of
the poor to develop a voice and self-advocacy skills.

Other than race, Baisley residents share very little in commibin their
neighbors. The majority of Baisley residents live well belbe poverty line - working
at low paying jobs, off the books, receiving some form of public assitar
unemployed. Their neighbors are economically better off. It is ngtemdnomics that
separates the residents of Baisley from their neighbors;tiitei educated — uneducated,

powerful — powerless, access — non-access dichotomies that separate tle#in as w
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Conservatives may ask, if they all live in the same area thdhsame schools,
services, and amenities, then why don’t more of the poor famakéseve upward
mobility? Is it the consequences of living in a neighborhood of “cunaid poverty”
that holds the poor back? Social as well as economic and educaagkgldund can
make a difference in a person’s lifestyle and have an effiecbne’s ability to take
advantage of opportunities for advancement; however, race combined wittypoags
a prominent role in limiting opportunity because race further liadtsess to resources,
i.e. employment or finances needed for upward mobility. Manthefresidents of
Baisley are living in cyclical poverty; many have been resgehtpublic housing for
decades. Many want to move up and out. They want to own their own ,rexmdethey
want their children to go to better schools. But they are locked fooppmrtunities
because of race. Many of the African Americans who liveth@ surrounding
neighborhoods moved into the community as members of the middle-clasgyithgisg
resources of education, money, influence, and connections. Their childiréemnvefit
from being born into a family with some money, power, and prestig¢hodgh their
positions are not at the top of America’s class structure, tfgegitaa higher point on the
class hierarchy than most African Americans. According ta M&ber’s theory of life
chances, a person’s position at birth has a direct influence on tien steoughout the
life-cycle. Individuals who are born into poverty will remain lve fower class. There
may be some elevation in the next generation, but for manyphwerd move, if at all,

will be minimal.  Thus, for many of the residents of Baisleynbato poverty, their
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station will remain the same. For those born into middle- and uppss-statuses they

too will remain in the same position.

Neighborhood Comparisons and Correlations

In this section, Census Tracts (CT) from the 2000 Census Count wildzeto
identify and compare the residents of Baisley Houses withdsieents living in the
surrounding areas (TABLE. 1.1, p. 24 and MAP 1.1, p.25). Baisley Housestedidata
CT #278. The statistics compiled on CT #278 include the private housexliately
surrounding Baisley. It can be assumed that the information fro#2C8 includes data
about the middle class residents from the surrounding neighborhood, aaswietim
Baisley Houses. However, even with that skewed information, CT #2¥8ver in
income, education, and employment than any of the areas surrounding it.

CT #278 has the lowest median household income in the area, $22,528; CT # 276
has the next lowest, $34,926. A few blocks to the east CTs 422 & 48(hH4\167 and
$63,750 median household incomes, respectively. Directly correlatednedme is
educational level. This holds true when comparing the above refer@isd In CT
#278, 67.5 percent are high school graduates or higher and 6.1 percentlege col
graduates or higher. CT # 276 has 77.6 percent high school graduates oahigh2.3
percent college graduates or higher. This represents low emhaiatevels when
compared with the neighboring communities. The two CTs in tleevaith the highest
median household income also have the highest high school and college Gatel22
has 83.7 percent high school graduates or higher and 31.8 percent colthgeegrar
higher, while in CT # 420 the percentages are 88 percent for tiigiolsgraduates or

higher and 30.5 percent for college graduates or higher. For theGi¥Ben the area,

22



274, 284, 288, 282, 280 and 432, the median household income shows the same
correlation between income and education. Along the lines of the ineducation
dimensions are the status/power dimensions. In the area weepée’s income and
educational level are the highest so are the statuses and pawerpafople; this area is
known as Addesleigh Park. Where the income and educational levitleal@vest, the

power of the people is weakest; this is Baisley Houses. Astétistics from the CTs
indicate, the poor, undereducated residents of Baisley are surroopdedommunity

that is much better off, both financially and educationally.
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TABLE. 1.1 Income and Education by Census Tract, 2000

Median % %Families| % High | % College
Census| Community| Household | Persons | Below School Graduates
Tract Income Below Poverty Graduates or or
Poverty Higher Higher
278 Baisley $22,528 29.6 26.7 67.5 6.1
Houses
276 Jamaica $34,926 26.7 26.3 77.6 12.3
274 Jamaica $41,270 13.1 7.0 71.6 8.0
288 Jamaica $44,348 13.3 10.0 73.0 14.6
280 Jamaica $47,596 7.3 6.7 79.2 14.3
282 Jamaica $51,714 15.3 11.7 81.1 14.7
284 Jamaica $55,114 6.7 6.1 82.0 14.6
432 Jamaica $61,875 12.5 9.7 90.0 22.3
422 Addesleigh| $63,750 2.5 2.0 83.7 31.8
Park
420 Addesleigh| $74,167 4.1 3.6 88.0 30.5
Park
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census PL File NYC Department of City Planning
(Dec 2002)
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MAP #1 — Census Tracts for Baisley Houses and Surrounding Community
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Baisley Houses and the Surrounding Area

Baisley House8Baisley”, as it is called by the locals, is comprisedivé 8-story
buildings. It has 377 apartments with a total population of 952. &¥aisldivided by
Guy R. Brewer Boulevard, a major bus route and traffic artetyis bounded on the
south by Foch Boulevard. On the east side of Guy R. Brewer Blvd., two buildings, #1 and
#2, face each other. In between the buildings is a children’s tiecr@aarea that has a
three-foot high wrought iron fence. It has a cement surfacesaapproximately 100 feet
by 50 feet. At one end, it has a slide, a jungle gym, paralte] bad a sprinkler. At the
other end, there is a sitting area with two cement tables.aimwveather, the adult
residents of Baisley congregate in this area for many houighey usually start to
congregate around three or four in the afternoon and are joined inehi@gby people
returning home from work. They will sit on the cement stools andHsss, playing cards
or drinking until one or two in the morning. The small children will play in the area until
around ten, before being sent upstairs to bed or to watch TV. Theatetgsung adults
will generally hang until about midnight. Behind Building #1 is aaabout 100 square
feet of dirt and grass where the residents have bar-b-quesha young adults often
hangout.

On the west side of the boulevard are buildings #3, #4, and #5. Behind building
#3, which is on the northwest corner, are a basketball court atithg area. On the
southwest corner is a bodega. On the southeast corner a nevshepging center is
going up. Further south on the same block are a Chinese take-oukfacsl take-out,

a deli, Laundromat, and several stores.
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In the summer, the play area is often filled with children playinVhen the
weather is hot, the sprinkler is on. Children ride their bikes andessagh and down the
long walkway from the street to the play area. The adults gdags on the cement
tables. A young lady sells candy and cold sodas, while a youmgsels bootleg
cigarettes. At the bottom of the walkway, usually five or six yoomam ranging in age
from eighteen to twenty-five congregate.

As the weather grows cold, you see fewer and fewer people aoting/ard. The
children move inside, sometimes playing in the hallways at otlhesstplaying in each
other’'s apartments. The young men will continue to hang out at thenbait the
walkway until it gets uncomfortably cold. The young women who usysdy cards
have long since ceased their outside games and occasionally mlayirc&ach other’s
apartments. They do not have resources to be able to enjoyrtbettiings in life” - a
Broadway musical, a vacation overseas or to another part of the country, dinferat a
restaurant, boating, etc. They have learned to enjoy thems#itbe premises of their
buildings, in each other’'s homes, or in the courtyard. The childrdorsglif ever, go
farther than their schools or the local mall. Without money toréfthe finer things,

they make themselves content with what is available in their small world.

Addesleigh Parks a small community of wealthy and politically powerful well
connected African Americans. It is located eight blocks northadaBaisley Houses in
CT 420 and 422. Middle-class and upper—middle-class African Amerisinsed
moving into Addesleigh Park in the mid-1940s. Denied access tdflinrenaiManhattan
communities of their famous white counterparts, black celebritiekiding Lena Horne,

Duke Ellington, and James Brown moved to this community. It was #mehremains
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today, a neighborhood of affluent African Americans. It is a beautiful wellddpirban
neighborhood with manicured lawns, large colonial houses with high ce#ind big
fireplaces, and luxury automobiles in the driveways.

Comparisons between the educational level, income and status (powés of
residents of Addesleigh Park and those of Baisley reveal thsgarities on all fronts.
On the status/power dimension, within the small community of Addéskark, there is
a state Senator, a NYS Assemblyman, the former Deputy Majeatler of the NYC
Council, several district leaders, and the Vice Chair of the Cdbetyocratic machine,
as well as many other notable community leaders. Baisleyddohas no elected

officials among its tenants.

Rochdale Villagels a co-operative housing development comprised of twenty
fourteen- story buildings. It was built in 1963 in the middle of an Afriéanerican
community. Its first residents were 85 percent white and 1&epeminority (Harvey
Swados, 1966). Swados wrote, “...its white majority moved in of theirfoeenwill,”
and he concluded, “....because the apartments represented such an umgairaltHoet
the pressing need for economical housing overcame fear and unéasivesshe years,
its white population has dwindled, and now there are only a few whitdida left.
Today, the residents of Rochdale are mostly working- or middés-é&ican American
professionals.

Rochdale Village has two shopping malls, a small mall on th&'28nue side
and a large mall on the Baisley side, closest to Baistayses. The large mall contains a
substantial supermarket, complete with fresh fish and a delirsdesrmall restaurants;

two drug stores; several small clothing stores, a barbershng;® cent store, a florist;
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a bank, a locksmith; and a jewelry store. It houses professioiasofincluding a
dentist, a photography shop, and several Community Based Organizatioes.offi
Originally, it also had its own movie house. The residents of Bagskefrequent visitors
to Rochdale. Being within walking distance of Baisley, the Roch@aemall is
convenient to Baisley residents.

In between Addesleigh Park, Rochdale Village, and Baisley hanedbke private
homes of the working middle class. They are not as affluerth@gsesidents of
Addesleigh Park, but they are much better off than the reside®gisley. They have
higher incomes and educational levels. They moved here from BrotkéyBronx, and
Harlem. For them this was the suburbs, their upwardly mobile mdweey &stablished
themselves in an area that was predominantly white. And as tvegdnin, the white
population moved out. Many of the black families have lived here fer fovty years.
This area has not had the exodus of middle-class blacks that WiB8na) concluded
happened in many black communities. They have not abandoned their neighborhoods for
life in the suburbs. Instead, they have dug deep and anchored thenmsalgesnmunity
of which they are proud. Currently, the area is made up of profelssiameé working
middle-class African Americans, many of whom belong to commumset
organizations that work to maintain or improve the quality of life in the area.

Community Board #12, which encompasses this area, has a Boailcecio
whose majority African American membership comes from tmansunity surrounding
Baisley. None of its members live in Baisley. NYC Commuidbards are largely
responsible for recommendations to the NYC Council for improvementshdo t

community.Forty years ago, the United Democratic Club, considered by todang one
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of the most powerful political clubs in Queens, had its office actbe street from
Baisley. Even given its proximity to Baisley, its board ofediors lived in the area
surrounding Baisley. The residents of Baisley do not readily sgebanefit from
belonging to these organizations. They see the individuals that bétonpe
organizations and that live in the surrounding communities as a partvofld that
places them on the outside. It costs money to belong in an effectiyeand with little
education and social skills, they feel alienated from particigain most activities,
political and social, that are organized by their neighbors.

According to the results of a recent survey conducted by theRRsearch Center
(2007), African Americans see a difference in the values ofridelle class and poor,
and well-educated blacks believe that those values are divergihbe residents of
Baisley have different educational levels, income and lifesthlas the residents of the
surrounding community. They have a different view of opportunitiesladlai for
upward mobility. Some of the residents who live in the private Isosggounding
Baisley believe that although the system is unfair in iegation of jobs and resources to
African Americans, it is still possible for individuals to improtreeir quality of life
through hard work and saving money . The residents of Baisley, hqvi®heve that
the system is stacked against the poor and that no amount of hard Warkpvave their
quality of life. They work hard just to acquire life’s bare necessities.

The residents of the surrounding community have assimilated tex Ewciety’s
middle- and upper-class values and believe that because they skarediues, they are
the legitimate representatives of the black community. Téeesl officials and civic

leaders of Addesleigh Park and the surrounding area are the ‘middidmae Mary
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Pattillo refers to irBlack on the Block: The Politics of Race and Class in the(2@97).
Their power comes from an unbalanced and uneasy relationship with plowéite
elites. The black middlemen have an inferior status inioalé the white elites, while
holding a superior status in relation to their poor black neighbors. They use thawmrsupe
status to determine what is acceptable in the community.

Baisley’s residents, because of their lower economic and statak, are locked
out of participating in the economic and social world of the uppesedas They are
alienated from the larger society and do not see a connection hetiwesaselves and
their upper-class neighbors. While their upper-class neighbors iaymiver and voice
to speak on behalf of all the constituents, Baisley residentpdeadrless and therefore

do not demand resources or services that could improve their quality of life.

Access to Resources: Making a Difference

Prestige and money afford any individual an advantage over individhalave
less prestige and money. It is interesting to note that irctmsnunity of middle-class
families, some of the public schools in the area have dismaid® Yet, the educational
level of the individuals in the areas surrounding Baisley is highan that of the
residents of Baisley. How do the children of the area surroundirsteBdlourish within
this inferior educational system? One answer is that matheathildren’s parents have
the money to send their children to private schools, or they have atmmsewith
officials that allow their children to transfer to better school§he children of Baisley
are at a disadvantage when compared to the children of the surroureting aiThe

residents of Baisley have little power to leverage and do nottheveonnections to get
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their children transferred out of failing schools. In addition, thergarin the area
surrounding Baisley are better educated and therefore are égtiipped to help their
children succeed in school than children whose parents have littteformal education.
Educational level and income have a direct correlation. Having er lgettication than
their neighbors in Baisley, and better paying jobs, the individualdeuBaisley can
afford to live a better quality life.

Even when the government sets aside race-specific jobs and other opigsrtuni
for minorities, it is the better educated and socially connectaedafAmericans who are
first privy to the information and better prepared to take adgenbf opportunities
purportedly available to all, yet which are less availablehto lower class. (Wilson
1987b). The employment rate for the individuals living outside of &aisl higher than
for the residents of Baisley. A recent study by Devah P2§&7] shows that even with
a college degree, an African American male is less likehethired for the same job as a
white man without an education and with a criminal record. Ivenewvorse for the
uneducated individuals who live in Baisley. With limited options fainful
employment in the legal economy, individuals may choose non-traditiona
unacceptable means to increase their income and improve theiesHana better life.
The use of unacceptable means further stigmatizes and margindfieen from
mainstream society. Being on the periphery and feelingaike, they do not believe
that any effort on their part will be heard or make a difference.

Power through Politics
According to Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995), blacks and Latneoless

active in politics because they have fewer of the resourcedasiatr participation -
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“education, family income, and skills exercised on the job and in omjens”.
However, Piven and Cloward (2000c) argue that it is political utgtits that
marginalize the poor and uneducated by encouraging the efforts wetheff and well
educated to participate in elections. One can surmise thataAfrAmericans with a
higher level of education and income will participate in the palitsphere at a higher
rate than poor African Americans. Elected officials in anyery area listen to and
respond to constituents who vote and demand services. Areas that Heerer&igs of
voting tend to receive more resources for their community.

Guy R. Brewer, the first African American New York Statesémblyman from
Queens County, lived in Addesleigh Park. He was a founding membke dirtited
Democratic Club, later renamed the Guy R. Brewer (GRB) drilemocratic Club.
The club was originally located across from Baisley Houses oh Boulevard and what
was then called New York Boulevard. In 1979, the political club movet$ twurrent
location in St. Albans, and in 1982, the powerful members of the club bad¥érk
Boulevard renamed Guy R. Brewer Boulevard.

The club lists as its current members: Archie Spigner, foDeguty Majority
Leader of the NYC Council; Malcolm Smith, Majority Leader bé tNew York State
Senate; Leroy Comrie Majority Leader of the NYC Councily N Assemblyman
William Scarborough; NYS Senator Shirley Huntley; Dora Young vghihé Vice Chair
of the Queens County Democrats and a district leader; and two mzeofotie NYS
Democratic Committee Many of these aforementioned club menabberresidents of
Addesleigh Park and they use their collective power to seavad for their small

community. They successfully keep out unwanted builders that ateoylag other
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communities with four- and six-family homes. Several years adnen they felt that
excessive traffic and trucks were coming through their stréle¢y used their power to
turn all the streets into one-way streets, virtually cuttingaoff rerouting traffic. Most
individuals running for local elected office will contact the leaders of thlsfor support
before embarking on a campaign. The members of the club work lesghcwith the
Democratic machine. Many major political campaigns, local atidmal, will have their
local campaign headquarters at the GRB Clubhouse. This club levetagmwer to
bring resources into the community. Some of those resources reathomdse
community, but very few affect the quality of life for Baisley residents .

Local elected officials are aware of the needs of Bgaiflet until recently
residents rarely demanded services or resources from locahlsffic The new Tenant
Association President is more vocal than his predecessor astdrtisig to get more

positive attention from the elected officials and the police.

New Voice and Advocacy in Baisley

When Robert Hogan, a.k.a. AU, was elected as president of Bai3legants
Association in 2005, he knew that he was going to make changes in yhihevaA
operated. According to him, the previous council was “doing absolutelyngbtior the
residents. As the new official representative of the resideataould speak out on their
behalf for improvements in the quality of life at Baisley. Ald’s first election he ran as
an independent and won. The second time he ran, in 2008, he formei@ &fsla
individuals whom he believed would work hard to help him improve conditionauBec

of his demonstrated tenacity at getting things accomplished dusrigst term, his slate
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won all five seats on the TA — president, vice-president, treasseeretary and
sergeant-at-arms. AU currently serves as the First @far to theCitywide Council
of Presidents (CCOP). He was elected to this position by the other TA

presidents in his CCOP district - there are nine districts in the city.

As the current president of the Baisley Houses Tenants Aisac{@A), he has
successfully advocated for his constituents and is making improvemehesconditions
at the housing development. Additionally he has made significant innoa@seloping
positive relationships with the heads of institutions in the communitye has already
started to make an impact and is demonstrating to the tenatusréits of mobilization
and advocacy. For example, he has established and nurtured a relatmfnshitual
respect between himself and the head of the local police preckmt.many years,
distrust and fear defined the relationship of many Baisleigerts to the local police.
There were often unjustified raids and police harassment and ityrudakected at
residents. The current TA president is working diligently teettgop and nurture an
atmosphere of mutual respect. He knows that “it will not happen oghkt’nhe has
fostered, positive changes already. “We now have a relationship with tbe; paé have
found common ground with the precinct.” AU has developed a working relationship with
the head of the 1i3precinct that they hope will be mutually beneficial. Through
dialogue, they have a better understanding of one another’s positiom.adget that the
police are here to protect and serve all of the people. Howsweg of the officers come
to the community with a preconceived notion of the character anghaodf African
Americans. The stigma that is attached to urban black youtivatest some of the

negative actions on the part of some police officers. AU hopesightm them about
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who his constituents are: not all of whom are the drug addict thpgsetin the media.
And with the help of the police chief and through positive interactitis the police
department he hopes to show his constituents that all police offigersot bigots with a
propensity toward “beating up” blacks. AU believes that the n&tioeship of mutual
respect between himself and the head of the precinct will @gyasitive trickle-down
effect and counter the negative perceptions of both parties. Acgdod&lJ, with a new
commander in charge, “You have a better police department. You dob¢tyer police;
you get the same young recruits, who judge us before they know us.’heviheolice
chief, though, responds quickly to incidents that can undermine the devatophee
positive working relationship between the police and the community. re&dlled an
incident that happened during Baisley’s annual community day gathebogens of
residents of all ages were enjoying the festivities. AMa3 playing music and people
were playing basketball and eating. The police-issued block pamyit authorized the
music to go on until 6:00 p.m. Right at 6:00, the police descended on the gibup a
demanded they stop the music immediately. When AU asked if thdg aibow him to
speak with the people in order to get them to calm down and leaaecthethe officer in
charge responded loudly and rudely. AU called the police chief and leftsageesn her
cell phone. Even though she was on vacation, she called backdiatehe AU
explained the situation. She spoke to the officer in charge, and he backed off and allowed
AU to calmly start dispersing the people. A few minutes Jdtex chief showed up on
the scene. “The police had given us a hard time. But the whiefpleased that | had
handled the situation, and she let us stay for another hour.” Thentssidere proud to

see the respect afforded their leader.
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AU knows all of the local elected officials. Growing up in Bayslhe remembers
when the United Democratic Club was located on the corner. Hemaey of the
members of the club who have gone on to become the community’'s l@gistatd
leaders. Since he has been in office, he has reached out to ntheynoh an official
capacity. Even though he had spoken with them before about conditicaislay Bnd
sought their assistance in improving the place, it is only now indwsposition as TA
President that he can speak with the authority that his positamaffiim. He speaks at
forums and meetings. He delivers the message about Baisheyliences. He has raised
the level of the outer community’s awareness of the deplorable corsddt Baisley and
mistreatment of tenants at the hands of police and NYCHA neamagf. Now that he
has the authority to speak on behalf of his constituents, he wants pedégleetall the
suffering that Baisley has gone through.” He has beem tabfjet more resources for
Baisley than his predecessor by speaking directly with eleoféicials. He has
successfully raised money for extra programs to benefit the residdasstdy

He is currently working on a major initiative which he callet@nstructing the
village”. Collaborating with “the Fatherhood Program”, he is plansiegsions for the
young men at Baisley. The meetings will afford the men opptiges to have
conversations and dialogues about men and family. The men willgexssistance in
resume writing and enroll in a structured sensitivity programnien and fathers. In
addition, he wants to “bring back the ‘old heads’ (Anderson 1990, Duneier 1998gputt
men back as role models”. Working collaboratively with the local Eulal

Opportunity Center, he is returning a GED program to Baisley.gihe was revamped
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with new equipment. He is advocating for positive changes in thetwte of life at
Baisley.

Another of his initiatives did not fare so well. He wanted Bgiglarents to
register as foster parents. After witnessing children beingaway from their families
and communities by ACS (Administration for Children Services)pékeved that if
there were foster homes within the development, some of those childuéeh be able to
be placed within a familiar environment. AU went through exterisaneing in order to
be able to certify adults to become foster care parents. Howeveould not convince
residents of Baisley to become foster parents. They do not @8t Aoo many of them
have had negative encounters with ACS workers and have eithervizenized or
know someone who was victimized by unscrupulous ACS workers.

