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Abstract
The 2021 Oscar Causey Award Address presented at the Literacy Research

Association by Professor Dr. Patricia A. Edwards is a response to two self-reflexive

questions: “How were my dreams cultivated as a little Black girl growing up in

Albany, Georgia during the mid-fifties. sixties, and early seventies?” and “What impli-

cations does my story have for cultivating the dreams of today’s children?” To explore

these questions, Edwards uses a qualitative methodology termed portraiture

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) to capture her insights and experiences, allowing

her to “paint” rich pictures of the participants “in an effort to capture the complexity,

dynamics, and subtlety of human experience and organizational life” (p. xv). Through
portraiture, which relies heavily on the use of storytelling and narration, Edwards

converts the term “research” into “I-search” (Macrorie, 1988), affording her the

opportunity to reflect on her lived experiences and share those moments and events

with the world while also abolishing the “gaze” that some forms of quantitative and

qualitative methodologies employ. In turn, she leverages narratives—via pictures, por-

traits, and audio—of her life as a Black girl growing up in Albany, Georgia, to con-

struct meaning of her experiences and of her life. In doing so, Edwards highlights

the impact of The Albany Civil Rights Movement in cultivating her dream. She invites
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teachers, school districts, literacy leaders, and the broader community to use her nar-

rative portrait as a basis for creating a new norm that cultivates the dreams of young

Black students, and of students of color in general.

Keywords
literacy, portraiture, Black, students of color, civil rights

Introduction
Over the years, I have had so many people marvel that I exhibit so much confidence
and the ability to succeed when I grew up in the Deep South as a young child
where there were systemic barriers in place to prevent African Americans from suc-
ceeding. During my childhood, the message heard by African Americans at every
step was: “You don’t belong here.” I ignored and defied those messages and barriers.
Despite the inequity African Americans faced in segregated America, I learned to
dream and was encouraged to pursue my dreams. I often heard statements from my
parents and teachers such as: “Don’t give up,” “Believe in yourself,” “Dream of a
better day.”

Writing my Oscar Causey address afforded me the opportunity to reflect on my
lived experiences and to share those moments and events. Riessman (1993) explains:

How individuals recount their histories—what they emphasize and omit, their stance as
protagonists or victims, the relationship the story establishes between teller and audi-
ence—all shape what individuals claim of their own lives. Personal stories are not
merely a way of telling someone (or oneself) about one’s life; they are the means by
which identities may be fashioned. (p. 2)

Cooper et al. (2006) noted that portraiture allows researchers to give voice to their
perceptions, indicating what they believe to be important as opposed to interpreting the
thoughts or feelings of participants. Additionally, they assert that not only is the
content of the narrative important, but also, how the story is told matters. Narratives
allow the narrator to share their story while constructing meaning of their experiences
and of their life. It is through the telling of these stories that the individual (re)creates
their identity, making it possible to dream.

In this Oscar Causey address, I use narratives to look back on my experiences as a
Black girl growing up in Albany, Georgia, capturing the stories that (re)created my
identity, and made it possible for me to cultivate a dream. I share stories that inspired
my unwavering sense of self-confidence in the hope that the field of literacy becomes
better positioned to keep the dream alive for Black children, as well as for all students
of color.
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Growing up in Albany, Georgia: “It Takes a Village”
Albany is 192 miles southwest from Atlanta on the banks of the Flint River. The river
flows through downtown Albany, the largest city on the river. My grandmother, Callie
“Robinson” Plummer’s brother, “Bailey Robinson,” is Ray Charles’s father. Ray
Charles Robinson was an American singer, songwriter, pianist, and composer.
Charles pioneered the soul music genre during the 1950s by combining blues, jazz,
rhythm and blues, and gospel styles into the music he recorded for Atlantic
Records. He contributed to the integration of country music, rhythm and blues, and
pop music during the 1960s with his crossover success on ABC Records. Charles’s
1960 hit “Georgia on My Mind” was the first of his three career No. 1 hits on the
Billboard Hot 100. On April 24, 1979, Ray Charles’s 1960 hit, “Georgia on My
Mind” was designated as Georgia’s official state song (see Figure 1). Charles
became one of the first Black musicians to be granted artistic control by a mainstream
record company.

I grew up in a household with both parents, John and Annie Kate Edwards, and two
sisters, Callie and Sandra. I am sure most of you have heard the phrase, “It takes a
village to raise a child.” I grew up in an environment where no matter where I went,
everyone knew my family. Everybody knew everybody else and supported one
another to some extent. I had positive friends and role models everywhere. That was
my village, and I was blessed and privileged in this way. Those family ties that my
parents kept up so well exposed me to so much, like reading books, playing the
piano and xylophone, joining the Brownies (which I then thought was for only
Black girls), and later joining the Girl Scouts. These opportunities my parents provided
allowed me to find the things that really interested me, and to dream.

Figure 1. Ray Charles—“Georgia On My Mind” (The Original Song from the Album).
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Vacations in the 1950s & 1960s: “The Green Book”
I had the opportunity to travel to visit family members in Chicago, Illinois; Cleveland,
Ohio; Jacksonville, Florida; Miami, Florida; and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. We used the
Green Book when we visited my uncle Dr. Joseph R. Plummer and his family in
Chicago. We visited museums, libraries, and bookstores, where my parents bought
several children’s books. All my travels, made possible because of the Green Book,
as well as playing the piano and joining the Brownies and Girl Scouts, were an integral
part of allowing me to become the person that I am today. My parents, John and Annie
Kate, a working-class couple, were determined that their three daughters would receive
the college education that they were not afforded.

My family used the Green Book as a guidebook in our travels. At a time when the
simple act of traveling through the United States (U.S.) often put Black people in phys-
ical danger, “The Negro Motorist Green Book” was an essential guide to safe spaces
(see Green, 1937–1966). The guides were sold at churches, Black businesses, and Esso
gas stations, the only major retailer to offer them. The Green Book enabled African
Americans to travel with dignity and find safe harbors during a period in U.S.
history when the vast majority of white-owned businesses, even in large urban
areas, were not welcoming, even hostile, to Black patrons. Establishments presented
in the book, most of them Black-owned, welcomed not only the dollars of Black
patrons but were also genuinely welcoming to them as human beings, an experience
that could have been hard to find during the days of segregation. The “Negro
Motorist Green Book,” also commonly referred to as “The Green,” was conceived
in 1932 and first published in 1936 by Victor H. Green, an African American World
War I veteran from New York City who worked as a mail carrier and later as a
travel agent. The final edition of the Green Book was published in 1966—shortly
after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited racial discrimination in public accommo-
dations (see Green 1937–1966).

The Park Across the Street From Pat’s House: “I Am Because
We Are”
Of the three daughters of John and Annie Kate, I was the curious one. Around the age
of 7 or 8, my parents gave me permission to play in the park across the street from my
house where I often recruited the neighborhood children to join me. We often sang
songs like: “Row, Row Your Boat” (see Figure 2), “The More We Get Together”
(see Figure 3), and “This Old Man” (see Figure 4).

When I was unable to recruit a playmate, I played alone in my backyard and this
allowed me the time and space to explore and express my innermost thoughts and feel-
ings, hopes and fears, likes and dislikes. Through play, I learned that I could make
decisions without penalty or fear of failure. The play allowed me to gain control of
my thoughts, feelings, actions, and helped me to achieve self-confidence. When I
was not playing, I often read books to my dog, Tony, and when Tony got bored and
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ran away, I read to my dolls. I was confident that my dolls would not become bored; I
could count on them to listen carefully, even when I mispronounced words. I gradually
gained enough confidence to read to some of the neighborhood children, members in
my Brownie troop, and as I graduated to Girls Scouts, to members of the troop as well.
While I recognized early on that I was a good reader, I also noticed that some of my

Figure 2. Childhood songs my friends and I sang in the park across the street from my house:

“Row, Row, Row Your Boat” | super simple songs.

Figure 3. Childhood songs that my friends and I sang in the park across the street from my

house: “The More We Get Together.”
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friends were not. I wanted to do something to help my friends become better readers, so
I set up a reading group in my backyard. Of course, I was the teacher! This completely
fits my perception of the role of a teacher because of my personal experiences with
teachers in my community.