On April 4, 2008, NYCHA closed Baisley's Community Center. It wag of
the first of 19 NYCHA Community Centers to close because ofraili@n dollar deficit
in NYCHA funding. The month before the closing, AU held a meetuty Hugh
Spence who had authority to choose which NYCHA Community Centers wimse. ¢
Spence informed the group that it would take $750,000 to operate BaiSayisunity
Center and the money was just not there. AU told Spence thabohis was willing to
volunteer in order to keep the Center open, but Spence told him thavtacestill be
too big of a deficit to keep it operating. The Center cloaad,Baisley lost many of its
programs, including its reading, fitness, and dance programs anctdbethfat were
collected from renting the Center for parties and gatherng®ney that supplemented

the buses for summer get-a-ways and games. AU turned tlsesi#sll office space
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into an area to conduct scaled down activities for residents, fui#mapnstrating to
constituents that he will provide all that is within his power to give.

In regards to the NYCHA management at Baisley, tenants knawthbéa TA
president will stand up to Baisley management, as well asdahbtown for their rights
as tenants. He has intervened on the tenants’ behalf when managamattempted to
use illegal and unethical methods to get the tenants to give ugigids. An example
that he used to illustrate this point follows:

Baisley management failed a HUD inspection because thekdisa holding up air
conditioners in the apartments had been improperly installed by MY@gintenance
workers.  Letters were sent to the tenants informing theahy the brackets were
incorrectly mounted and must be replaced immediately or the tewmamd be in
violation. When the tenants contacted management to discuss themithati were told
that it would be best for them to come downstairs [to the manageffieat and address
the violation or they might be in jeopardy of losing their apantse At the December
2007 meeting, several seniors spoke about the threatening ketitreesponses they
received. The next day, AU went to the management office and conftbetenanager,
“Do not threaten old people.” | asked her “suppose | send one tanaiber.” As the
leader, it was my responsibility to address these thingmfotmed her that | would
report to NYCHA central what had transpired, that it was igegte on Baisley
management’s part and now they wanted to shift the blames ttetiants. | would not
allow it. She asked what she could do to rectify the situatiotold her to fix the
brackets and apologize to everyone who had received the letterdi® We sat down
and discussed other areas in which she needed to show respect amatdoler will
represent the people with NYCHA management and they [NYCHAagement] will
respect me.

In a short period of time, the TA president has shown that speaking daghaiff of
oneself and one’s constituency can elicit positive outcomes. Howkngrand other
examples of successfully employed advocacy methods do not byethemstimulate
more direct empowerment of residents. Many do not believe thatefifierts will be
fruitful. Even though they witness the positive changes brought aboubhday TA
president, the residents of Baisley have little belief their town efforts will elicit the
same response. Negative responses to tenant demands for beites $eom housing
management have undermined their confidence. They have spoken out aganudice

harassment and brutality when the see one of their neighbors beisgédthor brutalized
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but have either been ignored or been harassed themselves. Some have tried irevain to g
decent treatment from persons of authority, yet to little avafter you have hit your
head against a brick wall a number of times, you will stop befauekgiock yourself out.
That it the predicament that many urban poor blacks find themselvestrying to
demand respect in a class-based society that due to their lpolwerf does not respond.
However, when they witness one of their own successfully advgcatirbehalf of his
constituents, they feel proud and excited. Yet, they are frustatkéear rejection and/or
reprisals for speaking out too loud
Conclusion

The residents of Baisley are separated from their neighbosedigl class: they
are the urban poor; their neighbors are middle and upper class. eDaésrin lifestyles
and treatment by the larger society are determined bygbsition in the class structure
of society. The urban poor do not believe that they have the powesaurces to
demand a better quality of life. They must contend with acagfhim status and role that
society has placed them in. They have been socialized inéptawg their lot in life.
The upper classes are aware of their power to demand better haamiviges, and
quality of life. One individual, if aware of the ability to fostgositive changes, can
speak out on behalf of others and force the systems to acknowledgespeinsibilities
to afford everyone a better quality of living, even if in a small way,

However, how does that individual acquire an awareness of her abilfyeak
out and demand equal resources? In the case of Baisley, angagsident who had
made contacts early on in life with people who had power and ldtevad a position to

use that knowledge and power to advocate for others. If the urbacgobtarn from
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one of their own that power resides in the ability to genhatte and the knowledge to

demand their rights, can they learn to become their own advocates?
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Chapter 3
The Sharon Jones Family —
an Extended African American Family in the Baisley Houses

An extended family consists of individuals that are connected ateceby blood
or marriage. Aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, grandparentss srdaall part
of an extended family. IAll Our Kin, Stack (1974) defines family as “the smallest,
organized durable network of kin and non-kin who interact daily” and Ship0€r4é)
refers to “kinship in its broadest meaning, extending further than l@oddribe...”. |
have found that non-kin members who make up part of a familial typeorketan be
more stable than kin. They have close and supportive relationshigaghatlifetime.
Together, these individuals provide a “safety net” for each other (Shipler, 2004)

In this chapter, | will give brief descriptions of the kin membafrshe Sharon
Jones network as well as non-kin members who perform the duties dgdtiobs
generally reserved for, and expected by, other traditional menabe¢he familial unit.
Incorporating the intimate knowledge I've garnered during many yeérglose
friendship, and utilizing observations and conversations that | have hHadheioneses
and their friends , | will give the reader a comprehensive viethe Jones family and
their network of friends.

Sharon Jones, family matriarch

It was 1967 when | first met Sharon Jones at a small nightclulbuth&ast
Queens. At the time, she shared a two-bedroom apartment witmai® friends.
Shortly after meeting Sharon, | was evicted from my apartmgren though she had

known me for only a few weeks, she invited me to stay with heuge@s. | quickly
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learned of her generous nature. Sharon gave shelter to people who needed atplgce to s
and she fed people who needed something to eat. They lived alongsiaed hHeer
children like members of the family. The children came to know thgraunts, uncles,
cousins, etc. She never demanded remuneration for lodging or food. She did, however,
expect you to participate anyway you could. For instance, you ewgrected, like any
family member would be, to help with the household chores, cook, or tekeoicthe
children.If you received money, you were expected to add something to thehb@ise
coffers. Although she did not have much for herself or her family, dievée in helping
those who had even less. This practice of giving and sharinpeedtthroughout her
lifetime, and her grown children continue this legacy today.

At the time | met Sharon, she was a single parent recgiuhlic assistance. Her
two-year old son, Ben, lived with her mother and father in a maahestamily home in
Jamaica, Queens. (I never learned the identity of Bath®i.) Sharon’s mother was a
sophisticated woman who prided herself on her cultured manners.atHer was a self-
employed gardener and handyman. They had five children. Sharonemasitigest by
fifteen years. Her oldest sister was deceased. Her brothewB®married and had two
children. Her other two sisters were married with children lavgdi in single-family
homes in middle-class neighborhoods on Long Island. Sharon’s sistershdnad
sophisticated, articulate self-presentation of their mother. Sharaheather hand, was
uncouth and profanity her vocabulary of choice. She smoked marijuana and drank liquor.
She and several of her friends engaged in shoplifting and burglastores. Sharon’s
siblings and her mother ostracized her for her lifestyle. tehovondered what made her

so different from her siblings. My sense is that birth order apeaally the fifteen
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years separating Sharon from her siblings was crucial. etytscinorms and values
changed significantly between the period during which her sibliveye nurtured and
socialized and the period during which she was nurtured and socializedséeltis and
young adults in the 1960s and 1970s were exercising more freedonaditbority and
Sharon became a product of that new found freedom. Birth order mayenibie
paramount reason for such a difference in the attitudes and mamnéesween her and
her sisters and mother; but | believe that it was an important variable.

By the end of 1967, Sharon started dating George, a man seventeemeyears
senior. He was living with his common-law wife, Linda, and theieghchildren. He
also had two children by his estranged wife and another grown child former
girlfriend. In 1968, Sharon gave birth to Bev, the first of her threlelreim fathered by
George. Sharon and her newborn baby moved into a one-bedroom apartment in Jamaica.
Even though George was employed and received an adequate satidynbehelp her
out financially. She stayed in this apartment for about two yaats,she was evicted
for nonpayment of rent. In 1971, Sharon gave birth to Billy. A few nlatter she and
her two children moved into a one-bedroom apartment in a private houdellis,
Queens. In1973, Sharon moved into a two-bedroom apartment in an apartmgaekcom
in Flushing. Shortly after moving to Flushing, Sharon brought Ben homestwith her
and his siblings.

In 1976, Sharon served two months in jail for shoplifting. During heerece, |
moved into the apartment to take care of the children who wemelthe7, and 4 years
old. Her welfare caseworker made arrangements for her odm paid and for food

stamps to be issued in my name. This arrangement forestalled the nexfqusityg the
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children into the foster care system. No one in Sharon’s fanalyable (or willing) to
take care of the children while she was incarcerated, évemeant that the children
would be split up and placed in different foster homes until sherelaased from jail.
Once a child is placed in the foster care system, it beconffeultlifor the natural
parents to have the child returned to the home. For parents o cegtody of their
child, parents had to show a change in lifestyle, a requiremsentesdly based upon the
culture of poverty thesis that makes parents personally respofsiltheir predicament.
Most often poor parents do not have the resources or support to chamgadh®ns
which brought them to their current lifestyle. Changing theseditions would
necessitate changing the social structure.
Changing Environments — The Move to Public Housing

Sharon was seven months pregnant when she moved into the Baisley Houses
January 1977. Her last child, Bobbie, was born two months laterorShad been on
the waiting list for an apartment in public housing for years. t8lked about moving
into “the projects” as though it were a dream home, “That’bwadint, is an apartment in
the projects”. She felt an apartment in the projects would provide her and Hgmiam
stability and security. She had been legally evicted or illedatked-out of every
apartment or rented room that she had lived in. Finally gedtingpartment in a public
housing complex meant that her rent would be paid with her welfe@ekand, if she
was ever removed from the welfare rolls, either voluntarilyngoluntarily, she could
afford to pay the rent on her own.

Upon moving into Baisley, Sharon immediately became friends witsiva who

lived in a three-bedroom apartment at the end of the hall. Mamsha wingle mother on
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public assistance who had five children ranging in age from siki¢éeri. Marsha, like
Sharon, was an avid shoplifter. They started shoplifting togethemes taking their
children along on the shoplifting excursions. Marsha and Sharon developesea
familial relationship. The similarities in their lifestglefamily construction, and their
similar perspectives on life facilitated a bond between themwhatbased on similar
values, and norms. Sharon and Marsha would enter one another's apartment
unannounced and walk from room to room as if they were at home. Indeethehs
apartment became an extension of their own home. Each could walkerkidchen and
get whatever was needed to complete a meal at home. Noonegldfor an item but out
of courtesy inform the other that a particular item was takgist say” | took some
chicken out the freezer” or “ | got some of your bread”. It waderstood that at some
point this scene would be played out in the other’'s apartment. Anytiayeor night,
these two “sisters” could depend on one another for food, borrowed clothing,
companionship.

Sharon’s next door neighbor, Gwen, was a single mother with threkeechil The
household consisted of Gwen’s children, the children’s father (who sperg time in
the apartment, but most of his time in-and-out of prison for pettges), and her
maternal grandmother. Sharon and Gwen had a tumultuous relationshigohs&gntly
professed a dislike for each other. They complained about each otheisy kids”,
“dirty apartments”, or “dirt in the hallway” (Sharon and Gwen hbad only two
apartments in the alcove by the elevator and incinerator), tivet were supportive of

each other when it came to sharing food; providing phone usage twéhether’'s phone
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was disconnected; or babysitting. Even though a mutual distrusteexisSharon’s and
Gwen'’s relationship, the necessity of shared resources outweighed that.distrus

Daphne was a single parent who lived in a two bedroom apartment sartiee
floor as Sharon. She had a thirteen year old son. Daphne wasyadne&er. She,
Sharon and Marsha would visit each other’s apartments daily to drirdqpgasd watch
TV together. Daphne, too, shared what little she had with the others.

Sharon, Marsha, Gwen, and Daphne developed an association which became
more than just neighbors helping each otheéven though they had friends or
acquaintances on other floors, the proximity of their domicilesit@eit some of their
immediate needs. Although they might have been able to procone tivat they needed
elsewhere, the convenience of practically walking from one rooimetoéxt to get your
needs satisfied created a bond that was different from otleronships. They
consideredheir floor their home”. Their small children played in the hallwayhis
group of non-family members developed a familial like relationship that proviggabg
for each other that was similar to what one would expect frommémbers of an
extended biological family. For all intents and purposeswergan extended family.

As you can see, the poor, whether because of physical oromaotieeds, will
form bonds with non-kin that are as durable or more durable than bondasbfpki
Whether the networks are created out of necessity or friendship, atiee lasting.
Sharing becomes a way of life for the urban poor. It actsckkeent that holds kin and
non-kin members together. It develops in them a feeling of famely that must
constantly be nurtured for each unit’s survival in a society thad doe provide them

with the means for subsistence. In their own society, they doonktdown on each
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other; they are of the same thread, woven together to make a stiathgo$ material that
can hold out the cold of a society that keeps them marginalized.ethBoghey have
each other to be able to bear the inhumane world stacked up againsvtieneach has

their own individual battle to deal with.

Changing Identities

During the late seventies and early eighties, Sharon was regextedal times to
the Bureau of Child Welfare (BCW) for child neglect and abuse.s&eral occasions,
she had left the children unattended while she went out at night. AccordingrigeGe®
reported her to BCW because of his concern for his children’sys&fetaseworker was
assigned to monitor the household and Sharon was enrolled in parentieg elaBEW.
She attended the parenting program and eventually became involved as aglanteer
with BCW. She organized and planned summer activities for thérehiband parents.
She became somewhat of a hero at Baisley because she madibesymarents and
children of Baisley had first dibs on the best trips. She loved her new role asr@iresrga
of programs. She had discovered her strengths at organizingranding for people
who could not provide for themselves. She became an advocate not ohBr fown
children but for the children of other Baisley residents. In her new foundsalévacate,
she began to speak out to obtain resources. By observing BCW workeesarsieel Ihow
they controlled resources that had been meant for the poor but did agsakach the
intended target. She developed a new sense of self-worth and asbomept. She

found herself in an environment that allowed her creative and organialagkills to
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come to the fore, and with the resources of the department she tuenedeas into
realities.

Here is an instance where structural and cultural forcesagtteiSharon had the
desire and ability to successfully plan and organize the actifatidser own family, but
she also had to have resources to fulfill her ideas. Most peopé& tha desire to
improve the quality of life for themselves and their familibaf not everyone has
opportunities to turn their dreams into realities. Even when those toppies are
available, the urban poor are unaware or ill-prepared to take advaritdgam. Most
often people who are already in more advantageous positions have quo#®s and
knowledge of the opportunities (Wilson, 1987c). Several variables caethdogt the
right time which facilitated Sharon’s change in the means sif@oged to obtain her
desired goals. Resources that other people have in order to acbothplis goals
became available to Sharon through her involvement at the BCW earzklef in her
ability to improve the quality of life for her family and otheyave power to her voice
and actions.

With this belief in her ability to change the course of her, Bharon enrolled in a
medical assistant training program in 1982. She finished the pragnmame months and
immediately got a job at a doctor’s office. For the finstet in her life she had a job
where the IRS took out taxes. She was ‘legitimate’. She gof ofelfare. Even though
there was not a marked increase in her financial situation, dh@otihave to make the
periodic personally invasive denigrating meetings with a welfase worker. She still
received food stamps and Medicaid benefits and continued to work dibtkes to

supplement her legitimate income. To my knowledge, she even stoppedtisigopli
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(Previously, Sharon had been arrested and on at least three octasawosrated for
shoplifting.) She felt personally better about herself. Her mathérsiblings no longer
ostracized her but, instead, praised her accomplishments.

Then the unforeseen occurred, drastically changing the course lifiehém the
midst of the celebrations of success and planning for the future,rSha® in a car
accident. The steering wheel had jammed into her chest arkthd® had gone into the
dashboard. Her leg was badly hurt, and she could not walk for seveksd.w&he had to
use a walker for several months and lost her job. As noted in Newnthe Missing
Class(2007) and Shipler in the Working Pq@004), one unfortunate incident can sink a
striving person from the poor working class into the depths of abjecttpowithough
she had been working, Sharon’s low salary left no savings fonwdaly. She had been
living from paycheck to paycheck and had to sell her car tolpapitls. Confined at
home all day every day brought about the most tragic outcome afctigent. Bored
and with nothing to do but hang with friends, it wasn’t long before sireedtsmoking
crack with Marsha and Daphne, who had both become crack cocaine users.

The transformation was quick. | don’t even remember how it happehadrs
was a crackhead. Her home became a hangout for other crackheags a terrible
time in Baisley, as elsewhere in urban America. Drugs praliéd in the buildings at
Baisley. Several apartments on the third floor, including Shardviasha’s, and
Daphne’s became drug dens (Venkatesh 2002). The apartments wkferusaling
drugs, making drugs, and in some instances as areas to punish indivithgatlid not
follow orders or who stole from the drug gangs. Sharon’s son, Billy,Marsha’s sons

became involved in the drug trade.The apartments of Sharon and Marsha became
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targets of rival drug gangs and drug addicts looking to steal mameéylrugs. Marsha
told me of an incident that occurred when she and her two daughdezsin the house
and masked men carrying guns came in demanding that she hand ss@ndietash of
drugs. The gunmen herded them all into the back bedroom where thetyagarp with
rope. The gunmen searched the apartment but found no drugs. No one wakamatme
the gunmen left empty-handed. Sharon told me of the time that &olding a rifle to
Billy’s neck walked into her apartment and down the hallway tdedroom where she
sat on the edge of the bed. The gunman demanded that she hand ovandnngsey.
She gave him what she had, and he left. Marion and Sharon recountestdhesevery
matter-of-factly. They appeared to have become desensitized &stalating violence
which accompanied the increase in drug use and the illegal ddeyhappening in their
immediate surroundings. By the mid-nineties, the drug epidemiculsided with many

of the dangerous individuals in jail or dead - victims of the illegal drug business.

The Matriarch Dies:

By 1996, Sharon’s health had deteriorated; Bobbie and her two-yedawjtiter
lived in the apartment with Sharon; Bev and her two children lived osgixkie floor in
the same building; Ben was in a correctional facility in upstete York, serving time
for selling drugs; and Billy, with an outstanding warrant for drug posseasio violating

parole, was moving from state to state to evade capture by the police.

It was May, 14, 1996, when | received a frantic call from Bobbie 46 #M.
“Bev threw me out. Her and Tony [BevV’s live-in boyfriend] beat upeand threw me

out.” This was the first time | had known Bobbie and Bev actualfjght. They had
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the usual sibling disagreements and altercations but never toxtaig.e | picked up
Bobbie and her daughter and took them over to my house. Within a favtesiiof our
arrival, Bobbie received a call from her brother, Billy, who wiayiag in Indiana with

friends. He had fled New York because the police had a wamartis arrest for
breaking parole. Billy had received a call from his eKrgend, Donna, who was living
in Georgia with their four children. The tight-knit community of Baisley Heuse sent
word from New York via Georgia to the brother in Indiana that thexg tnouble in the
family. They were not able to make Bev or Bobbie resolve thearedwelationship, but
perhaps Billy could, if he knew that intervention was needed. ftésasting to observe
how this community without resources is able to operate like aoNetl network,

expediting forces and accomplishing advocating for each other like cbn@munities

which are supposedly more sophisticated, nurturing, and competent.

After explaining to Billy what had transpired earlier betweendrel her sister,
Bobbie gave me the phone. Billy started the conversation bygeiie, “| was supposed
to be in New York, anyway. | told Mommy | was coming lagu8#ay to visit for a few
days, but didn’t get enough money for the trip. How’s Mommy doin§kafon had
been taken to the hospital three days previously) While | talddd Billy, two of
Bobbie’s friends showed up at my front door informing me that aerfoosn the hospital
had called to tell the family to come to the hospital right awétytook about ten minutes
to get to the hospital. By the time we arrived, Sharon had expired.

Billy felt guilty that he had not seen his mother beforedibd. He had promised
her that he was coming. Bobbie was despondent over the fact thafusezl to visit her

mother that day, which was the reason for her fight with Bevv vi&es the only family
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member who knew that their mother’'s condition was grave, yet sheumase to
convince her sister to visit. . Ben felt responsible for his msthelapse. Four days
before she was admitted into the hospital, and just three hourbafteas released from
prison, he stole money out of his mother’s purse and disappeared intcetits. Death
has a way of making people reflect on all of the things they could have done d&of tw s
the loved one that they lost. With their mother gone and no redy feorturn to, the
Jones children depended on their life-long friends from Baisleyofmsatation and moral

support.

Ben: Caught in the Drug-Prison Cycle

Ben, Sharon’s oldest child, is 43 years old. For the first nines ydehis life, he
was raised by his maternal grandparents. In 1974, Sharon broughoimento live with
her and his siblings in an apartment in Flushing. It is inteigdth note that Ben’s
mannerisms and attitudes in general are quite different fronsibisigs. He tends
towards the sophisticated, articulate mannerisms displayed bgrdmsimother. His
sisters and brother have the streetwise mannerisms, attituesmarts exhibited by
Sharon. Curiously, Ben has spent most of his adult life in prisaaube of his crack
addiction and related illegal activities. . A question can be posed Was Ben not
prepared to fend off the deleterious effects of poverty, crime args®d In spite of his
early training?

In 1984, Ben finished high school and joined the navy. About a year halfl a
later, he was discharged. He told me it was for health reasthinsasn’t long after
returning home, that he started smoking crack. Ben has beerd ioua of upstate

prisons, drug rehabilitation programs and local jails on drugegklabnvictions ever
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since. Whenever Ben was released from jail, he would recidivititen a matter of
months. On May 7, 1996, Ben was released from prison and returned hamee to
mother’s apartment. Three hours after his return, he stole thatyroah@f her purse
and disappeared into the streets. Four days later, on Saturdayif¥&paron went into
the hospital and died on May 14. Ben did not attend his mother’s funei@llater told
me that he believed that his siblings blamed him for triggegheg mother’s relapse by
stealing her money.