Rich, personalized relationships thrived among the teacher, student, and family in
segregated southern communities like Albany, and several researchers have provided
in-depth and insightful accounts into this historical phenomenon (Edwards, 1993;
Irvine & Irvine, 1983; Lightfoot, 1978; Siddle-Walker, 1996). For example, I rode
to school with my first-grade teacher, and she was my Brownie leader. My fourth-grade
teacher was my music teacher, and my sixth-grade teacher was my Girl Scout leader.
My elementary school principal, Mr. Erasmus Dent, and my mother were childhood
friends and we lived right across the street from Mr. Dent and his family. Teachers
were enmeshed into the fabric of the community. They worked, lived, and loved as
part of the community and I saw myself within them.

My own educational values were instilled by my parents, who always made school a
top priority in our family. They had their own parents as models. For example, my
maternal grandfather, Tate Plummer, organized a school for African American children
in the early 1900s. The school catered to sharecroppers’ children and children who
lived on plantations. The Plummer School was located in Albany, Georgia, the
county seat for Dougherty County. In his classic book, The Soul of Black Folk,
renowned scholar Dr. W. E. B. DuBois (1903) portrayed Dougherty County as a
place where vast ignorance festered untouched. My grandfather recognized this and
worked tirelessly to change it. My grandfather and his close family members recog-
nized, like John Dewey (1902) that, “What the best and wisest parent wants for his

Figure 4. Childhood songs that my friends and I sang in the park across the street from my

house: “This Old Man”—nursery rhyme song for kids.
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child that must the community want for all its children ….” (p. 7). Even though things
were not democratic during these times, my grandfather was not focused on ideals; he
simply wanted to make the best out of an unfair and unjust situation and to give African
American children the opportunity to receive an education.

Following in my family’s tradition, as a young child growing, I thought that I could
“Teach and Reach Everybody’s Child” in my neighborhood including adults. All of
my young life, I constantly heard that all families should read their children and fam-
ilies should work with their child’s teacher. So, to me “all means all.” When I was in
fourth grade, I was strongly reprimanded for correcting the reading miscues of my
Sunday school teacher. I was told by my mother and grandmother that I had been
very disrespectful, and I needed to understand the importance of respecting my
elders. As a result, I quickly recognized that if I was going to be a teacher, I needed
to focus on children and not adults.

At nine years old, I had an excellent plan of how I was going to become a teacher. My
daddy owned a barbershop that was in our backyard, which gave me an excellent oppor-
tunity to practice my teaching skills on the boys when they came to get a haircut. The song
“Where the Boys Are” (see Figure 5) truly characterized my house all day Saturday.

Every Saturday, Daddy cut hair from 7:00 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. I sold my parents on the
idea that I could have a Saturday School from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. What really got
me excited was that I had a very captive audience. As boys came through the gate that
led into my backyard, I would greet them saying, “Hi boys welcome to the Edwards
Barber Shop and to Pat’s Saturday School.” The boys would often reply, “I didn’t
come to your house to go to any Saturday School, I came to get a haircut.” With a
twinkle in my eye, I would say, “Yes, you came to get a haircut and to go to Pat’s
Saturday School.”

Figure 5. Pat’s Saturday school: Connie Francis: “Where The Boys Are.”
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For those who boys were unwilling to attend my Saturday school, I would say,
“Daddy, this little boy told me that he wasn’t going to come to my school.” My
Daddy would say, “Son, can you read?” “No, Sir.” “Well, I think that it would be a
great idea for you to attend her school.” With my bright smile, I would say, “I told
you so; you have to come to my school. And, if you don’t, not only will I tell my
daddy, but I’m also going to tell your mama that you don’t want to come to my
school. I know your mama would want you to learn what I’m teaching because she
wants you to do well in school, right? You know that I can get your mama to sign a
permission slip. See your mama has signed the slip for you to attend my Saturday
school.” I showed all of the boys very quickly the same permission slip. If they still
resisted, I had another back-up plan, which was, “If you don’t come to my school—
my daddy is going to cut all of your hair off. You are going to be a baldy.”

Many of boys were missing teeth and I told them, “It would be so bad to have a bald
head and be snag-a-tooth.”Well, I was an excellent recruiter and got my captive audi-
ence every Saturday. I read books and I taught the alphabet and how to count; I had a
full curriculum. Some of the boys would say, “You taught us that last Saturday.”And, I
would say, “I’m reinforcing your learning.” I even kept progress reports on each of the
boys who attended my Saturday School.