Six months after his mother’s death, | ran into Ben at the Croved Ethicken
store on the corner of Sutphin Boulevard and Archer Avenue. As bagped the
counter, out of the corner of my eye, | saw a thin frail man hunchedaowvewrspaper. As
| got closer, | saw that it was Ben. | sat down across fromithitime booth and playfully
grabbed the newspaper. He slowly looked up. He didn’t appear sdriwrisee me. He
had a dirty green cap pulled over his hair. You could tell that hiswaasrlong by the
way the cap bulged. He wore a brown jacket that he later toldamee lady’ had given
him. He had on dirty sweat pants that looked like they might havedfeahite, but it
was hard to tell because of the dirt that covered them. “Howaue | opened the
conversation. “I'm fine”, he replied. “Are you hungry? Can | gat gomething to eat?”
“No | just had a piece of chicken and a soda.” “So what’'s up?igdired. “Nothing”.
He had a beard which didn’'t look too bad, but his face had gotten vetyadd
somewhat discolored. His cheeks were starting to get a sunkppearance, though his
teeth shone white through it all. The hand that | held was very d&/ky’s your skin
getting black? You're not this dark.” | was concerned about his skooldiration. “It's

dirt,” he answered. “I'll be all right. I'll get it together.”
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| had spoken with Ben about his drug addiction on numerous occasions. He had

tried to kick this addiction many times. He had talked about chaiggnge and settling
down to start a family. Most of all, Ben wanted a child. Alhaf siblings had children
and as the oldest one, he felt inadequate without a child. He thenadskechis family,
“How’s everybody.” | told him that they were doing all rightle shook his head, “They
don’t care about me, you know. They really hate me.” | triedasstge him, “No. They
hate this person that’s sitting in front of me, but they love traither”. | told him that
Billy was in jail. Ben said that he knew. He said that “outtlom street you hear
everything that’s going on all over the place.” | went up tocthenter, brought chicken
for myself and a soda for Ben. We said our goodbyes and ITefee months later he
was back in jail for a drug related incident. During the fewtyears, Ben spent most of

his time in prison.

In 2003, Ben was released and placed in a residential drug relialbildanter in
the Bronx. He was allowed out during the day to go to work. Janua608 was his
first birthday since 1986 that Ben was not incarcerated. Itduasg this time that he

had a conversation with his brother, Billy.

It was the first time we ever spoke that long. We talkezliaeverything. | told
him | wanted my little brother back. It was the first time talked about Mom’s
funeral. The first time he asked me to my face why | didot He said he
couldn’t get over that. | told him how messed up | was. That | thoeagy

body blamed me. | couldn’t go. We never got a chance to speatebaiVhen
he was out; | was in. When | was out; he was in. Just like neis.ifljail. But

I’'m staying out.

Ben happily informed me that he was “seeing a woman”. Moni83 igears old and

lives in the same building as his sisters. She is the singleer of an eleven year-old
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daughter. She works off-the-books to supplement her welfare. Somatilae July
2003, Ben was arrested and sent to a special accelerated dgrgnpro Shortly
thereafter, we got the news that his girlfriend was pregnan88 years-old, Ben would
finally become a father. In late January, Ben was releasedaamel home. He moved in
with Monica and his newborn son. Several times, when he referred tson” he
stopped and happily reflected on the words.

Did you hear that? Wow! | can say “my son”. See | tad that | would have a

child before | was forty. Well, | just made it. I'm 39. MadaMonica, we doing

real good. We stopped smoking [crack]. | really love her. And ndtv the
baby. I'm going to be all right. People are going to try t@snes up because
they going to be jealous.

Ben and Monica appeared to live contentedly for the next year balf. aThey
both stopped using drugs. Ben worked two jobs to support his new fanulyeudr, by
the end of 2005, he and Monica had separated. He cited her hanginghatiiewitrong
people, people who were still using drugs, as the reason for theipre8he said it was
because he was jealous of some of her male friends. Na mwatethe reason, both of
them had started smoking crack again. Monica had a female diligy sleeping in her
living room and Ben ended up back in another drug program.

Unless some intervention happens in Ben’s child’s life, he will grpvin a poor
home, in a poor neighborhood under the same social conditions that Ben abtings si
and many of their friends were raised and nurtured in. Gemerafier generation of
black families have been raised under these conditions, not alldovirtige families to
participate fully in a society that places a premium on the auédnily. In Dr. Martin

Luther King’s response to the Moynihan Report (Rainwater, 1967, p403tates that

“In the United States, it [the Negro Family] has lived in a +made social and
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psychological jungle which it could not subdue.” The social stracdf our society
continues its deleterious effects on subsequent generations of [@atkes and
diminishes the chances of black males of becoming active, preglwitizens. In all
likelihood, Ben’s son will grow up in a single parent family heallgda female and
surrounded by the female-headed families of his two aunts.

Bev: The New Matriarch

Bev, Sharon’s second child, is a 39-year old single mother othitldren. They
live in a three-bedroom apartment in the same building that hdremotoved into in
1977. Tony, the father of Bev’'s youngest three children, lives Wwémt The two oldest
children’s father, Paul, currently lives with a woman on Longnidl Also staying in
Bev’'s home is a 25 year-old male friend who sleeps on the couch in the living ro@nm and
twelve-year-old girl whose mother succumbed to AIDS. Theshares the bedroom
with Bev’'s children. Bev is currently trying to obtain the grandmos official
permission to keep the young girl temporarily until the statetler family members
decide on the girl’s fate.

Bev, like her mother, has non-family members living with her amdchidren.
Sometimes it is a friend in need of a place to stay. Offtanftiend may have children.
At other times, it may be a young niece or nephew who prefeymgtwith Bev because
of the freedom they enjoy while being a part of this household. tBomds always
going on at Baisley, especially in the summer: a partgokaut in the back; basketball
games on the court; and lots and lots of other young people. Theseldom curfews
for the children because adults are generally outside in the caudyan the street in

front of the building until three or four o’clock in the morning and adudisegre always
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watching out for the children. Whatever the case regarding howtsgiev learned
early in life that your home was to be shared with non-famigmbers. She and her
siblings were socialized into believing that sharing one’s honsetieanorm. The culture
that predominated in their world was not necessarily that ofattger society, which,
through some of its beliefs, professed sharing as a virtue, but kthsonge of its actions
inconsistently practiced what it preached. There are not manyeped will invite
outsiders to share their beds and bread. Individuals with the leastefoselves often
understand the importance of sharing with others who are even hagsate. |Is it
possible that they realize that they are so close to the pmeshtaof the person on the
next rung down the ladder that the precariousness of them fallingn dGowung
precipitates their assisting the lower individual as a waglbfpseservation, in case they
should find themselves in that predicament and needing assistancaldfov@? Or are
they truly believers in sharing as a virtue?

Bev was eight years old when her family moved into Baislgle attended the
local public schools and dropped out of Queens Vocational High School inthgatie.
In 1989, she gave birth to her first child and went on public assestaiiter her second
child was born, she moved into her own two-bedroom apartment in the sddiegoas
her mother. Paul, her two oldest children’s father, lived with &l their children until
1994, when she put him out. He had not held a steady job since she naetdhivhat
little money he made hustling, he drank up in liquor and beer.

Bev took the GED test and passed on her first tAt. my strong suggestion, she
applied for admission to York College and started Ivst §emester as a matriculated

student in the fall of 1994. She did not do well avak placed on probation her first
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semester and then was dismissed after she failedesend semester. She submitted a
petition for readmission and was approved. Howevernsiier returned to college. She
stated that her failure in college was caused by éarfaund freedom. For the first time
in her life, she did not have to answer to anyomefything. She had her own apartment.
Her sister Bobbie became her built-in baby-sitt8he went out every night, even if only
outside in the courtyard, although most evenings, shédvgauto a club or party. At first,
Bev would get to her classes at York, even if she waged she could hardly keep her
eyes open. But soon, she started missing classestule, Bev stopped coming to
school altogether. Bev was the first in her immiedfamily to go to college. None of her
friends had gone to college. In fact, most of the pedpekaew had dropped out of high
school. There were very few role models in her environmahttuld have shown her the
benefits of obtaining a degree. While a degree avoolt necessarily have promised a
dramatic improvement in her lifestyle, it would have agkmp more possibilities for
employment. Without an education or skills it viaprobable she could improve her life
chances.

In 1995, | told Bev that | was writing a paper about her mother angshef the
family. | asked her if she would help me put together a podfahe family, neighbors,
and friends. | informed her that | hoped to enlighten individuals abouylidiet and
conditions of poor people in an urban environment and that | wanted thdedtdry
using their own words and perceptions of their realities. Bev agreed to thesiwtervi

My first interview with Bev took place in her living room in thensmer of 1995.
| arrived on a Saturday at 6:00 PM. | picked up a pizza on the widier the children

finished eating pizza, Bev asked Naila and leasha (her sigi@ughter) to go downstairs
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to ask Bobbie for some clean underwear for leasha. | starsay ttomething regarding
my concern for the children, ages two and three years old, nagghérelevator and/or
stairs (3 flights down and up) in this eight-story building by thelres. Then | realized
this is little different than a child going from upstairs to daaims in a private dwelling -
- virtually this entire building is their home and particulasty since they have access to
the two apartments of the family whose doors are rarely lockedias unthinkable that
anyone would harm any child. Mothers, fathers, teachers, dalgrgell looked out for
the children. Eyes are everywhere in this public housing congidxthe residents
looked after and cared for the children as if they were alllfamembers. Many of the
residents have lived in Baisley for over 20 and 30 years and havheaathe children
grow up along with their own children.

As Bev and | finished off the rest of the pizza, a young gigred the apartment
and told Bev that Pam, the young girl’'s mother, would be ready ttm work at 12:30
AM. Bev takes Pam to work every night. She has a car whiclpstohased at an
auction with money she received as a result of being injuredanaccident. Owning a
car means having access to an important item - transportatiery. f&v of her friends
have their own mode of transportation, yet they all know that they @amnden Bev for
a ride. Even though the car had been purchased by Bev, it was a cdnehiclea for
the benefit of many. Bev chauffeured many individuals to the,storpick up their
children, or to work. Like many of her neighbors, different individineld different
assets that they shared with all. With few of the resoumesssary for subsistence, this
group of individuals divided and shared their meager belongings so tisatereryone

had access to items that they could not afford on their own.
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Bev and | sat in the living room to start our conversation abouttifBaisley.
“Tell me what it is like living in your housing development: tieneral atmosphere; the
attitudes of the people: the conditions of the buildings?” Bev retorted quickly,
| don'’t like the people. They don’t mind their business. | hate thiseplém
going to leave soon. It sucks; you see the same buildings @agryWhen you
try to get out, but you got to come back. So you stay in and watch §¥.out
early before the people come out. At least you don’t hear gun ahgsore —
like you used to. That’'s why my son can stay out till twelve at night.
She thought for a moment, and then went on:
They should put police in every building. We need police in every building
because the reefer heads take over the floors. They spit ondredhd the kids
can't play there. If there were police chasing out theerdeéads, then the kids
could play in the hallway. They can’t even play because dhalreefer heads
who hang out on my floor...They [the police] were moved to the other bgildi
It got more crime now than ours. Most of the drug dealers and meemsd, got
shot, or are in jail.
Bev was not concerned that the “reefer heads” posed any thastger to the children,
her concern was over the unhealthy and unsanitary conditions their preseresk creat
| asked her why she did not ask to have police patrol her building thhwhe answered,
“I don't want to get beat up.”
When | asked Bev about her future plans, she replied that she woulthlgrboba
here (in Baisley) for the rest of her life. She would probalkeler work. . She couldn’t
make enough money and besides “why go to work, | got my rent pdid get food

stamps”. However, with the change in public assistance plitieng the 1990s, many

were forced to work.
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From Welfare to Work

Bev has been working steadily for the past six years. SSpud of the fact that
she finally got off of welfare. This was a turn around from theipus conversation.
Bev's friend Pam got her a job with REGI& company that does inventories for major
stores in the tri-state area. Although, the hours were not reguperson could work a
lot of overtime to earn extra money. After she was hired, @#va job for her sister.
Then when Tony was released from prison, he was hired also.s hav&asy to survive
on the low salaries that they earned. In order to make ends regeBdbbie, and Tony
each worked in excess of 60 hours per week. They rotated shiftatssomeone would
be at home to watch the children.

Bev was able to get jobs for several other friends. Havinfgiead or an
acquaintance who is already employed is an asset in anpemant, but it becomes an
indispensable resource for the urban poor. Wilson (1996) and Newman (2000) both
found that connections were invaluable to poor blacks seeking employBeentike her
mother, became an advocate for her friends and neighbors. Shelavés kelp others
and in turn her self-esteem improved. There was a visible char@gvis outlook on
life. She opened up a bank account and started to save money. &hermsialhatically,
“I will never go back on welfare. | don’'t need those people anymore.”

After about a year, Bev was promoted to manager. However, heposion
was short lived. Bev and Bobbie were fired from their jobs on the sty for not
showing up at their worksite. Bev gave the following account batwcaused the
terminations:

We was talking bout the projects. And someone said that it waproiate
conversation. Someone told me that the head Supervisor, Dave, sa&l | wa
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starting trouble again. | told my manager that | was not goinlge assigned site

the next morning because | wanted to go see Dave. The nextetaned a call

that | was fired for not showing up at the site. Bobbie got her jok bacause
she had a doctor’s note for not showing up at the site. | told Dexd had
informed my manager that | was not coming in; she claimd thdn’t tell her. |

was fired for not showing up and not informing anyone. So it boilsndowny

word against hers.

It wasn’t long before Bev got another job. Pam had recentledtarbrking as a
manager at a delivery company at JFK airport. She immédtdated Bev as one of the
supervisors. Bev now makes $14.00 an hour with the possibility of a poamaBhe is
still among the working poor (Shipler 2004) and qualifies for some ofptbgrams
created for families living below the poverty line. Howevehef salary rises and puts
her just a few dollars over the limit, she will join the ranks tbé “missing
class”(Newman 2007), those who have moved above the poverty line and no longer
qualify for government assistance yet survive from paycheck to paycheck.

Still Bev feels that she is better off than some of hentis, many of whom are
unemployed. They may work off-the-books, so they will not be indludeofficial
Census statistics on employment. Many male residents ofefdase unable to find
employment because of criminal records; others have littheooformal education, a
prerequisite to most jobs. A few local businesses employ sontleeofesidents of
Baisley. For instance, the local soul food restaurant emptaysdf Baisley's black
male residents. A few others sweep, mop floors, or stock sheltke local bodega.
Still others continue to hustle in order to make ends meet. A fsldy adolescents

find employment in local Wendy’s and McDonalds. The lives ofehgban poor have

not yet been affected by the current economic crisis becdwse émployment

63



opportunities were limited before the “crisis.” As for Bev and two of her frighdy are
still employed at JFK airport, working with cargo companies.

Bev is the sole breadwinner of her family and looks out for lségrsas well. She
has successfully learned how to advocate in different areas in their Ir@sinstance, in
2005 when water was leaking from a broken sink in the bathroom and mamagem
Baisley would not fix it, Bev contacted NYCHA.

Four years ago, Bev ran for a position on the Tenants Associatithough she
lost by a few votes, she now believes that you can effecgenanbeing a vocal, active
participant in your surroundings. Not only does Bev speak out fommeediate family
and her sister’s family, she advocates for her younger brottiatthen as well. Over
the years, Billy’s children and their mother have been frequentbaasts of the Jones

sisters.

Billy:

Billy is 37 years old and resides with his current girlfrieGthastity, in a two-
bedroom apartment in Virginia, having relocated there from Nevk ¥o2006. Billy
has five children: Tina 14, Trina 13, Nancy 10, Billy, Jr. 8, and Dadua The four
oldest children live with their mother, Donna, in Queens, and Daquan vikshis

mother, Keisha, in Brooklyn.

Billy was five when his mother moved the family to Baislejle attended the
local public schools, dropping out in the eleventh grade. He later obthinedED
while incarcerated in an upstate prison. Billy, and his sBger, learned as young

children, that you had to be able to protect yourself. If it bedamwn that you could
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not or would not fight, you became a target of bullies. And there were plenty of bullies in
Baisley. You either had a reputation for being an easy tangetwho could be ridiculed
and picked on or you earned a reputation for being able to fight andugtandanyone.

Billy and Bev earned reputations for being tough; no one messed with them.

| remember one particular incident when Billy was in the segrvade. Sharon
was serving a four month sentence for shoplifting, and | was césmthe children.
Billy’s teacher called me informing me that | must immesliacome to school to pick
him up. He had been placed on suspension for bringing a knife to claben |
guestioned him, he said he needed it for protection; a boy had thretidvest him up
after school. To say the least, | was shocked that a 7 yeareolld resort to taking a
knife to school for protection. But | was even more shocked at diisams response to
the incident. She said that he had a right to protect himaelfif éhat meant carrying a
knife, then it was all right with her. As young as seven, Bi&s being socialized into
believing and using violent behavior as an approved method for dealingituitions.
He also had learned that he could not rely on adults in position of autivoprotect him

against danger.

After that | began to notice that Billy exhibited aggressive benavHe was
ruthless and fought hard. He would punish his opponent to the point that trduadi
would be afraid to retaliate.  This reputation later earned himleawithin one of
Baisley's drug gangs. To my knowledge, he never used drugs. Inbegzlise of his

serious demeanor and no nonsense fearless attitude, he became invtitecdusiness

65



aspect of the drug enterprise. He was dependable and accoamidleuld protect the

interests of the business.

Billy was drawn into the illegal drug scene as were so nuhgr young black
males who saw this as opportunity to get a piece of the AmericeanD(Williams,
1989). Like anyone else they wanted the luxuries that they conssamtlyoefore them
and worked hard at the opportunities available to earn enough moneyr thibse
alluring lifestyles. Billy rose up in the ranks quickly and geedefor himself the money
and prestige that went along with his new role. He became very p@paaespected

among the young people of Baisley.

Billy moved from state to state to evade capture by the policaltwalys kept in
touch with his family. Several times, he was able to comeetw Xork for a few days
and avoid capture by the police. He was so bold, that in 1995, whileshstayang in
Indiana with his girlfriend, Natalie, he returned to New Yorkhwier and her brother to
appear on one of the daytime talk shows. Flown to New York and put upatelain
Manhattan for three days, all expenses paid for by the show’s predubey had
concocted a story about themselves that had the usual daytime appew. Billy
claimed that his girlfriend was cheating on him with his bestd, when in actuality, his
best friend was Natalie’'s brother. Billy took advantage¢hef producer’s gullibility to
see his family and hang out with friends for a day before reitoilndiana. It was the

last time he saw his mother. She died six months later.

On October 6, 1996, the police arrested Billy at his mother’s apartmeritddiba

would have been his mother’s fiftieth birthday and the police corrasgymed that he
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would come home. Billy served the remainder of his sentence ardee to Baisley.
Then in May 1998, Billy was arrested in the big drug bust (seeahéptHe was let go
but subsequently was picked up on a technicality and served one yenaetelerated
drug program. During this stay at the drug rehab, he startpthdpeout as a counselor
and transporter, ferrying clients from one facility to anothee. liked being a counselor.
He felt that it gave purpose to his life. He believed thatxpgrences in the illegal drug
business gave him an insight that was invaluable to helping othedstheanistakes that
he had made with his own life. He effectively communicatedowng people the
pitfalls of getting involved in this very lucrative but dangerous businetes graphically

told them about the death and destruction that he personally witnessed.

Upon being released from the drug rehab program, Billy moved bachbioid3s
apartment in Baisley. Before long, Billy was arrestedlfmgaking probation; he had
been observed by the police hanging with convicted felons. He aptachewly created
accelerated drug program that would fulfill his sentence araselhim in six months if
he could endure its intense boot-camp like atmosphere. This was dadbbeuch less
time than the two years in prison that he faced.

After successfully completing the six-month intense progranty Bi&s released
without any pending probation or parole conditions. He decided that he had to leave New
York if he wanted a positive change in his life. If he stapedew York, the temptation
of rejoining the fast and exciting life of the streets would gurgle him back to prison.

He and his new girlfriend, Chastity, moved to Virginia, where he resides today.
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Currently, Billie is a counselor in a high school in Virginradeextremely proud
that he is helping others, especially young people. He uses hif@as an example of
situations to avoid.

Honestly, | really believe that this is my calling. Oldmunce told me ‘find a job

that you love and you’ll never work a day’. | went thru all thaklthen, so that

| can show the kids that they can do the right thing. It's never too late to turn your

life around. | turned mine around.

Billy is right to be optimistic about his life. He has beatem @dds. Most of his friends
are dead or in jail. Not only has he survived, he has become an &dfmdaimself and

other young black males who live in a society that places thetheoperiphery; out of

reach of opportunities that would enable them to live the American Dream

Why did Billy beat the odds, when so many others did not? He dddsrow
why but feels that because tiel survive, he is obligated to save others from the fate that
took so many and that his life’s story can be used to keep other gmemérom taking a
path of destruction - and this has become “his mission”.

Bobbie, The Communal Traditions Continue

Bobbie was born in March of 1977, two months after her mother had moved the
family to Baisley. She was born a resident of Baisley Houses antheeamee today. She
lives in the same apartment that her mother moved into 30 yearsNCHA allowed
her to keep it after her mother died in 1996. Bobbie has twdrehil fourteen-year old
leasha, whose father has spent most of the child’s life in paisdriour-year old Jaquan,
whose father, Toss, also has been incarcerated numerous times.veHodaguan’'s
paternal grandparents adore him and quite often send for him and Bolisik tieem in

their home in South Carolina.

68



Bobbie attended the local public schools and dropped out in thgraGe. When
she was 28, however, she attended GED classes at the Educappaalunity Center
(EOC) at York College and, on her second try, passed the exane@ded her GED.
Currently, Bobbie does not work. She has held jobs in the past, but orily. bB&nce
she has a young child, she receives food stamps and assistansedrainservices. The
small allotment she receives is not nearly enough to cover @, tlothing, and
incidentals. Her sister, Bev, helps her make ends meet.