Years later, many of the boys told me how helpful those Saturday lessons were.
Even though I was the youngest uncertified teacher in Dougherty Country, I’m
proud to say that at the tender age of nine, I experienced the power of teaching. I
have spent my entire career focusing on school, family, and community partnerships.
Teaching the boys on Saturday morning made me, in my opinion, a real teacher.

Cultural Events—The Divine Nine: Black Sororities and
Fraternities
These were happy times in Albany. The Albany Black community really appreciated
and valued the existence of the Pan Hellenic Council also known as the Divine Nine
at Albany State University. In the early 1900s Black fraternities and sororities were
created to provide brotherhood and sisterhood for African-Americans attending
college. Blacks were not welcome in the other established Greek Letter Societies,
so they created their own. These organizations played a vital role in uniting
African American college students as they fought for equal rights and fair treatment
under the law. Amid racial oppression and segregation, these elite groups of
educated Blacks assumed the charge of activism, scholarship, social uplift, and
service.

Black sororities and fraternities, some of which are over 100 years old, have con-
tributed countless hours of service, scholarships, and leadership to communities all
around the world. Though they all differ in their founding principles in one way or
another, they all come together as a unified body to create social change and leave
the world a better place. Each of these organizations deserves recognition and a
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deeper insight into the work they do day in and day out in the honor of their frater-
nities and sororities. Many of our celebrated leaders within the African American
community are members of the Divine Nine organizations and they continue to
foster talented individuals over the years. Vice-President Kamala Harris is a
member of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority and so are our LRA President Gwendolyn
McMillon, past LRA President Arlette Willis, and LRA Vice-President Doris
Walker-Dalhouse.

Most recently, Black sororities and fraternities encouraged communities of color to
“Stroll to the Polls” by developing a viral campaign that encouraged people of color to
vote in the 2020 election. Their united goal was to combat voter suppression that was
occurring in some of the southern states. Since the founding of The Divine Nine, commu-
nity service has always been the core mission of these organizations.

As I stated earlier, these were happy times in the Albany Black Community. Mrs.
Mamie Reese was one of the visionaries who chartered the Albany (GA) Alumnae
Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority in 1949, and in 1952, Mrs. Reese was very
instrumental in chartering the Delta Rho Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority at
Albany State University. I became a member of the Delta Rho Chapter of Delta
Sigma Theta Sorority during my sophomore year at Albany State University and I
am currently a member of the Lansing Alumnae Chapter of Delta.

The Albany Municipal Auditorium was the center of cultural events in the Black
community. Each year, the Fashionetta, Jabberwock, and Blue Revue occurred. The
Fashionetta was sponsored by Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, the Jabberwock by
Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, and the Blue Revue was sponsored by the Zeta Phi
Beta Sorority. Each organization, in its own individual way, provided high school
juniors and seniors with mentorship opportunities that focused on etiquette, commu-
nity service, and college preparation, as well as scholarships. In addition to sponsoring
activities for juniors and seniors, these organizations sponsored young girls for events
such as the previously mentioned, Little Miss Fashionetta, Jabberwock, and Blue
Revue. The featured entertainers at these cultural events included great singers such
as Gladys Knights and the Pips, Patti LaBelle, Lionel Hampton, Lena Horne, Nancy
Wilson, Sarah Vaugh, and Roy Hamilton, just to name a few.

The Black fraternities also played an important role for Black boys in the Albany
community through mentoring, guidance, scholarship, grants, tutoring, donation of
books, and empowerment opportunities.

Twelve-Year-Old Pat—The Albany Civil Rights Movement
My parents, like other parents in the neighborhood, tried as best as they could to shield me
and my friends from the harsh reality of racism in the Albany community. But in 1961, at
the age of twelve, something happened in the Albany community that made me stop
playing in the park for enjoyment to instead meeting in the park to talk with my friends
and then going home to talk with my parents about the Albany Civil Rights Movement.
At that time, with all the protests happening in Albany, people were very afraid.
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The Albany Movement was formed on November 17, 1961, in Albany, Georgia.
Albany became the focus of America’s civil rights struggle. A focus was on voting
rights, and in 1961 two Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) activists
came to Albany to hold a voter registration drive. Albany had a long history of suppressing
African American democratic participation, so the campaign was certainly needed.

Local Activists Come Together to Form the Albany
Movement
The Movement gathered support from local activists from the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), the Ministerial Alliance, the Federation of Woman’s
Clubs, and the Negro Voters League. The Albany Movement intended to end all
forms of racial segregation in the city, but it initially focused on desegregating
travel facilities. It also formed a biracial committee to discuss further desegregation
and called for the release of those jailed in earlier segregation protests.

From 1964 to 1968, Mrs. Mamie Reese, the visionary who chartered the Delta Rho
Chapter of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, served as the national president of the National
Association of Colored Women’s Clubs (NACWC). Mrs. Reese invited Dr. Dorothy
Height to Albany, GA and as a young girl, I had the chance to meet her. In 1990,
the 18th National President of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Mrs. Hortense Golden
Canady who lived in Lansing, MI invited me to be a featured speaker at the 40th
National Convention in Miami, FL. In 1998, President Canady asked the 21st
National President of Delta Sigma Theta Marcia Fudge to invite me to be a featured
speaker at the 44th National Convention in New Orleans, LA.

In 1990, I had the opportunity to share the stage with Dr. Height, Actress Ruby Dee,
and other members of my illustrious sisterhood. Dr. Height is recognized as one of the
most influential women in the modern civil rights movement. She began her efforts as a
civil rights activist at the age of 25 years when she joined the National Council of
Negro Women. Throughout her life, she fought for equal rights for African-American
women, including issues of unemployment, illiteracy, and voter awareness.

Dr. Height became President of the National Council of NegroWomen (NCNW) in 1958
and remained in that position until 1990. While working with both the YWCA and NCNW,
Dr. Height participated in the Civil Rights Movement and she was considered a member of
the “Civil Rights Six” (a group with up to nine members, including Martin Luther King, Jr.,
James Farmer, John Lewis, A. Philip Randolph, Roy Wilkins, and Whitney Young).

The opportunity to meet Dr. Height as a young Black girl had an indelible impact on
me. For example, during my high school and college years, I became involved in voter
registration. Advocacy and service prepared me for a career in research and teaching
that I envisioned early in my life.

I was honored to be in the presence of a powerful Black woman like Dr. Height
who had in turn met other powerful women like Mary McLeod Bethune (an
American educator, stateswoman, philanthropist, humanitarian, and civil rights activist)
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and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. I was so impressed. Dr. Height was eloquently
dressed and exemplified the power and confidence of a Black woman capable of chang-
ing the world for the better. I saw myself in Dr. Height, along with all the powerful
Black women I met during my childhood in the Albany community. “Black Girls
Rock” was not a phrase used during my childhood, but I would say that Black
women like Dr. Height rocked! In addition to meeting Dr. Height, as a young child,
I had the pleasure of meeting native Albanian Alice Coachman, the first Black
woman to win an Olympic gold medal in 1948 in London. Upon her return to the
United States after the Olympics, Coachman had become a celebrity. Soon after
meeting President Harry Truman and former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, she was
honored with parades from Atlanta to Albany and was thrown a party by Count
Basie. Also, the Alice Coachman Elementary School was named in her honor.

Leaders of the Albany Movement
The Albany Movement leaders included Slater King, vice-president of the movement;
Elza Goldie Jackson, the recording secretary; the Reverend Sammie B. Wells, the
chairman of voter registration; Thomas Chatmon, the director of voter registration;
and Robert Thomas, a local barber, and active volunteer. Civil rights activist Slater
King was a successful real-estate broker who focused his entrepreneurial skills on far-
sighted plans to help African Americans in Albany and Dougherty County achieve
economic independence. His brother C. B. King was a prominent African-American
lawyer known for his courage, courtroom eloquence, and legal skills in the face of
fierce and even violent opposition during the civil rights struggle in southwest Georgia.

Dr. William G. Anderson was the first president of the Albany Movement. After
leaving Albany, Dr. Anderson moved to Michigan and became a member of the
Michigan State University College of Osteopathic Medicine. The College is very proud
of their tradition of offering the Dr. William G. Anderson Lecture Series, “Slavery to
Freedom: An American Odyssey,” during the month of February, bringing three nationally
acclaimed leaders to campus to spark discussion and interaction on issues around diversity,
civil rights, and social justice. Each year I attend the lecture series and remind Dr.
Anderson that I met him as a young child growing up in Albany, Georgia.