Bobbie has several very close friends that she grew up withigle®. For many
years, they shared the same hallways and apartments as play ayesiepthaver at each
other’'s apartments, sharing bedrooms and beds; they ate mealsrtagetheent to the
same schools. Bobbie and her friends developed a tight bond that hdsfdasteany
years. Bobbie refers to them as “my qirls” or “my sisterdder closest and dearest
‘sister’ is Red, who moved to Baisley in 1983 with her mother, fated older sister.
She is the same age as Bobbie. They immediately becamésfaed have been friends
ever since. For the past twenty-five years, they have develofpeamd that has the
closeness and familiarity of natural sisters. They were irséinee classes and dropped
out of school together. They have always hung out together and staids together.
When they dated boys, they usually made sure that they guysneeids so that they
could all go out on dates together. They are inseparable. Red istlgutmreemployed.
But, like her friend Bobbie, she has worked sporadically at sewavalvhge jobs in the
past. She has two children by two different men. She and Hdrechiive with Red’s

mother and father in an apartment on the seventh floor.
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Several of Bobbie’s other friends periodically stay with heren d&partment on
the third floor. After her mother died and Bobbie was allowed to keep the apgrtmo
of her friends immediately moved in. One was Rodney, he had pelipdiept over
when Ms. Jones was alive. The other was Amanda, her friend fromadiaeent
apartment, whose mother threw her out of the house. Several othmelsfieould
periodically spend a night or two. They slept on the couch and loviest#& living
room or in the bed in the back bedroom. Bobbie and her daughter ochepiedther’s
bedroom. Bev complained bitterly about Bobbie’s living arrangemestte. wanted her
to get rid of the “freeloaders.” One of the “freeloadeva’ Billy’'s ex-girlfriend, Donna,
along with their four children. However, after four or five months, Belhiew Donna
and the children out of the apartment. They had argued constantly aboutgg¢ooki
cleaning the apartment and the amount of money each had to spend oBdbochore
important, according to Bobbie, she wanted them out of the apartnfert Baly was
released from prison. Bobbie felt that if Donna and the childree wtél living in the
apartment it would be difficult to prevent him from moving in to kwih his children.
She had been warned on several occasions by NYCHA managemehthbgtdiscover
either of her brothers living in the apartment, she would be evictedh Bothers had
been convicted of selling and/or possession of illegal drugs ineBaasid therefore, in
accordance with NYCHA rules, were not permitted to reside iisl®aever again.
Donna and her children moved to a shelter in Brooklyn.

Bobbie now has the same type of frequent houseguests that her mother. took
There seems to be a pattern of socialization that influencete#tgeneration of Joneses

to offer assistance to people in need. At least this patt@srobserved in the lifestyles
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of the Jones sisters. Since the Jones brothers were moseitfitenin jail or running
from the law, it is difficult to ascertain what they would haane had they had their
own apartments.

Life was not easy for Bobbie and Bev. Bobbie’s biggest advocdevs On
several occasions, Bev has had to intervene for Bobbie with thegemaeat of Baisley,
and she successfully acted on Bobbie’s behalf at NYCHA headqutotéead off an
eviction notice. More recently, when the school district did not wamgrant a transfer
for Bobbie’s daughter (see Chapter 6), Bev took up the gauntlet. Bobthetysone
years-old. At what point she will become her own advocate, rert@ins seen. In the
succeeding chapters, it is Bev who develops a powerful voiceftbetsepositive change
not only for herself but for her family and friends - a voice borne out of necessity.

Sharon Jones is gone. Her children, now grown with children of theirlwawe,
no “real” extended family to reach out to. Their maternal grametps are deceased.
Their mother’s siblings rarely contact them. Their father, who liveshessa mile away
with his wife and family, ignores their calls. Yet, they dwé “sisters”, whom they
grew up with in Baisley, individuals that have been an integralgbdhteir lives, filling
in places usually reserved for family members. This is imhdéee Jones’s extended

family, primarily based in the Baisley Houses, their urban village.
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Chapter 4: Police Sweeps and Parental Protests

According to a special report by the U. S. Department of &yg#aigust 2003),
thirty-three percent of black males and less than six peofewhite males will go to
state or federal prison during their lifetimes. In another stahducted by the U. S.
Department of Justice (May 2006), the results showed that tweleerg of black males
and 1.7 percent of white males in their twenties were incaeckematthe middle of 2005.
It would be difficult to exaggerate the lasting impact oéstriand imprisonment on black
males in the inner city ghettos of American cities. Recerties (Garland 2001 and
Pager 2007) document the extent to which police and prison recordseniée thances
of young black males, while others emphasize the continued impoé&cdeninal and
gang activities in the "off the books” economies that predomimaigoor, segregated
minority communities (Venkatesh 2006).

In this chapter, we shall see that the stigmatizing eff@icpmst gang activity in
the neighborhood and the lasting impact of prisonization are facifedblt Baisley
residents and, in particular, for the families we have followethis chapter will also
show that Baisley residents are finding new ways to contend thébke negative
conditions by politically mobilizing, at least at the informalgidiorhood level, to speak
out to police agents and others in authority. This new assertsvénelse product of
explicit political discussion at the local level, as well as reactiongstgalbvious cases of
police harassment and violence in the larger Jamaica commurast, motably what
residents perceive as the police murder of Sean Bell, a youmgvhawas on his way to

marriage and upward mobility when he was gunned down in a police action, in 2006
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The deleterious effects of having a prison record are felt dyntthividual, the
family and the community. Already marginalized by livingurban poverty, black
males with prison records are further removed from participatirejd benefiting from
opportunities purportedly available for upward mobility. The stignecléd to their
“ex-convict” status diminishes their already low chances of gainingegmmant. Federal
financial aid guidelines deny felons financial aid for higher adad’, and public
housing developments can deny residency to convicted individuBkscause prisoners
in upstate prisons are counted as part of the population of the prissinist, resources
and additional legislative power are assigned to that distribts,Tthe district to which
the prisoner will return has fewer resources to provide for thexindf returning
prisoners and the neighborhood becomes even more devastated. Additimtalyse
they have been in prison, this large group of the African Amenales have lost the
right to vote, lessening the political power of the community. Pdihg in adjoining
communities readily stigmatize the entire neighborhood, labelingamgerous and
undeserving of attention.

Baisley, a Stigmatized Neighborhood

Baisley residents felt they were under siege during the epidemic that lasted

during much of the 1980s and in the early 1990s. Murders, beatings andampeisted

by gang members who essentially controlled the streets dhwhys of the buildings

! The 1998 Amendment to the U.S. Higher Education Act of 1965 states that any
individual who has been convicted of possession or sale of drugs is ineligible te receiv
federal aid for college related costs.

2 The New York City Housing Authority, in its handbook for its resided-lome to be
Proud Of” includes the following criteria ‘any violent or drug related activity on or off
NYCHA grounds, any criminal activity that results in a felony convictioras reason
for eviction from NYC public housing.
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were common occurrences. No wonder that the police were a comres@nce, one that
was mainly welcomed by the majority of Baisley residents.

During that time, Baisley Houses was home to one of the most satoand
dangerous drug gangs in New York City — the Supreme Teamording to the local
precinct, the Supreme Team operated out of a number of apartm&atsley, including
several on the same floor where Ms. Jones and her family residétiough hers was
not a primary lair of the drug dealers, she allowed drug deahetrack addicts to use
her apartment for the purpose of selling drugs or getting higlthe drug business was
lucrative, and it was fast money.

In Baisley, as in other poor urban areas, young men and women observe their
parents struggling to try to make ends meet. Whether neggmuiblic assistance or
working at low-paying jobs, there is little or no money left after payingefiot, food, and
clothing. To provide for necessities or something extra, such as dicthing,
entertainment, or extra food, individuals found off-the-book jobs, for exarapleab
drivers or handymen. Our society does not provide opportunities or accdmstter
paying jobs to individuals with little or no formal training or edima Many of the
young men and women in this community have not finished high school, agduhg
men carry the added burden of having criminal records, thus malkihdpitt impossible
to obtain employment. It was apparent to the young men that sailigg was a quicker
and surer way to make more money than any legitimate or |efgilesbooks job would
pay.

By the mid- nineties, however, Baisley was no longer a major himredrug

dealing and its related violence. Even though a drug market)stited at Baisley, it
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functioned at a diminished level due to the decline in crack cocaitieealrug of choice.
Today, although some drug activity remains in the neighborhood, it ik feas overt
and far less active than during the last drug epidemic. Buedgaey of the earlier gang
and drug activity contributes to what seems to be a permanentofeiredividual and
neighborhood stigma.

Many in our society believe that criminals in general, andklaa&le criminals in
particular, cannot be rehabilitated, and releasing them fronisjailwaste of time and
resources. Police officers feel this sentiment more direfcthit is their direct time and
energy that put criminals behind bars in the first place, only te tieam released to be
picked up again and again. The recidivism rate of black males is Higdaerother
groups; the recidivism rate for black males is 73 percent, fepatics 65 percent, and
for whites 63 percent. Unfortunately, these statistics add to tedine perception of all
black males who have ever been incarcerated. In addition, when ar@adinishes his
sentence in jail and returns home, the odds of him finding employmenteay low.
With no job and no money, most of these men have nothing to do but hang around on the
hill or the corner, making them appear menacing or lazy and attdthg stigma already
associated with their ex-convict status.

Young black males in this neighborhood feel, with good reason that they a
under surveillance, harassed and intimidated by the local police egukamr basis, not
unlike males of color in other poor urban settings. The majorityabésnwho reside in
Baisley have been in prison or jail. It can be a regular odondghe young female
residents of Baisley to take trips upstate to visit boyfriengsison, and it is not seen as

an out-of-the-ordinary occurrence for them to make a group outing ebntgtimes
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taking along the children of the incarcerated men. One ofrélveling visitors very
proudly said to me, “You're going to approve of my new boyfriends baly been in jail
once”. | have been told by several young females who live in Baislgen | asked why
each of them had a boyfriend that was or had been in jail, yéuekidding? You can’t
find a man who has not been to jail.”

While their prison records often date to an earlier period of camg drug
epidemic in the area, that so many are “known to the police” foreason or another
contributes enormously to the stigma that they and others feelailyabasis. Unlike
neighborhoods where residents are presumed innocent when they anepabltig, the
residents of Baisley know that the police can pounce on them amament. It is
relatively easy for the police to arrest anyone residing wsiting Baisley Houses. For
instance, anyone, even a resident of Baisley, can be arrestedsfoaissing by simply
being in a Baisley Houses building in which they are not a regtstenant. There is a
little known law that states that an individual who has been convicted of sellingidrag
public housing development may, at the discretion of the police officearrbsted for
trespassing, i.e., for being in a building in which that individual do¢sesidé. Since
most people are unaware of the stipulations regarding who may Istedrréhis law
allows the police to arrest arbitrarily, fingerprint and holu@dt anyone. Once arrested
and fingerprinted, an individual will have a record that can be agaahst him for any
reason. It then becomes simpler to arrest an individual and holarnigsuspicion of

having committed a crime by virtue that he already hasnairal record. Many black

% New York City Housing Association’s (NYCHA) TresgmPolicy for Felony Drug Arrests states that any
individual who has been arrested on felony druggdson NYCHA property or on property adjacent to
NYCHA is subject to arrest for trespassing. #H fferson is a resident of NYCHA, they are subject t
arrest if they are found outside of their apartn@ruilding’s common area.
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men are arrested for actions for which a white man would notriested, further
exacerbating the racial disparity in prisons and adding tostigena associated with
young black males living in the urban ghetto.

The sense Baisley residents had of being caught betweenirtheats and the
police, and being stigmatized, second class citizens withrleiggags before the law,

stems in large part from a massive police action in the neighborhood in 1998.

The Big Sweep, Origins of Collective Stigma

On April 4, 1998, the 118and 108 precincts conducted an extensive drug raid
at Baisley Houses. The police imprisoned 24 people in an aclied ta sweep”. In a
sweep, the police can arrest everyone on the premises. Tiaslparaid was supposed
to be one of the biggest drug busts of the year, a political vibborilew York City
Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. One of his “greatest accomplishments” snfirgt term was
reduction in crime; this was accomplished in part by locking uprdeaumbers of
individuals and taking large amounts of drugs off the streets.

Acting on a tip from an informant that an arsenal of weapons, &rgrints of
cash, and top drug dealers could be found in four identified apartmentpplibe
descended on Baisley. There were scores of police, helicoptacg pahs, a mobile
command center and dozens of police cars surrounding the two buildingactha&ach
other on Foch Boulevard. It was about 10:00 pm when | received a ftahtioom Bev,
“You got to get over here right now, the police just locked up everybodycak Bobbie
and Billy, and Bobbie’s friends”. One of the main targets of thetweas Billy. Later on,

the police officers of the 113would report to the newspapers that Billy was the head of
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a major drug ring. He had been released from jail about threehsnpraviously, having
served a sentence for drug possession, and was a likely candidate for wifificati

| parked a block away from the building and walked over to the PGbhcemand
Mobile Center. | still had on my business suit from a meetartiee in the day. A
briefcase and eyeglasses finished my “professional” look. Preewperience has
shown me that police and other authority figures will respond to amperscording to
that person’s perceived status. Therefore in situations like thireceive more
cooperation from people if they perceive that | am of equal oeradeffy higher social
status. The sergeant on duty gave me the following informatianptecincts, the 105
and 113, had staked out four apartments in the two buildings for the pashdaths.
The police officers had arrested a “notorious” drug ring and oegbtwo of its leaders as
well as 22 other members of the gang. All of the arrested indigiduere taken to the
113" Precinct.

The four apartments, referred to by the sergeant, included Babbi&s police
rammed open the front door to Bobbie’s apartment and arrested evdryahe
apartment, except Bobbie’s five-year old daughter, leasha. Thar@sted individuals
consisted of three of Bobbie’s friends; Red, Shorty, and Shakema, plusf &iéy’s
friends, George. Bobbie was not in the apartment. She had gone upsBsLss to get
something to eat. She had left her friends in the living room wagchivideo. George
was in the small bedroom in the back of the apartment. Billyouéside. When the
police broke in the door, the girls ran into Bobbie’s bedroom in the backavmdhat
George was in the other bedroom. George then ran into the bedroom hehgidsthad

gone. leasha was hysterical and cowering behind the broken front door.
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Informed of what was going on in her apartment, Bobbie ran dowstaire from
her sister’s sixth floor apartment, rushed in and grabbed her cFld.police had let her
back out into the hallway before they had realized that she vea®wimer of the
apartment and the sister of one of the prime suspects that #mégdirto capture. They
retrieved Bobbie from the hallway and put her in handcuffs. Medawilly, who was
outside watching the commotion with everyone else, decided thasisafa for him to
go upstairs to the apartment. After all, he had not been impdaement when the police
had burst in. He, too, was arrested. For the next two and a half m28thepple were
held in jail. The one person whose family obtained a paid lawgsrreleased within
two days of the arrests. All of the other arrested individuaie vassigned Legal Aid
lawyers.

What was supposed to be a major drug bust netted only $120 in cash, 4 ounces of
cocaine, a small amount of marijuana, and two guns. To garner supptrisfdig
blunder, the police announced the raid a success. Playing to thefeareturn to the
days when people were frightened to leave their homes, the policeéndepareleased
reports to the press identifying the arrested individuals and grtkiem to the infamous
“Supreme Team”. In the mid-eighties and early-nineties thatkbeen a high level of
drug activity and violence in Baisley, most of it perpetratedhleySupreme Team. The
gang controlled Baisley and much of the area in the surrounding oengidal. That
particular gang, however, had long disbanded — most of its membersieaat or in jail.
And now, in each newspaper article about the drug raid conducted oeyBa&itly was

identified as the leader of the “New Supreme Team”.
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People unfamiliar with the arrested individuals readily believeel police
account. The young males had criminal records, and the youndefemare single
parents on public assistance. Who in our society will run to the atteofrrested
individuals, people who are believed to be guilty by virtue of tlggnstiattached to their
current statuses — the males with criminal records and théeflgnnaemployed recipients
of public assistance? After all, the media account of the drug bust and the pexgte=iarr
was believable. Readers and viewers accepted the reportetsatd allegations to be
true, given the public’'s expectations of the status/roles of these individuals.

After the arrested individuals had been in jail for over a month amalfaBev
and several of their relatives contacted me and asked for nsyaas®. Knowing that |
was acquainted with, and worked with, community leaders and eldtt@dl® and that |
had previously arranged for some of the elected official¢éodevents and programs at
Baisley in the past, Bev and the others felt that | could infliexlected officials to
intervene on behalf of their incarcerated relatives andddge In addition, at the time, |
was the vice president of the local branch of the National Adgwmtidor the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and this position afforded m&edontmany
local community leaders. The arrested individuals had alreadyibgahfor almost two
months and had not been brought to trial. The incarcerated indivahdikheir relatives
felt that if they could have afforded to hire lawyers, thery tte® might have been
released. One of the relatives said, “If we had money, wel gmilthem out. At least
the ones we know ain’t done nothing”. In addition, Bobbie told me thatsteher
friends were constantly harassed by the prison guards at Rikard End were told if

they wanted to get out, all they had to do was say that they knewthbadrugs and that
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the drugs belonged to Billy. The guards mocked the girlingahem “Supreme
Teamettes” and told them that if the males did not admit, gbétfemales were going to
be in jail a long time. The girls were terrified of what htigpappen to them, if they
remained in jail. Their fear added to the urgency of getting them released.

| called local elected officials. A congressman, two st&eators, two state
assembly members, and two city council members agreed towitbethe families.
After meeting with the families, the elected officialentacted the Queens District
Attorney and arranged for a meeting between them, a locajyokan, and the
representative of the local chapter of the NAACP. The DA taddgroup that he would
look into the matter but couldn’t say what the outcome would be. lawesy serious
issue and that charges would be forthcoming against some of the inlividiiae
Assistant District Attorney (ADA) inadvertently told the grotmatt he knew that most of
the incarcerated individuals were innocent, but they (members @Al office) were
hoping that the three ‘guilty’ individuals originally sought by theigewould confess
and agree to a prearranged plea which would definitely send thgh fTheir innocent
relatives and friends would then be released. When one of the comiieadirs asked
why innocent people were knowingly kept behind bars, the DA interrupttgd@oke up
for his ADA, “that’s not what he meant”. That is what he said, vewe After telling
the DA that they believed in law and order and in the integrityiobffice as well as in
the police department, the group of community leaders expresseddhé&ence that
this situation would be thoroughly investigated by the DA's office #mat the

individuals who were not charged with a crime would be released DAhaformed the
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group that he would not make any promises, but that he would carefuliynize what
had occurred and assured the group that justice would be carried out.

Billy had finally decided to plead guilty and accept the etgkten years in jail so
that his sister and her friends could be released, when miraculheuglgs released along
with all the others. After all, he had been one of the main wajdhe police. Yet, there
was no direct evidence linking him with the drugs found in Bobbip&tment. All of
the arrested individuals were freed, except George. George hadtoutme bedroom
where the girls had hid and when the police arrested him, he had tha®caine
powder on him. The police had discovered cocaine powder in the backoiredr
George received a ten-year sentence for possession of crackecotth intent to sell.
There was not enough evidence on any of the others to chargevitteencrime. Even
though drugs were found in Bobbie’s apartment, she was not in théespgeat the time.

Bobbie was told to stay out of trouble for one year and her caskl Wwe closed.
Seventy-five days after the raid, 18 of the original 24 adestdividuals were released
and came home (five others had been released earlier). BillB@loe’s Legal Aid
lawyer told me that the police did not have enough evidence to chaygef dahem,
except George. Upon his release, Billy’'s lawyer took him to hicepfwhere her
colleagues were as amazed as she, that Billy had beesegkledle had been a prime
target of the police raid and had a criminal record for possession of drugs.

Although it didn’t happen immediately after the community leadesswith the
DA, | am convinced that knowing the leaders of this community wereitoring the

situation influenced the DA to release the prisoners. There ledrimeformal charges,
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and they had been kept in jail illegally. The elected officials had the powerttoraudh
red tape, facilitating a meeting with the Queens District Attorney.

The stories about the “big drug raid” dropped out of the papers. Eevanths
later, Billy was back in jail. He had been closely followed anddsed by the police.
He had asked me to help him by making another call to electethtsffor anyone who
had power to stop the harassment. | told him the best advice |gigaltiim would be
to stay inside the apartment or leave town. Unfortunately foy thienpolice were angry
that they were unable to keep him in jailThis time, they arrested him on a technicality.
Billy was on parole. He violated his parole by being arreltethe police. Even though
they found nothing on him, he violated parole anyway by being arre€dédi the police
violate Billy’s rights? The system is designed so thatymrales governing probation or
parole can be so ambiguous that a minor action by the pargbeeson on probation can
be interpreted as an infraction and can therefore be utilized mzareerate the
individual. Many poor urban black men do not have the resources tarhatorney to
protect their rights and therefore are at the mercy of tersythat denies them the rights

that are guaranteed all citizens.

“I Didn’t Know That | Got Rights”: Bobbie Gains a Voice

In May of 2004, two men were shot and killed in separate inciadentse corner
of Guy. R. Brewer and Foch Boulevards. Toss, Bobbie’s live-in bogfiae the father
of their expectant child was a suspect in one of the murdetshad been arrested.
Bobbie received a phone call from a police officer from thé®J@i@cinct requesting that

she come to the police station for questioning as a witness toutrdemThe police
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officer told her that nothing would happen to her if she voluntarigecdown and told
them what she knew of the murder. Bev admonished her sistey toustaf it, fearful
that if anyone in the neighborhood found that her sister had been quedbprtae
police, her sister would be in trouble with whoever did the shooting, lhaswould be
seen as a “rat” by others in the ‘hood. There is a strict agbdéence when it comes to
giving any information to the police. There are serious raatibns that can range from
being censured to being seriously injured or even killed. Bev was oexcéor her
sister, not only afraid of someone discovering that Bobbie had gohe flice station,
but also because she knew that the police officers would emplthodsethat would
frighten her sister into saying or signing whatever statemvastneeded to make a case
against Toss. Bobbie wanted to do what she could to get Toss out @hailwent to the
station against her sister’s strong warnings.

The following account of what happened is from a taped intentleat |
conducted with Bobbie.

The guy that got killed, they called him Dove - that was trises name. They locked

Toss up, talking bout he did the murder. And they called me in becalisel ltlee same

address as me. They called and told me they was gonna lock miediginit come down

[to the police station], something bout | had information.
| asked Bobbie why had she not listened to her sister who evdwgrethat the police could do
nothing to her and pleaded with her not to go to the station. Bobbie explained thatiimether
sister found out and called her on the cell phone, she was alredusr avay to the station,
having been told by the police that if she voluntarily cam#hat nothing would happen to her
and if she didn't, they would arrest her for withholding infotioa She was terrified about
what could happen to her, or Toss, if she did not go to the station, she said:

| didn’t know that | got no rights. You know what I'm saying, iaed me. | told them

that | didn’t know nothing. But they was like your window is rigigre, so you had to
see something. | told them ‘no’ and | was eight and half mondgnant. | told them |
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was in my house when it happened. | was on the phone when that ddppEwas on
the phone with Toss when it happened, | was talking to him inkelwas locked up, so
how could he have anything to do with it? What they was trying to say was thalele cal
somebody [from jail] and had them do it.They said ‘didn’'t you get locked up in 98
[the big drug bust in 1998 referred to previously] and don't AG@&njinistration for
Children Services] have a case on you. | don't think you wan to ¢ail or have your
kids taken away from you’. | said ‘what’s that got to do with this’.

The mere mention of ACS to many poor mothers who live in NYCbciang on
feelings of anxiety and fear. They know, all to well, thatSARas the authority and
power to remove children from their homes. Granted, there mustcbmplaint filed
charging child neglect or abuse, but ACS has removed children Hmmes without
charges being substantiated. It is this real fear thahisaegperience when the threat of
ACS is presented to them that causes them to acquiesce tonthedseof people in
positions of authority - a fear tactic that is employed bypilece to force compliance.
The following continuation of the taped interview, with Bobbie, demonsttheepower

of the use of this method:

They drilled it into my head that my kids was gonna be takely &oen me if | didn't

tell them what they wantedThey said ‘if you sign this piece of paper, you can leave’.
They made me sign a paperdidn’t care about nothing else, | didn’t want them to take
my kids. Then they kept pointing at this picture saying ‘tlsisthie person [that
committed the murder], you know it, ain’'t it?’ | said ‘1 donthdw what you talking
about’. Ijust kept asking ‘Can | leave?’

But my name got dropped out of it, because Sherry, [the gidfrid the young man that
was in the picture, who ultimately was arrested for thedemjy told me that when she
went down there [to the police station], she saw the pagrmmji name on it... she told
me, ‘..the lawyer said that all you have to do is write a statesgyihg that the police
threatened you into signing that paper and they will drop your nanmavein’t written it
yet. He [the lawyer] said when he needs it he will let knew and | can get it
notarized...

Toss was released from jail. Bobbie said that he was ups¢hdlyatad called her
in for questioning and had frightened her, “I told him it was not hili;fthis is what the

police do anyway. They gonna do what they want to do.”
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The story that Bobbie told me is plausible. | have spoken with atbefiduals
who have told me of similar police tactics . Some police effichave coerced
information from frightened individuals, who have been terrified and tdmed into
signing false documents that were written by the police. gdlece and other
individuals in authoritative positions in public institutions are privy gersonal
information about individuals that they use to control them, information giyeutous
run-ins with the law or issues dealing with children and ACS. Elwpoor people with
no resources or power learn to speak out against a system thttassetactics to silence
them? As of the writing of this chapter, the case againsydhag man accused of
murder has not been resolved. Bobbie believes that she is “dubetause, according
to Sherrie, her boyfriend will be released from jail soon. Thiegalo not have enough

evidence to hold him.

Not Gonna Take It No More: Baisley Residents Speak Out

June 2, 2007, while Bobbie and | sat in my car in front of her buildsgusising
her daughter’s upcoming graduation from 1.S. 72, | observed two policermsfsitting in
an unmarked car in front of the bodega on the southeast corner lofaRdcGuy R.
Brewer Boulevards. | asked Bobbie about the current perceptionstantsam the part
of the residents of Baisley toward the police. Describing antewevhich she felt that
the residents of Baisley had stood up to the police, Bobbie gavéhen®llowing
account:

The other day everybody was outside having fun. You know, a little. BBIg police
came up and they seen them with the bottle and the police dainitothing. They said
to drink up and have fun and left. They came back about hour and hakindtstarted
harassing everybody and they grabbed up Tim, [a young resident of Baisley, whese fa
is the president of the Tenants Association] but he [Tim]agaty from them but they
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caught him ..When the police brought him out of the building, he was covered in blood
and had a broken leg. His father went down to the police sttidrgot his son and
took him to the hospital Now they [Tim and his father] got a lawsuit against the police
Anyway, everybody got mad and started surrounding the police. .. Theypplice
officers] got so scared they jumped in the car [with Tim] and left.

Why the police singled out Tim remains unanswered. AU, Tintlgefabelieves that it
could be because he has been “a thorn in their side” for many y&dreas always been
vocal regarding police abuse, and now in his current position as presidbee TA, he is
able to voice his concerns directly to the deputy director of th8 Rfekinct.
Many of the residents of Jamaica and the larger surrounding cotynietieve
that the 118 precinct does a fairly good job. The precinct, however, has not been
without its critics. After all, it receives numerous complai@®ut police misconduct
and brutality. For the most part, though, people believe that ther @mdeauthority of
the police department will keep their streets safe and mostepoffecers do good
policing. However, many people in the South Jamaica communityfeeling betrayed
by the police and outraged by the recent actions of the local ploficéeft Sean Bell, a
young black male, dead. Less than six months had passed simcarSetwo of his
friends were shot by police officers in downtown Jamaica, Queenglthough the
community at large still had trust in the judicial systemt thest had waned. The police
had lost some of the community residents’ previous support . Thisimducsupport
for the police led the residents of Baisley to believe that witti@mitlevel of support the
police would be vulnerable to criticism, even if that criticisame from the very
individuals that heretofore the community stigmatized and thought to be of lesser worth. .
So it is in this light that the residents of Baisley confrdrtiee police as they
witnessed one of their own being beaten and abused by the politteerelfwas ever a

time that they could speak out against this type of injustice anbenatiticized, it was
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now when the people of the surrounding community were distrustful qfddee. The
residents of Baisley felt empowered because the larger soutQeashs community’s
perception of the police had changed. This might be the timéht#ss individuals that
heretofore were shunned and not trusted by the larger sochatgsvas well as middle
class blacks, might garner support for their efforts to changeybawg black males of
Baisley were treated by abusive police officers. Theyoanded the police car, that
day, and shouted at the police “Long live Sean Bell. Long live Bellh The officers
hurriedly put Tim in their car and left the scene. For the timieg, the residents of
Baisley felt a small victory. For once they had forced the police to leave.

“Why do you think the people aren’t scared of the police and are stangito
them?” | inquired of Bobbie. She responded:

| think everybody starting to get the point that we can dd sawf. Cause you know the
cops be telling them to do stuff and they say “No, we live"h&neerybody starting to
get there now saying y’all can't do this to us. The police deweéin mess with people
like that around here no more cause everybody’s standing up tantvem Everybody
like look, we not doing nothing, leave us alone. Go head do walhtget paid for.
They got scared that day we chased them off.

Bobbie then told me with pride in her voice and her head held high, pogragin
obvious self-pride at speaking up for herself,

Yeah, and the other day, | was standing on the hill. (The rampetds from the street
to the courtyard and to the front door of the building) and thistells me | got to move.
| told him | wasn’t moving', | was waiting for my daughter. tdé&l me to get off “his
hill”. | said “whose hill? | pay rent here. You get off my HillHe just looked at me and
left. Yeah we ain’t scared of them no more. Things are chamagimmd here. Folks ain’'t
doing like they used to.

According to the Deputy Director of 113recinct (the first African American
female head of the 1T'3and only the second in NYC), accusations of police abuse and

misconduct have decreased. She also stated that many of thaiotsriplat are filed
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are unfounded - with little or no basis for the complaint being stduhit the first place.
However, her conclusion does not take into account the individuals whorasséduhor
abused by the police but do not file complaints for fear oflmation. Complaints
alleging harassment or misconduct by police are filed with Ghalian Complaint
Review Board (CCRB); a process which starts with picking upO@G&B form at the
local precinct — the locale which is most intimidating to individuaho want to file a
complaint. Even when the local branch of the NAACP instituted a gmogvhereby
forms and assistance with completing and filing the forms wouldabdgitdted by
NAACP volunteers, only a few individuals took advantage of the offanyMndividuals
were still afraid of the repercussions that might follow. Th&ye afraid that if the
police found out about them filing a CCRB complaint, then harassmemidvsurely
follow and possibly worsen, they would be arrested or abused by the. pdhegefore,
this is a new phenomenon for some of the previously disenfranchisgéeintesof Baisley

to now speak out for themselves, when dealing with the police.

The Aftermath of the Sean Bell Shooting: One Cause for Baisley’s New Voice

The Sean Bell case captured the attention of the nation. Peoplaimeled by
race and by socio-economic status about the merits of the €asesiders paid close
attention, as they ponder what could have happened here. Insidereptagradnd have
doubt whether justice will prevail. Following is a brief accounths shooting and

subsequent actions of the local community:

On November 25, 2006, just hours before he wag tmérried, Sean Bell, a 23-year old black
man was killed in a barrage of 50 shots fired g foolice detectives. Two of his friends weriically
wounded. The three had been in attending SearnsBwlchelor's party in a strip club in downtown,
Jamaica. They left the club and got into a gratuf. The police approached the vehicle. Thesfabbut
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the case are not certain, differing accounts cgnfiom different witnesses. According to the pelic
they thought there was a gun in the vehicle. Hamenwo gun was ever found.

Immediately after the shooting, the community, elected officiahd civil rights
activists called for justice. The police departments and uni@ed that the
actions of the detectives were justified and legal. The residérBaisley, many of
whom knew Sean Bell, did not believe that the Police Officers woulatdagght to trial.
No police officer has ever been convicted of killing a black manuee@s and the
fact that 50 bullets were shot at unarmed young black men doesadahkem to believe
that this case will be any different. | spoke with several of the resideBtEsley about
the incident. These were some of the responses, “It's gontie lsame as usual. They
killed a black man. Nobody’s going to jail” “The only reason thadiing bout it is so
many shots was fired.” “l| hope they do something this time”. ‘fomna march with Al
Sharpton and Sean Bell's mother. It's about time we stuck togefhere were several
marches down Jamaica Avenue from the “@8ecinct to the strip club where the
shootings took place. There was a 24 hour a day 50 day vigil conduct&shbyBell's
mother, family and supporters in front of the TQ&ecinct. The New Black Panther
party, the NAACP, and several other organizations marched alonsitto Rev. Al
Sharpton and other activists, including a few local elected offidiaree detectives were

indicted on various charges stemming from the shooting.  On 2ri2008, all three

were found not guilty on all charges.

In the past, the residents of Baisley were afraid to spealagainst the police
harassment and brutality that were regular occurrencesiiiles. They knew all too
well that the police would return their complaints with renewed aggression. Adtitjona

they did not have confidence that others would come to their defensasen of
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retribution by the police. However, now, with many notable cights leaders, local
elected officials and community organizations vocally callingustice in the Southeast
Queens community, some Baisley residents briefly found the voispdak out for

themselves.

It would appear that individuals may find the courage to speak out targdesr
themselves if they believe that they may get support from ohats or groups that have
the power to shield them from the negative consequences that mayenause of their
unlikely protest. It is incumbent upon individuals who possess power arelteaspeak
out for justice to offer guidance to those who need to learn how advocate for tremnsel

It is important for other classes’ members to understand tghtpif the poor,
perhaps walk a mile in their shoes to understand the pain thaetleye as they live
under a system that uses inhumane means that subjugate the poogtorider constant
fear from institutions that have power to brutalize them phygicalwreck havoc upon

their families.
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Chapter 5
The Local Politics of Child Protection

Statistics on reported cases of child abuse and neglect shiomdhe than twice
as many reports are found unsubstantiated than are substantiatedionaly, the
average percentages for unsubstantiated and substantiated reporteaf chdsabuse
and neglect for the period from 2002 — 2006 were 56.4 percent and 22.8 percent
respectively (see TABLE. 5.1, p114). Many families under investigatre subjected to
traumatic invasions of privacy and suffer long term effectslisfupted family life.
Children and parents become victims of a system of overworked, olerzeanderpaid
and under-trained child protective case workers. Wlaunded Innocents: The Real
Victims of the War Against Child Abu€i©90), Richard Wexler recounts many cases of
children taken away from their parents with little or no evidexicgbuse. He found that
case workers have “none of the education, training, or support” néedadtect the
children that they have been hired to protect. According to WekkeiNéw York City
“Child Protective Services Academy” is a good example of theihg programs
nationwide that do not adequately train the very individuals who maksialesithat can
change people’s lives forever.

Most of the families reported to child protective services are,pand a
disproportionate number are minorities. Researcher Vernon Brooks C063) finds
that African American families are more likely than Caumadiamilies to have child
abuse and neglect reports substantiated, yet they receive &soeiraes to ameliorate
conditions that may lead to neglect. Shattered Bond§€002), Dorothy Roberts found

that African American children are more likely to be mistakesyfalsely reported as
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being abused than white children. She discovered that when physigiamsned
children who had head trauma, they misdiagnosed possible child abuse tearénof
black children. She concluded that, since it is the black community ishat
disproportionately negatively affected by Child Protective SesyiCAmericans have
tolerated its [child protective services] destructiveness’medca has not come to the
aid of its fellow citizens whose families are literaltyrt apart. Instead, when they hear
about the “mistakes” made by Child Protective Services, mamvbedhat if one child is
saved then the “inconvenience” experienced by many is merehcanvenience. Poor
parents are left on their own to fight a powerful system thethér ostracizes and
stigmatizes their existence.

Accused parents are afraid to speak out on their own behalf for fear of relpyisals
caseworkers. Parents feel that their only hope of not havingctiklren taken away, or
of having them returned home, is to be submissive and agree to aayl andditions
meted out by child case workers. The law and courts will back upgimons and
decisions of these case workers entrusted with acting in thenberststs of America’s
children. In most instances, poor parents’ only defense against stemsys court

appointed lawyers, who are also overworked and underpaid.

The Authority and the Power Over Children and Families

Federal and state governments have given enormous power to childiyeotec
services and its case workers. Lawmakers and the general prdudt to horrendous
cases of child abuse by calling for stricter regulations ané manmitive laws to deal with

child abusers, such as in the cases of Eliza Izquierdo and Lishe3tg both six-year

93



old children who died at the hands of abusive guardians. Shortlythéerases were
exposed, the public outcry helped to bring about a closer scrutichildf protective
services and changes in its monitoring system. In both ca€ss,hAd been called on
several times to investigate possible child abuse, yet casersoldemed it unnecessary
to follow-up. More recently, Queens County District Attorney RidhBrown wrote an
article in the North Country Gazette (2006) entitled, “Child Abuseough New Laws
Needed” in response to the death of seven-year-old Nixmary Brelam,was tortured
and beaten to death by her stepfather. Few will dare saghtildren protective services
are unfairly carried out for fear of appearing soft on child atsuand molesters. At the
same time, very few individuals pay close attention to the harmstltlne to children
and to the parents unjustly accused and unfairly treated.

Federal legislation established broad guidelines which gavedbidlprotective
services more power and latitude to investigate reports of @hude or neglect and the
authority and incentives to immediately remove children from thieiogical homes.
Each state incorporates into its definition of child abuse and ctetfie minimum
standards as defined by the Federal Child Abuse Prevention aatmént Act
(CAPTA). CAPTA defines child abuse and neglect as:

Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parentretadeer, which results in death,
serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse, or exploitatiam act or failure to
act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.

The New York State definition of child abuse and neglect (Soc. Eaw.§ 371) is as
follows:

Abused childmeans a child less than age 18 whose parent or othenpkegally
responsible for his or her care:

Inflicts or allows to be inflicted upon such child physical injogyother than accidental
means that causes or creates a substantial risk of deatbusser protracted
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disfigurement, protracted impairment of physical or emotional heaitprotracted loss
or impairment of the function of any bodily organ
Creates or allows to be created a substantial risk of gadlyisjury to such child by other
than accidental means that would be likely to cause deattbuseor protracted
disfigurement, protracted impairment of physical or emotional heaitprotracted loss
or impairment of the function of any bodily organ

Neglected childneans a child less than age 18 whose physical, mental, or emotional
condition has been impaired or is in imminent danger of becoming imEaradesult of

the failure of his or her parent or other person legallpaesible for his or her care to
exercise a minimum degree of care:

In supplying the child with adequate food, clothing, shelter, educatiomedical or
surgical care, although financially able to do so or offered finhoc other reasonable
means to do so

In providing the child with proper supervision or guardianship

By unreasonably inflicting or allowing harm to be inflicted, oubstantial risk thereof,
including the infliction of excessive corporal punishment

By misusing drugs or alcoholic beverages to the extenhthat she loses self-control of
his or her actions

By any other acts of a similarly serious nature requiring the alteafdurt

The New York State statute mandates the following professiogpdst all incidents

where they have “reasonable cause” to suspect child abuse or neglect:
physicians, physician assistants, surgeons, medical examinemerprdentists,
dental hygienists, osteopaths, optometrists, chiropractors, podjatesidents,
interns, nurses, hospital personnel, emergency medical techniciankristia@
Science practitioners, school officials, social workers, socialices workers,
daycare center workers, providers of family or group family degjcemployees
or volunteers in a residential care facility, or any other carelor foster care
worker, psychologists, therapists, mental health professionals.asobsabuse
counselors, or alcoholism counselors, police officers, district attemregssistant
district attorneys, investigators employed in the office ofsridt attorney, or
other law enforcement official

In addition, any other person who has reasonable cause to suspecthiidtis abused

or maltreated may report it.

If a mandatory reporter “willfully fails to report,” she/he guilty of a class A
misdemeanor and “civilly liable,” if that failure to report rasdlin harm to the child.

Based upon the above mandates and definitions it is reasonable to dssumandated
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reporters will err on the side of caution and immediately repoyt real or imaginary

semblance of abuse, hence, some of the over reporting of suspected abuse and neglec

The statute also states that anyone who knowingly makesearédert may be
found guilty of a class A misdemeanor. This has serious rativfisafor some of the
residents of Baisley who deliberately make false reporésnagtheir neighbors with
whom they have had a disagreement or confrontation. | doubt thaartheyware that
they can be charged with a crime. Some of the false repoctsldfabuse and neglect
against parents at Baisley come from angry or jealous neighlieports can be used as
vindictive weapons against an adversary. They are a formidadg@dpon because they
can cause more harm to your adversary than a physical atierca mean-spirited
gossip. These false reports have very real consequencearihause lasting damage to
a family. Even though the reporter is not named in the repoet) oftes the accused is
aware of the identity of the reporter. Quite often the accuaatsahis victim to know
that they were the one to throw the knockdown punch. Whether it is aatognd
reporter or a vindictive neighbor, child protective workers move Igwifito action.
They are trained to immediately investigate every allegatioh) iin their judgment the
child is in harms way, to remove the child from the home. MshiBotvho is a
volunteer with the NAACP and a former employee of ACS, stataely“[the child care
workers] don't really like taking the children from their homt®ey are just doing their
jobs. They have no way of knowing what is real or false, so taamt take any
chances”. It would seem that giving this tremendous power to rentlkeen from
their biological families to an individual would necessitatecgeyitraining to enable an

individual to have a better capacity to discern what is “realfatse”. So many
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unsubstantiated cases of child neglect and abuse should indicatsothething is

drastically wrong with how and why the system operates, thusly.

Adding to the power granted to child protective agencies to rentoldzen from
their homes are the incentives to increase the state tred$wyederally funded Title
IV-E and Title IV-B bills formulate how money will be dispetisid the states. The Title
IV-E program reimburses states up to $6,000 for children that areeddopplaced in
foster care or group homes. The title IV-B program, which hasflesling than the Title
IV-E program, dispenses funds for preventive, reunification, and permasengges.
It is therefore more lucrative for the states to remove @nl@irom their homes than it is
to provide services that would help families stay together. hdrend, what you have is
a system that gives rewards for an increased number of chibdken from their homes.
CPS removes children from their homes for reasons that might atkemverely require
social assistance from public agencies. The majority otltildren removed from their
biological homes are removed for reported cases of neglect. I ¢hsss, neglect is
most often the manifestation of poverty — not enough food or clothing, inadequat
healthcare, unsupervised children (some working poor parents are forteal/e their
children at home, unattended, while they work). These cases could lessadidby an
increase in funds or services to poor people. Yet, it appedns thay be more prudent
to remove the children from their homes rather than provide them \itlquate
resources necessary for parents to properly care for their children.

Parents and Child Protective Agencies
It is a real and terrifying threat when an ACS case wdkecks on an apartment

door at Baisley. On a Saturday afternoon in May of 2002, Bev aggdvaeknock at her
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door. It was an ACS case worker who was looking for a fiftgear-old boy named
Terron. Bev informed the worker that she was at the wrong apdrtierron and his
Aunt lived across the hall. The worker turned and went acrodsathand knocked on
the door. Bev closed her door. A few minutes later the workernegtuto Bev’s
apartment and informed her that Terron had moved away. However, lsshe@s in the
building anyway, she wanted to come in to inspect Bev's apartmehtchildren.
Knowing that she had nothing to hide, Bev allowed the worker to come Bev's
children were outside playing. After inspecting the premisesworker told Bev that
everything appeared to be OK and left. The next day, Bevvesta call from the
worker informing her that since she [the worker] had visitechtitee, she was required
to open a case and that Bev would have to report to the ACS cetitenewichildren.
Distraught, angry, and scared, Bev called to ask for my inteovent| called an
acquaintance of mine, who is an administrator at ACS. He gavéhenname of the
worker’s supervisor and advised me to call him. The supervisorheféeing the details
of the incident, said that he would speak with the worker and call e bafter
verifying the story, the supervisor first called me and thentBeapologize for what had
transpired and indicated that the worker had acted improperly. aidetisat the case
would be closed. I insisted that the worker call Bev and apologize. Bev meeoad! the
next day from the worker.

Why did Bev allow the worker into her home, since she was not thedede
target of the investigation? *“I had nothing to hide. | knew my haaseOK,” Bev later
told me. Indeed, her children were well fed and clothed, even thoaghh&d little

money. To my knowledge, Bev has never hit any of her children. Nethas had
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several cases with ACS in the past. In each instance, iawaghbor who was angry
with her that reported child abuse or neglect. In each instancey&evindicated. Yet,
because she has been investigated in the past, ACS has henlibid files making her
vulnerable to future unannounced ACS visits. ACS is able to exploitgea@le who do
not understand their rights under the law. These individuals have beensvaft a
system that operates freely because of ignorance of theThat ignorance is borne of
lack of responsibility on the part of institutions of power to adedyatxplain legal
processes, procedures, and rights to their clients. (Case woragrsot be fully aware
of all of the guidelines and procedures because of lack of proper anddhdraining.)
It is this lack of knowledge and education regarding parents’ rightsetiables this
system to operate with impunity.

Why do these neighbors make false reports against each oth&hts author
believes that power over another person’s life may be one motivaRoor people have
very little or no power over their own lives. They are subjeeictimns of strangers who
are authorized by the government to make decisions that affacéng being. That
feeling of powerlessness must have overwhelming consequencefediargs of
inadequacy, feelings that may be abated only if and when an indivdidnakxercise
some form of power that has serious ramifications. It allows tieefeel powerful, if not
over their own existence, then over another’s, in this case, anptloerindividual
similarly situated within the realm of powerlessness. By nwala report to child
protective services, one can effectuate a drastic change in ahathan’s life — that is

power.
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In addition to illegally invading people’s homes, ACS workers gain easge
into schools. In the fall of 2002, Bobbie’s nine-year old daughter, lcasha
interrogated by an ACS worker in the lobby of the main officeeatschool. leasha’s
teacher told her that she was wanted in the principal’s officsemicher with a hall pass.
As she sat in the public waiting area not knowing why she had «aeemoned to the
office, leasha must have pondered what had she done wrong. An A@&rw
approached her and started asking her questions about her hong&héfasked leasha if
her mother ever had men come over to the house and if the men dleptraom with
her mother. She asked if her mother did any drugs. She then liftégk digtle girl's
shirt and examined her in front of several other children that imetiee waiting area.
She was looking for scars or welts. The case worker commentet labsha’s slim
body and asked if she ate regularly. leasha was terrifiednoret of the office staff
intervened in the interrogation. No calls were ever made honBobbie about the
incident. Upon arriving home after school, leasha went to her r&a.did not tell her
mother about the incident, thinking that she would be in trouble. Thamwmxing, she
told her mother that she wasn’t feeling well and did not want téogschool. After
Bobbie insisted that she was going to school, leasha told what had happened.

Infuriated, Bobbie called me and asked for my assistance. Shamngay about
what had happened to her daughter, yet she was too afraid to sphakGft even
though she believed that her daughter’s rights had been violateddifficult to fathom
the absolute fear that poor people experience when they know theycomfisint an

authority figure. The average person who has not experienagddarat the hands of
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official representatives of the government does not understand the kiedvakive fear
| write about.

| told Bobbie that the first stop should be to see the principgieaschool. |
believed that ACS had acted improperly, and we needed to find out oawthatity the
school had permitted this act of abuse against her daughterprifbgpal, Ms. Brown,
met with Bobbie and me. After hearing the story of what had hagpente waiting
area of the office, Ms. Brown stated that she was not in schoeh wie incident
occurred, and until now, no one had informed her of the incident. Shexivasmely
upset that this had happened in her school and that none of her staff had ibrtoulggr
attention. She also stated that regulations require a schdopatsdn to be with the
child when being questioned by a case worker. Under no circumstdroceg a child be
guestioned in an open area. According to the principal, the cakemtad violated
many guidelines and procedures. Ms. Brown called ACS and spoke ydingittl the
worker’s supervisor, who agreed that the questioning of the child impsoperly
conducted and said that he would reprimand the case worker. | thenveiiokbe
supervisor as Bobbie’s “legal” representative, and even though | whkeundorce the
worker to apologize for the incident, the supervisor promised thevoaisle be closed.

How does one know, if the case is truly closed? You don't.

Finding Their Voices, Protecting Their Families
Shortly after this incident, Bobbie, Bev, and two other female netsidd Baisley
asked for a meeting with the local NAACP and other elecoféidials to discuss the

actions of ACS. They were trying to gather support from the aamtypnfor what they
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correctly perceived as violations of their rights. They wardegection. They needed
help. They were finally fed up with the overly aggressive andedemg tactics
employed by ACS and its workers. After hearing how the exp&setraumatized the
parents, community leaders, led by Mr. Gadsden from the locattbraf the NAACP,
decided to help the parents expose ACS by holding a town hallngedr. Gadsden
chose Bethesda Missionary Baptist Church as the venue becadusepditor [Rev.
Charles Norris] was powerful enough as a man of God to comafatthelp those who
were enraged with emotions, as well as hold ACS accountable ivehetbey tried to
intimidate the people or dominate the hearings”. He wanted an watesra the parents
could feel comfortable enough to voice their true feelings withoutgb&arful of
retaliation. There was no guarantee, however, that reprisalsl wotibe taken after the
meeting, when these parents would have to face case workers BMlon@adsden made
it clear that he would monitor future interactions between the fanthisggscame forth and
the ACS workers.

Mr. Gadsden organized and planned the meeting. He invited represeantative
ACS administration. Two ACS case workers and one supervisor segrieto the
meeting. ACS was currently the defendant in a class actiorsu&wiled in Brooklyn
about illegal tactics used to remove children from their homd=elieve that the ACS
administration thought, or hoped, that by having an open dialogue with thauwoiy
and parents, they would appear to be transparent and not hiding any wrongdoings.

The hearing was held in an open format. Parents talked abouéxpeniences
with ACS. One of the rules of the meeting was that particgpdiat not have to reveal

their names to talk of their experience. They described how @&S& workers came to

102



homes, accompanied by police officers, and dragged screaming claldagrfrom their
families. Some children were removed based upon anonymous phonelegiigathild
abuse or neglect. The workers were taking the children without @wsstiucting an
investigation into the merit of the allegation. One parent said yere awutomatically
guilty of gross child abuse or neglect based on one telephone aum@averal parents
testified as to how powerless and demoralized they felt to hawectiikelren taken for
months and months without any proof of neglect or abuse. The onlyhayeduld see
their children was under ACS approved and supervised conditions. During the testimony,
several mothers broke down and cried when they described thegafdeaving their
children after ACS supervised visits. They revealed theif gnd pain at being unable
to answer their children’s question about when they could come back home.

Many parents were instructed to complete a series of paretdsges in order to
get custody of their children. Even though they knew they had not ¢tedrthe acts
that they were accused of, they understood clearly that theyatteist the classes and
comply with any other directives issued by ACS in order to lyat thildren returned
home. In addition, ACS would schedule home visits and parenting skills vodks
without regards to work schedules or day-to-day routines. One pasémit became
angry to the point of having to leave the room in order to calm dowe dgscribed the
process of getting his child back after ACS removed his son due tmaamymaous
telephone call. He stated that every time he completed one 8&Sfparenting skill
requirements, he was required to complete another one. This contimfedrfmonths

until ACS returned his child home.
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Numerous audience members and parents broke down and cried as parent
explained their nightmares within the ACS system. During teetimg one of the ACS
workers broke down and started crying uncontrollably. She hadrenme/ed from the
meeting and taken into the back area until she regained her comp&he stated that
she never thought she was part of the problem. She hadn'’t really tladnoghtwhat her
actions on behalf of the institution were actually doing to human beisi® would
inform parents that their children were being removed just untilreépert could be
investigated and resolved. Now, here she was, in the midst of hunmgs loeying out
for justice and fairness, trying to protect their familiegiast a system that was powerful
and uncaring. The worker was visibly shaken, more so becauseadired that she was
a part of a system that wreaked havoc on innocent people. ACSgiwas an
opportunity to respond to the issues brought up by the participants. Awnattker said
that her job was to protect children, and she always followed wiitecedures and
guidelines.

At the end of the meeting, the ACS supervisor agreed to provide kg off
number as a backup for any parent experiencing problems with AES dte also
agreed to look into the practice of workers taking children on anonytrsusvithout
investigation. Rev. Norris advised the parents that they werddreentact his church
and clergy organization, if they experienced problems with th8 8¢stem and that he
and the clergy organization would follow up as an advocate on their behalf.

Red, one of the parents at the meeting, told me that itdelt gp ask questions of
the workers, instead of having to answer questions. She felt emgzbwEor once, the

parents were in control of the dialogue between worker and clierfter tAe meeting,
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the group of young women talked about holding another meeting. Thisttiweyld be
held in the Community Center at Baisley. They said it wadeheof confronting ACS
that had kept many parents from attending the town hall meefiingy hoped that more
people would be willing to come if the venue were a familiatirget The ACS
Supervisor agreed to attend a meeting with all of the parents in the housing coktiplex.
Gadsden said that he would help organize the meeting, but that the lapradrshe
meeting must belong to the parents. Yet, over the coming mdmthzmatents failed to
organize another meeting and eventually stopped talking about it.

What happened to their feelings of empowerment? Their newly fduifity &
speak out? | wanted to step in to help the parents in planning theeetihg. | hoped
that they would organize themselves into a group of individuals figfitintheir rights.
They knew, however, that ACS came to the meeting not because dh&sdwo dialogue
with parents but because community leaders compelled them. fdmspaere unsure
if ACS would give them the same courtesy and respect. Urban poor people dothet get
same response as the articulate educated middle class. Poorate@dudividuals have
neither the skills nor resources to galvanize groups of other poerduaglis to demand
services, resources, or even their rights. Additionally, theynéreidated by the power
of the institutions which, as they are well aware, are backedehaw. It is difficult for
them to believe that they, too, have rights that are backeawhyhen most often they
become victims of these powerful institutions.

The organizer of the first meeting, Mr. Gadsden, had indicatedhthatould
assist the parents, but it was their responsibility to stamprbeess of planning the next

meeting. Even though some of the parents have organized and plaemsl &tv
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Baisley, they were unsure of their own ability to conduct a meetirthis magnitude.
They do not have the confidence that their efforts will eliett$ame results. They were
doubtful that the individuals from the larger community who had proniséelp them
would do so. After all, these are the neighbors who often shun thersame individuals
who seem to drive faster when passing through Baisley.

Once the Baisley parents were out of sight their issukeffeéhe radar screen of
the larger society. They had the brief attention of the commumiy, the local
newspaper even highlighted their issues. People who had befriendednthéreled
them establish a voice had gone back to their own world acrossdhe sEven though
they were neighbors, they were also strangers. They had ogetbdr for the purpose
of discussing the plight of the poor at the hands of ACS. The blatiierclass seemed
concerned about their poor neighbors, but from a distance. Sociallgcandmically,
they live in different worlds. Believing they know what is biesttheir poor neighbors,
black middle-class residents often provide programs and servatesphft their poor
neighbors culturally as well as academically. Many belangdlunteer community
based organizations that provide quality of life services for theighbors and
community, services that include educational scholarships, mentorigcapr®, and the
arts.  If their poor black neighbors ask for assistance and intemran dealing with
powerful institutions in the community, the middle class wilklrsaind offer advice. Poor
blacks, however, are leery of their more educated and socio-ecatigntetter off
neighbors and will not readily venture into the other world, even ifstofar help.
Community leaders had gone to the meeting and listened to therpsolbiat these poor

parents faced. If there was another meeting, they would comeforBubdw, they were
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engrossed in other issues that affected the larger communitycraage in new housing
developments, a rising water table, police brutality, failing schools, etc.

December 2007: Bobbie’s children were taken from her, and sheplaesd
under arrest charged with endangering the welfare of a miriter receiving a call
from the teacher of Bobbie’s three-year old son, Jaquan, pdficers picked up the
child from the day care center and took him to thé"drgcinct. The teacher, Ms. Pratt,
informed the officers that she found fourteen bags of marijuadatvaenty dollars in
Jaquan’s jacket pocket. She had discovered the drugs when she wevdstigate a
commotion in the corner of the classroom. Jaquan was yellivgoabther children as
they played in the corner, “Give me back my stuff”.  After gadice officers had
brought Jaquan to the precinct, they went to the home looking for Boblmdind-her
fifteen-year-old daughter, leasha, at home, the officers tookeéhader to the precinct to
“be with your baby brother”. Bobbie was on her way home from &erjob at Macy’s
when she received a call from her sister, Bev. Bev, who was etoate precinct, told
Bobbie what had transpired and that she should go straight homecer®ffiom the
precinct informed Bev that they were taking Jaquan to the hospite &xamined for
any signs of abuse or drug consumption. Bev then picked up Bobbie, andetieto
the hospital. Bobbie was arrested at the hospital on child endangecivenges.
Although Bev pleaded with the police and ACS workers to allow tHdrehito go home
with her, they took the children away. They told Bev that they wouldhes home to
check out the suitability of the children staying with her, and if her home aheckethe
children would be returned to her in a few days. In the meantimaeshildren were split

up. leasha pleaded with the authorities to allow her to sthyher baby brother, who
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was screaming as the worker took him away, but they carriecwagy, anyway. Jaquan
was placed in a foster home and leasha was sent to a group home.

Bobbie was immediately locked up and transported to Queens Counfgrjail
arraignment on child endangerment charges. Bail was set at $2,500k IBev and
several of her friends and neighbors to raise enough money forl@ohddman to secure
Bobbie’s release two days later on a Friday.

The family court case to determine the fate of her childrenhe#d the following
Monday. | arrived at family court at 9:00 a.m., as requested oy Bae new family
court building was erected just three years previously, in 2004. nésded in between
Queens Police headquarters and the Social Services buildingainfengrance, you pass
through metal detectors and an x-ray machine. Once insids, @tnpty and cold.
Everything is painted beige and appears to be made of cement. afées®veral police
and security officers walking about. The courtroom was on the tluod. f Bobbie,
leasha, Bev, Naila, Toss (Jaquan’s father), and several of Belberids were in the
waiting area when | arrived. leasha was brought to the courthgusme ACS worker but
might have to return to the group home, depending upon the judgessodeclaquan’s
whereabouts were unknown by the family. Shortly after, two youmgeles came out of
the courtroom and stood in the corner conversing. | was informedhinatwere the
ACS lawyers for the children. Each child had its own lawyedi@$8obbie. Bobbie’s
lawyer, however, did not meet with her until her case was called.

Next to arrive was Mr. Hunter, the ACS worker assigned tongeréor placement
of the children. He had visited Bev's home and declared it to babkuifor the

children’s return. Even though he told Bev that she would probably gehitdeen on
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Monday, she was not so optimistic and was fervently trying to $mueone else, a
relative or friend that would be willing to take the children inecthe judge’s ruling was
not in her favor. Toss could not take Jaquan because he had an extemsnad oecord
and was on probation. His grandmother, who lived in Brooklyn, agreed tdagken.
leasha’s fate was not so easily determined. Her father was not around.

The judge placed an order of protection for Jaquan against Bobbiece Bev
lived in the same building as Bobbie, her home was disqualifieddoepient because of
its proximity. The lawyers for ACS argued that Bev would bet tofcare for either of
the children because, according to them, she had an extensive crieco@ having
been arrested several times in the past. When the judge, howekest, tassee the
verifying documentation to support their claim, they could not be produdgev told
the judge that she had never been in jail and that the lawyesdateicating the story to
keep her from getting her niece and nephew. The judge postpametbdision until
Wednesday and told the lawyers that they must produce the docuraekitsgbup their
assertions against Bev.

Bev, hoping to best the ACS lawyers, returned to the courtroom on Vdegnes
with the documents on each of the incidents related to her problgimtghelaw that the
judge requested. Through her newly acquired self-advocacy skiisytdized tactics
that were proactive. She had been successful in employing @gleeptethods in other
arenas and learned that knowing your rights and speaking could getrbstikés than
acting out of ignorance. She applied that knowledge and went to the apigreygiencies
to get the requested documents that would explain the incidentsn€hent was a fight

that she had with her boyfriend; this case was thrown out. Onefovadisorderly
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conduct, a fight with a neighbor; this one was also thrown out; and tidevibs for a

traffic violation which was dismissed. Against the argumentsegmted by the ACS
lawyers, the judge’s decision was to place leasha with her Bemntand Jaquan with his
great grandmother in Brooklyn. The order of protection remained, however.

There were so many inconsistencies in the teacher’s stodrugaelated charges
were filed against Bobbie. At first the teacher had said ttieatdrugs were found in
Jaquan’s jacket pocket; then, the children were playing with tihgsdyn the table; and
finally, the drugs were found in the corner near the children. Ewaungithcriminal
charges against Bobbie were not filed, she was told that shecamptete three classes
in order to have a chance at getting her children back: (1s8 ataanger management
,because she became ‘disrespectful’ and ‘belligerent’ when hdrerhivere taken from
her — she did not handle the situation like a “responsible adult”; (@) dbuse
counseling, since she had pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor of passefssidbag of

marijuana to secure her release after the drug bust of 1998; and (3) parasseg.cl

Learning How to Speak Out

Several weeks after Bobbie’s children were removed from her heireaattended
a meeting organized by Parents in Action (PIA), a non-profitrozgéion that dealt with
parents’ rights. The purpose of the meeting was to bring tage#inents whose children
had been removed from the home by ACS and placed in fosterrmhrgr@up homes.
These parents were fighting to get their children back and bréogéther a group of
parents, lawyers, and community activists. Several PIA septatives spoke on the

following topics: instant removal without verification of charges;Idten being
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physically abused in group homes and foster homes; inadequdtsdegaes afforded
poor parents. Then the floor was open for the public attendees tdlstiaexperiences.
One woman showed pictures of her daughter before and after dheedia taken from
her home and placed in foster care — in the after picture thbagira black eye and a
gash in her forehead. Another man told how he had gone to school to gicknipe-
year-old son only to find out that his child had been taken by ACS vgorketurned out
that school officials had reported child neglect when the fatheembataken his son to
the optometrist. It took the father two years to get his sok. bafter listening to the
plight of these parents at the hands of ACS, Bobbie spoke about her emmdiland
offered to join the group the next week at a demonstration in frottheoBrooklyn
courthouse where the group was going to protest on behalf of one of itsenserwhose
daughter had been taken and placed in foster care for over tws yeaccording to
Bobbie, she felt strengthened by the passion of the individuals amgdvep join the
group. She exchanged phone numbers with several of the membera. ofShe
believes “there is strength in numbers”. With support from sombeoindividuals that
she met at the workshop and with the new knowledge about her own rightshenley,
Bobbie believed that she would have some control over her own situation.

After learning about the rules and procedural violations conducteAQfy
workers from the members of PIA, Bobbie decided that she wantedda hmoketing in
Baisley to inform and educate her friends and neighbors about tites.riAt this time,
however, she is a little reluctant to go full-steam aheady afl, ACS still has her
children and family court must determine when they will be returecording to

Bobbie, once her case is settled and her children are home, Ehaweilthat meeting.
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Six months later, Bobbie’s children were returned home. The maatnghe proposed
never materialized. It seems that people will galvanize imabelgi after a situation.
Over time, initial enthusiasm dissipates.

The question seems to be how you sustain the feeling of efficerytiaé initial
momentum diminishes. Several years ago, this group of parentedielimuscle and
relished that for once they were the ones asking the questions atttethhad put ACS
and its workers on the hot seat. Here they are back again. Beblseempowered by
networking with others who are in the same predicament. For nowjeBappears to be
poised to organize her neighbors and friends to speak out against tive adxsioitative
tactics used by some ACS workers. Only time will tethié time she follows through,

but at least it is a start.

If one looks at the prison system and the child protective systesncan see
similarities in the makeup of the system’s populations. The priggiema population is
overwhelmingly African American and poor. Poor black Americarms arested and
jailed more often than whites. The child welfare system populasgi overwhelmingly
African American and poor. Poor black children are removed from bielogical
families for unsubstantiated cases of neglect and abuse monetlodie whites. If one
looks closely, one can see remnants of slavery. Children are ftake poor powerless
families and placed in foster homes and institutions that profit tlaenprocess. Of
course, there are many foster homes that care for the chiéaikrchildren who are
removed for their own safety, but | speak not of them. | speak ohtlizen and their

parents who are victims of a patriarchal society that beligvieas the moral right to
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enforce its values and norms on others. Child Protective Seragat,is known in
many states, is the governmental entity that is entrustédtiet power and authority to

carry out the edicts set forth by society.
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TABLE. 5.1

Nationwide Percentage of Children Subjects of a CPS Investigation
or Assessment by Disposition

Year Substantiated Indicated AlternatieAlternative | Unsubstantiated| Intentionally Closed | No  alleged| Other | Unknown
Response | Response False with no | Maltreatment or
Victim Non- finding missing

Victim

2006| 22.1 2.7 0.4 5.5 55.3 0.0 15 9.5 2.4 0.5

2005| 22.1 2.6 0.3 5.2 55.3 0.1 2.0 9.6 2.8 0.5

2004| 22.3 2.7 0.1 4.6 55.6 0.0 14 8.1 4.7 0.5

2003| 23.1 3.7 0.1 5.5 54.6 0.3 14 6.2 4.1 0.9

2002| 24.7 3.2 0.1 4.5 61.4 0.3 11 * 3.8 0.9

Source U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: AdministratiorCFoldren
Services, Statistics and Research, Child and Abuse Research
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/pubs

* The figure for the No alleged maltreatment was added to therefiin the
Unsubstantiated column.
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Chapter 6
Confronting Failing Schools, Failing Children

As agencies of socialization, schools help nurture and develop a claijfisity
to function within society. A school can have a beneficial or detntal effect on the
ability of the child to be a conforming or nonconforming member of goci€hildren’s
perception of their position and status as well as their rgdarisally determined by the
school’s attitude toward them as they experience positive and negativetioteragthin
the school environment.

This newest generation of Baisley children attends the sarneolsc that
contributed to their parents’ social disconnect. Education can be ancessud
unrewarding, and sometimes painful experience. Such an experaneeup the poor’'s
expectations towards the potential of education and the promise of society.

Consider entering a public school in a typical poor New York Cityhieichood.
Its unpleasant facilities hardly motivate you to send your clilduch an uninviting,
uncaring place. You have the feeling of entering a prison. Tteling you encounter
is not the warm and inviting face of a teacher or school counsetoa lmiformed
security officer. In many of these schools, students must aimgtybackpacks as they
pass through metal detectors.

At M.S. 8, the school attended by many young Baisley children, student
longer move from room to room to attend assigned classes. Insteadathers move
from room to room to teach. This measure was taken to addresssextngolence at the

school. Like the movements of a prisoner, the children are monitored drggram
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ostensibly designed for safety. The program confines studentsingla classroom for
the better part of the school day.

The adult subjects of this study vividly remember the conditions ungiehwhey
attended school. According to Bobbie, the current atmosphere a8 M.gminiscent of
her own junior high days at |.S. 72, where students remained insiceyah @ building
that had plaster falling from the ceilings, electricalesiexposed, and offered food in a
cafeteria that was filthy. Bobbie’s school experiencesadtdict her feelings and actions
today. She sympathizes with her daughter and excuses her daugiggative
unproductive behavior, attributing it to some of the same experiemaesttuctured her
negative attitude towards school. When leasha, Bobbie’s daughted, éeghth grade
and could not graduate from junior high, Bobbie had her put on the new Hechad
bought for the graduation ceremony. Instead, she took her to RedrLolestsha had
not passed her classes, but Bobbie painfully remembered her owm glayier high and
transferred her painful memories onto the unfair treatment hghtiauhad to endure.
She decided that she would not penalize leasha for failing undemsitances that were
out of her control.

Aspects of the public schools in poor sections of Southeast Queens have improved
since Bobbie and Bev attended public school, but the schools are still par evith
those in the better sections of Queens. Nor do these inferior saflail feelings of
high self-esteem among poor urban children when they compare theendchbols they
see on TV shows such &wossip Girl or Degrassi High. Although fictional, the TV
schools form a frame of reference for their children’s liveslémdtyles The schools in

these shows have modern science and computer labs, auditoriums texbf-$tee-art
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technical equipment, and the students have their own parking lothalleeare pristine,
and no one lacks funding for musical or artistic endeavors. The studeitk freely
among their friends in the school corridors when not in class. Fretxeatialize and
interact in a warm and friendly environment adds to an individualiadeaability to fit
in at any level of society.

Interactions in school partially develop and structure students’ gi@ns of the
world at large and their position/status in that world. So, tohéned, like a prisoner
to one room for most of the day, to have your limited movements medhitoy
uniformed guards, and to know that you are not given modern materialsatoleoé&o
compete in a world that is constantly evolving technologicallytbdsave an effect on
your self-perception and worth. As the child compares the unfavarabtitions under
which she is forced to spend most of the day with the favorable tmorsdithat the

privileged have access to, she comes to expect less from society and |essrielin

Unequal Resources — Unequal Access

Educational level is positively correlated with income level@ostatus. The
education provided Baisley residents is inferior and inadequate andatogsvelop the
well-grounded education required for success. They enter the jietnusuderprepared
which ensures them the same low place in society that theynaidgrobability, their
children will occupy.

Many of the children of Baisley attend the same schools that plaeents
attended: P.S. 140, M.S. 8, and |.S.72, the zoned schools for the area. Owarshe y

there have been changes in the administration, teaching stpffatiens and guidelines.
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Yet, for years, these schools have consistently ranked lower tharsotio®ls in School

District 28.

The failure of these schools to prepare adequately their studamtsve forward
in society can be traced to several causes. Segregated sambalgcioeconomic status
are two causes of inequity that have direct effects on the qoékigrvices delivered by
individual schools. This chapter will focus on the impact that thesevasiables have

and how self-advocacy can determine the level of response by the system.

In The Shame of the Natiq2005) Jonathan Kozol argues that minority children
in poor inner city schools are programmed at an early age totheir horizons to
specific job markets. They are not given the tools or opportunityrik butside the box
created for them by school administrators, who defend this prdmtistating that it is
better to produce ‘robots” that will “never burglarize your home...nevetclsngour
pocket books...” but instead will become “tax payers”, terminologywatid never be

used to describe children in white middle-class suburbia.

The elementary and secondary schools attended by the childremstefyBhke
other schools in the southern area of school district 28, are predomibkacty Many
schools in the northern section of the same school district are predominandly Ware,
in New York City, the Department of Education declares thatalkity’'s children shall
receive a quality education. But this has not been the cas@mi sectors of our city,
children have been deprived of the quality education that our nation’stfenefdoresaw
as crucial to the country’s survival and ultimate pre-eminencee—fuality education

that has been mandated throughout the nation. In spite of all thisatkeaad continue
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to be many inequities in the city’s school system. When we lbtikeavarious school
districts of our city and the ethnic population boundaries that make @pethg, we need
only wonder what in fact causes the significant disparitiekerservices and goods that
those schools receive.

Education for blacks and Hispanics is generally inadequate, begimmithe
elementary schools and continuing through the high schools. Actbgllyhe time
minority children have entered junior high school they are alreddw alistinct
disadvantage and cannot successfully compete with their counterpartsther schools.
Beginning in elementary school, the scholastic scores of mirstutents are drastically
lower than white students, and the disparity continues with each sivecg®ar of
education, as evidenced by U. S. Department of Education statistizational reading
and mathematics scores (see TABLE. 6.1, p. 137; TABLE. 6.2, p. 138). Tablealy c
shows that from 1975 to 2004, at all age levels, white students catigistetperformed
black and Hispanic students in reading. Table 6.2 indicates the want in
mathematics: whites outscored blacks and Hispanics in each suecgsar. Although
each group of students’ scores increased during this period, neilec&rradr Hispanic
students ever came close to parity with white students.

Not all schools in predominantly black areas are low performicigpds.
Bordering school district 28 is school district 29, with a predomipdsiick student
population. Some of the schools in the district rank high on the New Yiyls C
Department of Education’s (DOE) school list. School districis2®cated in the 29
Assembly district which is a middle- and upper- middle-classicah American

neighborhood. As mentioned in previous chapters, it has political poweo NYS
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senators, a NYS assemblyman, NYC councilman - and a plethora afiuwoiy based
organizations that work collaboratively to improve the quality dé lin its
neighborhoods. It is no wonder that its schools do well. This Afri&anerican
community has the voice and power to demand the best for its students.

According to Mr. Timothy James, the former Chairperson of Comm&ahool
Board 29, he fought against the powers in the Community School Boardpz8vent
them from moving some high performing schools from 29 into the adjdugh
performing District 26. This move would have made room in Disg&tfor failing
schools from District 28 to be brought into that district. The endtressl to remove the
failing predominantly black schools from District 28 and add more high performing white
schools into that district. According to Mr. James, the white-chod board of District
28 did not want blacks coming to the Kew Gardens headquarters makiagatehor
resources and money to equalize the delivery of goods and servitesktiadk section
of the district. Mr. James and the members of District 2@ waeccessful in preventing
these changes. The district with political clout was able to &éhthe transfer of low
performing schools into their district, while most parents of dm®als in question were
not even aware that a discussion about the fate of their children’s schools wasrtappe

Another manifestation of local community voice and power was thetaignsent
of Dr. Antonio K’'Tori as a principal within the NYC Public School &ys. Dr. K'Tori,
a beloved principal, who is credited with increasing the scholastiorpence of his
previous school, 1.S. 59, also in District 29, was removed from his position as privfcipal
newly created P.S. 268. He was threatened with termination bip¢partment of

Education after being charged with insubordination and favoritisncaaping students
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into P.S. 268. Dr. K'Tori is a member of several local communityardagtions,
including the powerful Guy R. Brewer Democratic Club. Locattel@ officials, clergy,
and parents of the students rallied and held protests and public meetihgge Dr,
K'Tori reinstated. Although, a new principal was appointed to P.S.&28BDr. K'Tori
was placed on administrative duty while the case was tried int, doiwas eventually
exonerated and is currently the principal at P.S. 15 in Southeast Queens.

It appears a combination of factors causes the disparity in thec padfipol
system: clearly race plays a significant part in deteirmgi access to a quality education,
but as indicated, socioeconomic power/status also plays a role asgunses received

from institutions of power.

Unsafe Conditions

All our children should receive a quality education in environmemas will
foster the development of their minds, skills, and talents to thestullt is this aspect of
the educational process, the presentation of quality instruction ifiea monducive to
quality learning that should also be a major concern of the DSiEdents who attend
public schools in the urban ghetto have an increased chance of beingtimeof a
violence related crime. Children go to school everyday not knowindhethttey will be
the next victim. The stress of getting to school and back homehsaaf¢o have a
negative effect on their ability to concentrate and learn.

Even though violence related crimes in the schools are on thenagkents have
been underreported. According to NYC Comptroller William Thompson, Tiiives,

September 20, 2007) schools have underreported incidents of violence and have exhibited
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a “lax attitude” that “paints an artificial and illusory picusf what's actually going on,”
when, in actuality, schools can receive additional funding for programaddress
violence related incidents. Over the years, several pregtaave been instituted to
protect students. Those programs include stationing police and migelode in the
schools. In addressing the need for more collective and proactiga o address the
rising violence (New York Post, April 22, 2008), Randi Weingarten,igeas of the
United Federation of Teachers, stated “these are difficult prableat solved simply by
considering more metal detectors...Art, music, civics and sciedgeation — as well as
after-school tutoring, extracurricular activities and sportgamms — are also essential as
productive outlets for students”. Budget cuts have reduced or eladimatltural
programs and after-school activities that were designed tagengnd occupy young
people, while broadening their minds and horizons. While schools waitefeded
funding for programs or for action plans designed to protect its ssjdaemdr parents
must step forward to defend their children.

According to the policies and procedures of the Department of Edugadi@amnts
can obtain a “safety transfer” for their child if they bedéiethe child is in danger at
school. Many poor parents, however, are not aware of their rightseadihdor years,
parents have been told by school administrators that their childrerattersd the school
in their school zone. For poor urban children this most often means sthabkre
underperforming or unsafe.

M.S. 8 is one of those unsafe schools that are notorious in the comraunity
having fights almost every day. There are gang fights, ané #mer fights among

individual students. Either way, children have been hurt while insidesdheol and
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going to and from the school. On the surface, it appeared thathbel svas working
hard to deal with the situation. According to Timothy James, Wd@mraanages an after-
school program at M.S. 8, the principal held meetings with thééées,cwhom he asked
to stay later so that students could be let out at differersti Parents had been called
and notified if their child was directly involved in violence. Theras an increased
police presence at the school. The violence continues in and around the school, though.
One recent afternoon, while | was driving near M.S. 8, | notidedga group of
young people on Liberty Avenue about five blocks from the school. tamitl ascertain
which school or schools the children were from. All of a sudden, a groaipoot forty
teens came running around the corner. In the front of the runningweeashree girls,
who appeared to be running from the larger group of teens. As the girls were running just
along side my car, one of the girls went down on the ground. | did noenatiether the
girl had tripped or been pushed. But what happened next shocked me. Gegefabm
the larger group of teens, started punching and kicking the girl ondbhadyr Somehow,
the young girl managed to get up and as she ran past mgpganed the door and yelled
at her to get in my car, but she ran past me with the otHerigihot pursuit. | spoke
about this incident with Savogolie, a teen who lives in Baisley.irf8bemed me that this
is a “part of life. Everyday, someone is going to get beat up.”
When Bobbie’s daughter, leasha, and her friends from Baislggdtattending
M.S. 8, they walked to school together in a group and stayed together as much as possible
- Mainly because they were friends, but also because theyestveangth in numbers as
they had to pass groups of girls who lived in the neighborhood surroundin@ MThe

girls from the neighborhood started taunting and fighting leashasaleveryday. One
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of these girls had lived with leasha and her mother for about @ne yée girl, Shanice,
had moved in with them because her mother felt that she could nott gretest home.
According to Bev, “Her [Shanice’s] father was abusing her. Ideldvbeat her all the
time”. And since her mother and Bobbie were friends, at théeristrequest, Bobbie
took Shanice in to live with her and leasha . During this tirmasHa and Shanice
became good friends and because they lived together, they calledtbar “cousin”.
After about a year the mother thought it would be safe for Shanice to come home.
Shanice returned home and near the friends that she played with inefarey
temporarily to Baisley. The girl who lived next door to Shanioekl€s, started picking
fights with leasha, and it escalated into nearly a fight egdagyy Eventually it became a
“neighborhood” fight. The girls who lived in the neighborhood nearest M.Gn8
therefore neighbors of Pickles) joined in the fight, and Shanice ailsed] in with her
next door neighbor Pickles. It became a fight where the sides gretged by
neighborhoods, with leasha and Pickles at the center of the fighte Ghilsswere not
held together with the allegiance and commitment of streetsgdinggy were groups of
neighbors and friends. So when the fighting occurred regularlyeketwickles and
leasha, some of leasha’s friends, being outnumbered by the neighbgiHspstarted
drifting away from the fights. However, two of leasha’s friendatinued to walk with
her to school. The fighting continued and leasha started missing many dayshHoamh sc
Bobbie went to the school on several occasions and spoke with the prirtshzal
asked for a “safety transfer” to change her daughter’'s schoolpiimgpal denied the
request. He assured her that he would protect leasha whileashevgchool. Even

though a police presence was in the school, once the teens were, dhésidead to fend
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for themselves. Finally, Bev “got tired of the bullshit”.wias painfully apparent to her
that the school did not care about the safety and welfare of theakititherefore she had
to act on her niece’s behalf. She spoke with several of hed§&iand neighbors from
Baisley regarding the danger that their girls were in andttieaschool was not doing an
adequate job of protecting them.

The other parents either did not have the time or the inkling tongalved. As
one parent said to me, “As long as they are not beating up my dguiynt not gonna
say anything. | feel sorry for leasha, but she got to fightoler battles. | told my
daughter to stay out of it”. One parent just kept her daughter a.h8av finally gave
up trying to get the other parents involved in order to make the school protect théir kids,
the other parents don’t care. Well if they don’t care, | don&.cdret their kids get beat
up. I’'m going to take leasha out of that school and put her in IS 72"

Bev met with the principal who would not give her the necessghpgzation to
transfer leasha from M.S. 8 to I.S. 72. Bev called me from theipal's office so that
he would hear her conversation. She deftly articulated her cohwars®m that the
principal would believe that she had called someone of importance anditguthibts.
Phelps, | am here at M.S. 8 with Principal Murphy, who refusegiote safety transfer
for my niece. | have filed the necessary forms and by hisamlnmssion there have been
problems at his school in regards to children’s safety, but hetlsatyg is under control
now and that leasha will be safe here.” Bev was obviously ustagtia that had been
successful for her in the past. By convincing the individual with p@andrauthority to
grant her request of her legal rights that she was knowledgeftilese rights and the

steps that could be taken to enforce them, Bev was able to cernkimauthority figure
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to accede her claim. She continued in a calm but forceful voigeryene knows that
this school [M.S. 8] continues to have serious fights, and | do not wamieog to get
hurt.” There was silence on her end as she pretended that | waegdpl her concern
and demands. She continued as if answering a question, “all he hasstsigo the
transfer, but he is refusing. My niece has been jumped and beatgnginshat this
school, and it is not safe for her. | had to take off from work tbo@pme here.” Even
though | did not respond, she pretended that | did and continued her one-sided
conversation for the benefit of the principal. “If | have to, Il vake off tomorrow and
go down to the Department of Education and file a complaint, andetsaxgy, | will call
the local press. OK Ms Phelps | will keep you posted”. She hung up. Abautnutes
passed when Bev called again. “He signed it. He knew | wasyingl’ she was elated
at her success.

Again Bev has shown that speaking up for oneself can bring abagddessults.
Had she given up when the principal told her that he would not sigratiefer, had she
believed that he alone had power over the situation, she would have giansopoften
happens in cases of poor uneducated individuals who have been socializedi@viag
that these institutions have unchallengeable power. Yet, Bev hrasdethrough past
interactions that knowledge of one’s rights coupled with voicing khatvledge can
diminish the seemingly unchallengeable power and increase thex pger the situation
by the individual. Bev has learned how to use her voice to effectvyeossults for her
family and friends, and as discussed in previous chapters regandipglice and ACS,

she has successfully used that voice to advocate for change.

126



Bev was also able to facilitate the change in her daughtess skehedule that
will allow her to graduate from high school in June 2009. Bev’s oldest daughter $Naila i
senior at John Adams High School. At the beginning of her sgeem, Naila was
scheduled for classes that she already had taken insteacss#schiat she needed in
order to graduate. According to Bev, many of the students, including ebiaila’s
friends, have to stay an extra six months in order to completeethigred academics
needed for a high school diploma. Student’s complaints generadlonfdeaf ears when
they challenge the accuracy of their class schedules.pdfent goes to the school and
inquires about the “mistakes” in their child’s schedule, the schooblimwstigate and
change the students class schedule, and if in time, the studdoe aille to complete the
necessary program to graduate with her class in the fourtiyjearframe. People in
authority will not necessarily rectify incorrect decisionshey may need to know that
someone with the right to demand justice has been made awahe efror and is
requiring that the decision be corrected.

Unhealthy Environments

In addition to the aforementioned violence-related, crime-manifesiimsafe
conditions, schools in poor physical condition also pose unhealthy, unsafe emntenm
Some schools in poor sections of the city are physically inféoicgchools in more
affluent sections of the city. They are eyesores and posé klealgers. In addition, they
do not encourage student’s self-esteem. If the school system ddeelnbi@at you are
worth at least an environment that is clean and healthy, or idgonot feel safe and
protected, then an individual could think that the system does not function as if their well-

being was worth as much as the students that receive qualitgeserviThe women in
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this study attended I.S. 72. They recalled the time they spschaol as unhappy and
demeaning. It was neither a sanctuary nor a place of nigarmccording to Bobbie,
“We were not allowed outside at all. The doors were locked to keeparsd the drug
dealers out. But it was terrible inside. It stunk and was dirtgieed an investigation of
the school by local community leaders, led by Reverend Chiidess of Bethesda
Missionary Baptist Church, gave a graphic account of the poor conditithe aichool.
They included, electrical wires hanging from the ceilings, wirglimoken, classroom
door windows covered with cardboard, and desks so ragged that students ware cut
their cloths torn. Red told me that she still remembers vividly hotsible it was. “The
school didn’t care about us. The place was dirty and nothing ever got fixed”.

We can easily see that under these physically and psychdipgieplorable
conditions a day of classes here was not very pleasant or prodimtigeudents or
teachers. |If the Department of Education does not think enough stutdents and
teachers to remedy the conditions under which they must functioa Bgnificant
portion of their day, then what can be expected of the students w$tcattempt to gain
an education under such conditions? No one can be expected to functionypmoperl
matter how dedicated, if the surroundings evidence apathy anatinfegléhe safety and
well being of students and teachers alike — and such were the conthtiwhgh IS 72
students were expected to learn and sometimes encouragedltdbgse conditions, to
the contrary, put off the students and teachers, preventing them kimg &alvantage of
and producing the “quality education” the DOE states that all stsigeat entitled to.

The physical conditions have improved over the years, but they lareoston par with
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schools in middle-class neighborhoods where parents can demand and besteer
services.

But P.S. 140 and I.S. 72 parents are not overly concerned about the physical
conditions; they were socialized at an early age into acceptfagor conditions and
learned how to cope and function in an unsafe neighborhood. Even though yminorit
students are underperforming nationally and locally, some of thatpdrespoke with
were impressed with their children’s scholastic performancefier All, some grades
have improved — at least, in English and mathematics. Beverly and pattents of
Baisley told me that they were proud of their children, who arengdonuch better in
school”.  Schools appear to be doing a much better job at teachisigidieats because
some of their children’s report cards improved. If this is theecthen kudos to the
schools. However, are the students learning more? Have their cHanc@sbetter
education leading to a better job increased? That would be wonderfus, you avill see

in the next section, higher grades can be misleading.

Deficiency in Test Taking Accountability

The test scores of children have risen over the past few yéharfortunately,
these better test scores do not mean that the children armdearore. Because of No
Child Left Behind (NCLB), children are being taught to pass spetgéts and improve
their scores so that their schools will retain funding. NCkBRaifederally mandated
program that holds schools accountable for students’ scholastiegsogSchools that do
not exhibit yearly academic progress (YAP) are not eligimdunding or may be taken

over by the state. Given the severe consequences faced by scthagishave
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implemented programs that focus heavily on passing tests that dest®rsstholastic
improvement. Schools may be winning, but children are the losers.stlitlent has
become a means to an end: money to maintain the school. They &®ngptaught
even the basics needed to adequately move up to the next grade level. They are no longer
being taught writing, culture, civics, nor are they being preparée tviable participants
in the global community. The children who most need a well roundechBaluare
receiving the least. They are learning nothing about the workideuof their small
community. They are not learning how to think critically or howapply strategies
needed in an ever growing world dependent more and more on the gabpaabple to
manage varied tasks. Without the necessary and promised resaurselp tschools
provide a quality education, schools are forced to structure clasdelgssons to teach
students to pass tests that show improvement. Teachers are ingwréi@ed how to
incorporate test taking skills into the curriculum. Most people jo the career of
teaching because of a commitment to the craft and to bletigeteachers and agents of
positive influence. Now that calling has changed and teachersos®yhat impetus. To
survive in their career they must adapt to being a part of thensys Teachers who want
to teach have a voice in their union; here in New York Citg ithe UFT, which has
fought against many provisions of NCLB but to little avail. Educaparticipate in a
system that places emphasis on increasing grades ratineoffeang a well-rounded
education . Most teachers want to use their talents to edheatestudents, but their
hands are tied. They are forced to comply with the policies anélmad set down by

the federal government and the states.
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A professional acquaintance of mine, who has a working relatpmgih the
principal of P.S. 140, spoke with the principal on my behalf. The paharranged for
me to meet with several teachers. | promised the prinaihteachers that the teachers
would remain anonymous. The first teacher | spoke with grew timsmeighborhood
and after several years of teaching in a neighboring schdactifat was flourishing
and had plenty of resources decided that she wanted to return to heeigiMoorhood to
teach. The school that she transferred from “had more resdetethey used and
wasted”. Here she would give her time and talent to studentesh NCLB is “a joke”,
she said. “It does not allow for adequate time to teach thdre@hieven the basics.” The
amount of time spent on reading and math test preparation prohibitaetstirden “being
well-rounded”. In addition, the extended day’s extra time is usetidst prep and not
for helping the students”. NCLB “Does not look at the whole chitdir kidsdo get left
behind”.

The second teacher expressed her opinion of NCLB with an intgrestaiogy:
NCLB time is spent “weighing the pigot fattening the pig”. No intellectual
nourishment is given the student, yet the student is “over assess®ttording to this
teacher, NCLB is disruptive, it stops the “normal activities”aotlassroom, such as
interaction and dialogue and it puts undo stress on the studentsapfroeach necessary
for the desired results is “not balanced enough to develop lifefeaders”. Students
will always be behind. According to this teacher, there is no feaytudents to be
academically prepared to handle school work at the next level.

NYC Mayor Michael Bloomberg, however, has praised the succate NMCLB

by proudly reporting the increase in reading and math scores afnssuch public
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schools. The mayor, who has total control over the NYC public school sydtesd a
chancellor who is also a business man, not an educator. Success for them is thelimprove

school grades. The grades “don’t lie”.

The Fallacy of School Report Cards

NYC public schools receive a report card with a grade of A, D ©r F (A =
65.2 — 93.6; B = 50.5 — 65.2; C = 38.8 — 50.5; D = 30.9 — 38.8; F = -0.4 — 30.9). The
grade each school receives determines its current status thi¢hNCLB program, which
has serious ramifications on the level of school funding. Schoolwirecéds and Bs
are eligible for rewards while schools receiving lower gsatface consequences”. A
school that does not show improvement over the previous year is laloeladetd of
improvement”. That school will have a chance to improve its statusdreasing its
scores.

The report card, officially named a “Progress Report” recaavesore determined
by the total percentage of three variabls&ident progresswith a maximum of 55
percent, has the greatest impact on the total percentage andustiod the percentages
of students making one year of progress in English Language (&LA) and
mathematics; student performancewith a maximum of 30 percent, is the total
percentage of students at proficiency level in ELA and Mathesjaand student
environmentwith a maximum of 15 percent, is based on five areas: SafetiRe@syubct;
Academic Expectations; Engagement; Communication; and AttendarCeus, a
school’s grade depends more heavily on the level of student progmssone year to

the next than it does on the level of scholastic performance (see TABLE. 6.3, p. 139).
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Students can be performing poorly or even failing and a school tanpgessing
grade. Only thirty-six point three percent of P.S. 40’s students preficient in English
Language Arts (ELA), and sixty point five percent of its stuslemére proficient in
mathematics. However, P.S. 40 received a “B” grade because oftitgetglhigh scores
in the progress variable; 60 percent of its students made ableayear’s progress in
ELA and 60.8 percent in mathematics. On the other hand, although P.Stug@ats
were more proficient in both ELA and mathematics: forty-four pbug percent of its
students were proficient in ELA, and 63.7 percent were proficient in mathepfats: 30
received a “D” grade because fifty-one point nine percent ddtitdents made at least
one year’s progress in ELA and only 39.1 percent made progress in mathematics.

Even though schools may be underperforming, they may receigesgtiaat give
the perception that their students are performing well, when Iityréaey are failing
their children. Students are not adequately being prepared to furcaaiemically.
Attention to areas other than reading and mathematics is ngcdesathe future
readiness of the child. Without proper funding the best efforts of edsasat@kin to
applying a Band-Aid to a major laceration.

Timothy James currently runs the A+ Beacon program at M.S. Be A+
program is for students that have aged out of junior high school. Itestatlents aged
14 — 17 who, because of their age, have little chance of graduatioa.prégram is
drastically under-funded, and even his best efforts are not enougprmveradequately
the chances of its students. According to Mr. James, ttgimgake gains in students’
educational level with a small staff and budget that are se@toh the limit is like

fighting an uphill battle. While in other areas of the city thallenge is to educate, he
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must first undo some of the social damage that has ruined thimwaty's ability to
move forward.

Referring to the crack epidemic of the 1980s and 90s which “destityed
community”, he lamented that many of the children currently hoalcare the products
of the deleterious effects wrought by social dislocation: pastititslealing with the after
effects of bad health and ruined lives -; and parents still iomprisnemployable because
of prison records, or dead. Mr. James believes that these issu@seacause of the lack
of parental response to a system that is failing their childiBme greatest difficulty,
besides under funding, is getting parents to come to the school tosdigays to help
their children. “Only two out of twelve parents will come to aetimg about their child.
But, when it is time to register for the free summer camp,@0f 300 will show if
threatened to lose free camp status”. There is the betiehga some that it is the
parents’ fault when children do not succeed. Most parents want tlileirea to be
successful. Many poor uneducated parents do not have the financial otioe@dlica
resources to assist their children at the same level &3 beducated individuals. Many
of these parents that do not “participate” at the same lewghas parents, most probably

fell through the same cracks in the system that their children are now falling i

Can Parental Advocacy Make a Difference?

Evita Belmonte, the former Queens County appointee to the cityvadel For
Educational Policy and member of the Parents Advisory Council, mdscated that to
make positive changes in the quality of education in this community, parardt be

motivated to become an integral part of the machine that is rutimngchools. “The
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stakeholders in the community can demand more; they need to get involveidhy
poor parents have a defeated mentality and do not believe thatctimasavill cause the
system to change. There are poor parents, however, who stand up mgan®dds to
challenge the powerful public education system.

In 2003, Linda Glover, president of the Parents Association of a schDadtrict
28, defeated a lawsuit in which she was the sued by the prirfoipallegations of
slander. After listening to many complaints from parents anectlljr observing the
principal demean students and teachers, she wrote a 20 page doecuthenthtancellor
listing specific details. The chancellor dismissed the dil@gs, and the principal filed a
five million dollar lawsuit against Ms. Glover. Ms. Glover wdsvastated. She had
spoken up for parents and now, in addition to being banned from the school by the
principal, she faced a lawsuit that could ruin her family. Somd leaders thought that
she was being used as an example to warn other parents agagishg out for change
in an unfair, inadequate system. It almost worked. Ms. Glover had reo¥heirn and
no money to fight the suit. However, two lawyers, working pro-bona, the case for
Ms. Glover but not before she questioned her own vulnerability at the ldnas
powerful system. There is a mechanism in place for parertavi® a voice, the PTA.
That voice, however, can be compromised by the inner workings oftearsgesigned
not to relinquish its power. In the end, the principal was remowed fine school; most
likely, he is still employed by the Department of Education andkiwgrsomewhere
within the public education system.

In neighborhoods with limited resources, students are not privy ¢nti$ic,

civic, and social curricula that prepare them to develop skilldatkéo become active
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participants in the ever growing global market. Budget cuts ledueced or eliminated
cultural and after-school programs that enlighten and entertainngtudeinds and
bodies. Parents, black and white, who have financial resourceslar¢oaprovide
funding to supplement their school’s budget or they have the power tonddetter
services for their children. Lacking financial resources, vaiu# advocacy are tools

that poor parents can use to fight an unfair system.
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TABLE. 6.1 Average Reading Scale Score By Age And Ethnicity

1975 - 2004
1975 1980 1984 1990 1994 1999 2004

9 yeareld | 217 221 218 217 218 221 226
white students

9 yeareld | 181 189 186 182 185 186 200
black students

9 year-old| 183 190 187 189 186 193 205
Hispanic

students

13-year old| 262 264 263 262 265 267 266
white students

13-year old| 226 233 236 241 234 238 244
black students

13-year old| 232 237 240 238 235 244 242
Hispanic

students

17-year old| 293 293 295 297 296 295 293
white students

17-year old| 241 243 264 267 266 264 264
black students

17-year old| 252 261 268 275 263 271 264
Hispanic

students

NOTE: The NAEP reading scores have been evaluateeriain performance levels. Scale ranges frem 0
500. Students scoring 150 (or higher) are ableotlmi brief written directions and carry out simple
discrete reading tasks. Students scoring 200 ldeeta understand, combine ideas, and make infeenc
based on short uncomplicated passages about spseduentially related information. Students swpri
250 are able to search for specific informatioterirelated ideas, and make generalizations akteuature,
science, and social studies materials. Studertgngc 300 are able to find, summarize, and explain
relatively complicated literary and informationaktarial. Data include public and private schoal$ b
excludes persons not enrolled in school and thdse were unable to be tested due to limited praficye

in English or a disability.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Sgatistic
Digest of Education Statistics 2007, table 112

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d07/index.asp
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TABLE. 6.2 Average Mathematics Scale Score By Age And Ethnicity

1973 — 2004
1973 1978 1982 1986 1990 1994 199pP 2004
9 yeareld | 225 224 224 227 235 237 239 247
white students
9 yeareld | 190 192 195 202 208 212 211 224
black students
9 year-old| 202 203 204 205 214 210 213 230

Hispanic students

13-year old| 274 272 274 274 276 281 283 288
white students

13-year old| 228 230 240 249 249 252 251 262
black students

13-year old| 239 238 252 254 255 256 259 265

Hispanic students

17-year old| 310 306 304 308 309 312 315 313

white students

17-year old| 270 268 272 279 289 286 283 285

black students

17-year old| 277 276 277 283 284 291 293 289

Hispanic students

NOTE: Scale ranges from 0 to 500. A score of 15@lies the knowledge of some basic addition and
subtraction facts, and most students at this leael add two-digit numbers without regrouping. They
recognize simple situations in which addition anbteaction apply. A score of 200 implies considézab
understanding of two-digit numbers and knowledgeasfie basic multiplication and division facts. A

of 250 implies an initial understanding of the fdnasic operations. Students at this level can @sopare
information from graphs and charts and are devefpgin ability to analyze simple logical relatiors.
score of 300 implies an ability to compute decimalmple fractions, and percents. Students atl¢visl
can identify geometric figures, measure lengths angles, and calculate areas of rectangles. They ar
developing the skills to operate with signed nurapexponents, and square roots. A score of 350empl
an ability to apply a range of reasoning skillsstdve multistep problems. Students at this level salve
routine problems involving fractions and perceméxognize properties of basic geometric figureg] an
work with exponents and square roots. Race catega@kclude persons of Hispanic ethnicity. Totals
include other racial/ethnic groups not shown sdpéraData exclude persons not enrolled in schoadl a
those who were unable to be tested due to limitefigiency in English or a disability. Data inclugeblic
and private schools.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Ssatistic
Digest of Education Statistics 2007, table 125

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d07/index.asp
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TABLE. 6.3 Selected Schools from the Southeastern Section of School District 28

School| Grade| % proficient| % proficient| % progresy % progresg School
in ELA in Mathematics | in ELA in Mathematics | Environment

PS 30 D 44.5 63.7 51.9 39.1 4.7
PS 40 B 36.3 60.5 60.0 60.8 5.3
PS140 | B 50.0 67.3 63.3 Not listed 6.4
PS176 | A 64.4 84.4 54.7 59.9 12.5
JHS 8 D 30.2 31.0 55.2 33.0 3.0
JHS 72 | B 447 52.1 57.1 49.7 2.8
IS192 | B 35.6 38.8 55.5 50.9 6.5

Source: New York City Department of Education, Student Performance and

Accountability, School Reporthitp://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/SchoolReports
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TABLE 6.4 Ethnic Makeup of the Schools Listed in Table 6.3

School American | Asian/Pacific | Hispanic Black White
Indian Islander
PS 30 .52 2.61 7.65 85.22 4.0
PS 40 .59 3.91 16.63 76.52 1.96
PS 140 .67 1.34 12.15 84.38 1.47
PS 176 .16 .81 2.9 95.01 1.13
JHS 8 A7 14.43 17.92 65.36 .98
JHS 72 .52 20.39 14.16 64.16 .78
IS 192 16 1.3 5.04 93.33 16

Source: New York City Department of Educatibttp://schools.nyc.gov/SchoolPortals
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Chapter 7
Conclusion: Strengths and Limits of Self-empowerment in Povéy Neighborhoods

This study has showed that poor individuals can develop the voice to@gezn
their own behalf, effecting positive outcomes in situations that dferet were beyond
their power and scope to change — life situations that were undecotiieol of
institutions that dominated their world. It also indicates thaturban poor may not
necessarily step out on their own against a system that hassgpend exploited them.
They may require encouragement from people who are in positionfugfrice, without
which self-empowerment of the urban poor may be fleeting.

In this study we have observed individuals struggling under the doamnett
institutions that use methods of control to keep the poor in inferior @asiin society.
Different institutions use different methods: threats of evictioneduction in services;
removal of children from the home or mandated enrollment in prograces,ceration;
and more. Whatever methods employed, they have been successful otirsy b
poor to those in power. Very little is done to ensure that the urbarapotreated fairly
and with respect. Representatives of those institutions have the aodvauthority to
correct unjust situations; yet, their actions seem to be dirattkeeping the status-quo.
How, then, do the urban poor develop the skills and voice to demand justice and
equality?

Learning Self-Empowerment

Without the tactical knowledge or resources needed to organize agaosiety

that keeps them marginalized, the urban poor have been unable to igrakeast

movement towards achieving the American Dream. To achieve ediagal, an
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individual must know which actions will result in obtaining the goal. |Gdaining
actions are learned actions and are reinforced through direcvatiserof the successful
act. In the case of the urban poor, they are infrequently privytionacthat elicit
positive responses from institutions of power, e.g. criminal condspalice; education;
and welfare. Too often their attempts at fighting a systea lhas oppressed and
exploited them have resulted in negative consequences. Anyone baperienced the
painful retributions of power may eventually make a conscious dedmsiancept their
lot in life rather than face a worse fate. On the other hahdnwan action perpetrated
against them has severe ramifications that have a drasticveemagiact upon their life,
they may make a desperate attempt to rectify the situahmntime seeking assistance
from the outside. It is important, that at this juncture, theyivedeelp from individuals
who can demonstrate effective methods for dealing with institutions of power.

By emulating successful advocacy techniques that she had witn&sse got
positive results. In the past, frustrated and humiliated by woelpeesentatives of public
institutions, she would respond to their insults and demeaning demands foessarg
paperwork or documentation in an inappropriately hostile manner th#berfu
exacerbated the situation. Frustrated by a lack of aid andatessby a lack of access to
authority figures who would make positive decisions, it is understandahlte an
individual would lose her temper and ability to be effective. An indiai will finally
give up trying because no one does anything to rectify theisitualf the poor remain
silent, as the powerful hope they will, they receive very little.

Bev learned that by emulating successful actions she, too, couldimdakduals

in authority listen and agree to her demands for just treatmé&mowledgeable of her
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rights and the obligations of the institutions she encountered, she spoke batself
with an authority that made the institution’s representatives redponer requests in a
positive manner. Bev utilized her newly found tactics when dealitig MYCHA.
Threatening to go to NYCHA headquarters and the local media abonegigence of
Baisley management pushed authorities to acquiesce to her denhaadising from her
success with NYCHA management, she utilized these new tactimther arenas - the
public education system and the family court. Once learned aerdtiedly used,
however, a question remains. What would happen to her newfound advkitiscyfs

they were not fruitful?

Institutional Responses to Poor People’s Self-advocacy

The institutions of power may more readily and positively respond poaa
powerless individual, if they believe that the individual has a powadubcate behind
her. In each instance that Bev successfully advocated for fherse@thers, the
institution’s representative believed that not only was Bev knowlédiged her rights
but was acquainted with people in powerful positions. When the princiddl Sf 8
believed that Bev knew people of power and authority, he immediatebrsed his
decision and authorized her niece’s transfer. The managemenistdyB@&sponded to
Bev's self-advocacy methods once they realized that she was afvaer rights and was
ready to put them into practice. The powerful ACS came tomtbeting called by
community leaders to answer concerns and address some of the inhtaticse
employed by its workers. In an unprecedented move, ACS workees faced to

answer the questions of poor parents instead of demanding that the pdale hum
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themselves to receive aid. The institution appeared at theanmdmtcause of the
intervention of community leaders. The implication is that in 8doa where the urban
poor appear to have no outside support, they may not receive the sarnve pesitonse
as someone with power. However, the institutions generally @slbond more quickly
and effectively, if someone of influence and power initiates the call.
Powerful Neighbors Helping the Powerless

This research has showed that in certain situations, urban poor regsh@an
benefit by living near affluent members of the same ethnic gr&wen though some of
their upper-class neighbors feel that poor urban blacks need to “puéehees up by
their own bootstraps”, they also believe that we live in a sothett does not treat all of
its members equally. They are aware of unequal treatmanbldcks endure at the
hands of representatives of governmental institutions and may dtieuse their power
in situations that show extreme examples of prejudicial tredtmsach as in the case of
the “Big Bust” (chapter 4) or when they learned of the horrifases of child
maltreatment and families being torn apart at the hands of A&tkers (Chapter 5). In
addition, because Baisley Houses residents personally requesteddeihen and right a
terrible wrong, their neighbors could not turn away from their oligab help. In these
instances, influential blacks, knowing that they have the means potihelr black
neighbors, will become directly involved righting a situation thatbéyond their
neighbors’ control and clearly racist.

Living near an area of wealth and power does not mean that that pahaffect
the status or improve the quality of living for poor neighbors. @gdwerful voices of

the community surrounding an impoverished area do not necessarilyhexepower for
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the poor. As shown, if asked to intervene, powerful elites gdbat an injustice is
being perpetrated in their community, quickly move to intervene on thghbws’
behalf and demand justice. But the poor do not readily ask foraagsstrom their
neighbors. They feel alienated from the people whom they believe shun thersebetca
their predicament. It is difficult for them to feel that thegly have to ask for assistance
that may not come. Yet in a crisis, they asked for help and commigaitlers
responded. After intervening on behalf of their neighbors, some comnieadgrs
incorrectly assumed that the poor should automatically be abledk tlemselves up”
and learn how to speak up for themselves. It is difficult for peopleeains and power
to fathom how other humans cannot speak out for themselves in a sbatedgdlares its
equality of opportunities and choices. Using their frame ofeat®, some upper-class
African Americans see open doors to opportunities that are clogedstoblacks. Poor
urban blacks do not have the tools needed to take advantage of opportunitiesenor
they had experiences that can prepare them to use successidisnehen dealing with
powerful institutions.

How Do You Sustain Feelings of Empowerment?

The satisfaction of finally having power over a situation in Whene was
previously powerless can be fleeting. At that time when the pesgebecomes
powerful, they own the moment. But, as we have seen in previous rshaptéviduals
may not always follow up on promises to keep their powerful self-adyoactive.
When Bobbie attended the Parents In Action (PIA) meeting she vaweuthtthe group
and fight for the rights of parents to keep their children andgta fgainst the tactics

used by ACS. She felt empowered as long as she was ae#tmgnamong the other
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parents, indicating that a feeling of empowerment is sustain@tjdrontact with others
undergoing the same motivation and drive. According to Bobbie, shedri*da’s next
meeting because of the cold weather. It wasn’t long beforetgyeesl talking about the
group. Several times, individuals made inroads into powerful utistits, as when the
residents of Baisley attended the meeting to discuss thensctf ACS workers.
Individuals left the meeting feeling upbeat and powerful; howefes; failed to follow
through on their own promises to hold another meeting. It is as if that one time victorious
feeling was enough to sustain them through additional acts of wrongdoing.

It will take more than one attempt at exercising successftibdvocacy methods
for the urban poor to develop a voice — one that many powerful indiviohiesgted at
birth or learned through their position/status in society. ©uiedy is structured such
that the lower class will remain in its position without theanee to lift itself up.
According to Valentine (2003), the major sources of poverty are stalct However,
this author disagrees with the theory that no amount of effottdyiban poor on their
on behalf will change their quality of life. To the contratys research proves that a
poor urban individual can employ learned methods of dealing with individaefals
authority and power that will succeed in positive results. The nleaiyned and acquired
methods will lead to self-empowerment, if performed regularly.

If the poor are to achieve a better quality of life they nheestn how to exercise
their power through their knowledge and voice. In the past, programesd aat
improving conditions for the urban poor created policies that address paweltits
consequences of inequality from a macro level, policies that magdequately improve

the plight of individual families. While it is necessary tovelep meaningful national
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programs to help the poor, it is also necessary to help them beseifrempowered
enough to demand their share of the resources coming out of thesenmoglo teach
the urban poor how to successfully advocate we must approach encouhsgmfrom
the micro level. We must demonstrate to them successful agvdaetics and the
development of self empowerment either individually or in small groups.

Some individuals in this study have discovered that if you know yghtsriand
the manner in which to voice your knowledge of your rights, you can denmahdea
some remedy for the ills of inequality. It becomes an issk&owing how to use your
voice to demand your share. You must be able to demonstrate tloatlyndd you know
your rights, but that you also know to whom you must direct your voM& have
learned that individuals who have successfully employed self advauidcyse the
successful method again. It is important to provide the urban poorteats of self-
empowerment, with tangible evidence of successful advocacy methdast shety may
believe in their own power to foster and influence positive reactindsesponses from

institutions of power.

| do not by any means place the sole responsibility for change pgmnurban
blacks; they are the victims of the damaging affects of dmscation. As Dr. King
indicated African Americans have been socialized into being discmthéomm the
larger society. Generation after generation they faced the ew&tibns of poverty,
while they watched their families torn apart by the ragagkea society structured to
maintain a lower class. There have been few opportunitieshéorutban poor to

participate as equals on this playing field of “democracyhwiierty and justice for all.
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It is unfortunate that those few blacks who have risen to the topawrto the top do not
see the difference in the access they had to opportunities thdgetizem to rise. Some
can probably point to a figure in their lives that prepared them for upwalndityy Some
of us, even if we grew up poor; can remember words of encourageniagiiedrin our
abilities to succeed. But many of the urban poor have never receivedragement nor
been given sincere opportunities to nurture their talents. Insteadditb@ms have been
suppressed and access to upward mobility denied.

Certainly, governmental policies should address the ills with which people
must contend. Community based organizations and groups should reach out to help those
in need: economically, educationally, and socially. However, those @fhoshave
researched and studied the urban poor are well aware of #terarls conditions which
created and maintained this group in their inferior position. Sa@®earchers have
provided government and others with statistics and theories that assdrafting
programs to help the urban poor. All of these referenced actistimsdd continue. But,
it has become apparent that the poor need something else. They curse eelf-
empowered. They can learn by way of example that they can dearekffective voice.
They will need encouragement and support as they venture into thiemigaryt. Many
of them have tried to speak up in the past only to face dire comszxguelf they are to
develop self-advocacy skills, they will need our support and commitm@fith our
assistance, | believe that we can help them become their owoadelvanoving closer to

self-empowerment and the realization of the American Dream.
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