From Pat’s House to Dr. Anderson’s House: “Right Up the
Street”
Dr. Anderson lived less than a half block from the house where I grew up and that’s
where Dr. King stayed when he came to Albany. As a young child, I felt so important
and bragged to all who would listen that I lived right up street from where Dr. King
stayed when he came to Albany.

The experience of seeing, observing, and listening to so many civil rights leaders as
a young child growing up in Albany gave me such an unfaltering sense of confidence
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and self-worth, and helped me dream about what opportunities might be available for
me as a young Black child.

The Mass Meeting of December 15, 1961—Albany, Georgia
As protests increased and were gaining momentum during the Albany Movement, on
December 15, 1961, Dr. William Anderson invited Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to
address a mass rally. Dr. King gave a speech in front of over 1,000 protesters and
led 250 people to march to Albany City Hall. That evening, Dr. King also spoke at
a mass meeting at Shiloh Baptist Church. Shiloh Baptist Church is a historical site
where the 1961 Albany Civil Rights Movement started.

On December 15, 1961, my mother and I readied ourselves to attend the mass
meeting at the Shiloh Baptist Church in Albany. My then 14-year-old sister Callie
and my 3-year-old sister Sandra stayed home with my father. On the way to the
meeting, I remember the conversation between my 12-year-old self and my mother.

Pat: Mama, we’re going to the Mass Meeting at Shiloh Baptist Church this
evening because Black people are being treated unfairly and badly in
Albany. My friends say that Black people are not allowed to vote.
Why can’t Black people vote? Aren’t we citizens?

Mother: Pat, we are living through a very dangerous time. Everyone in the
Albany community in one way or another is aware of that. Tonight,
you will hear Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. preach about hope, belief in
the conviction that there is a better life, a better world. That freedom
is not something that anybody can be given; freedom is something
that people take. He will challenge us to dare to think unthinkable
thoughts, and the need to be “maladjusted” when it comes to segregation
and discrimination.

Pat: Mama, will Dr. King talk about how Black people can’t check into
hotels or eat in restaurants? Mama, I have seen signs over water foun-
tains, bathrooms, bus stations, and doctors’ offices that said, “white
only” or “colored only.” I don’t think that’s fair. I don’t understand
and don’t think it’s fair that Black people have to sit upstairs in movie
theaters.

Mother: Pat, we at Shiloh. Let’s go in honey and hear what everyone has to say.

Since the Albany Movement envisioned total desegregation, the tactics used by
leaders in the movement were diverse. Protestors held mass meetings and demonstra-
tions, gave speeches and marched, held sit-ins, jail-ins, boycotts, and litigations, and
organized rallies. Of all the tactics, however, there was one that became surprisingly
effective, and this was singing, which galvanized protestors, kept energy and morale
high, and presented a very non-threatening form of nonviolent protest. The Albany
Singing Movement became a vital catalyst for change through music in the early
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1960s protests of the Civil Rights era. Bernice Johnson Reagon, a native Albanian and
founder of the all-Black female a cappella ensemble of Sweet Honey in the Rock,
devoted her life to social justice through music via recordings, activism, community
singing, and scholarship.

Music is a central part of the African culture and when the first Africans arrived in
America, they brought with them this part of their culture and it has become a dominant
part of the African American heritage. During slavery when African Americans were in
the field, they would sing songs to communicate with each other and to tell stories of
their oppressive masters; this musical connection was similar to the freedom songs that
developed during the civil rights movement. During his time at the Highlander Folk
School in Monteagle, Tennessee, Guy Carawan was known for his influence on the
music of the movement. Carawan met with groups gathered there and learned their
songs, helping to adapt them to the movement activity in their communities
(Carawan & Carawan, 2007, p. xix). Eventually, these songs began to be heard
throughout the country at various mass meetings in the community. Carawan is
famous for introducing the protest song “We Shall Overcome” to the American
Civil Rights Movement, by teaching it to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) in 1960.

In Black communities in the south, the church was the heart of the community and the
place where individuals came together for worship and to discuss the needs of the Black
community. It served as a source of spiritual and physical sustenance—and singing was
central to the worship experience (Carawan & Carawan, 2007, p. xviii). Using the con-
gregational hymns and the songs Guy Carawan introduced to communities, the mass
meetings became places where individuals believed that anything was possible.

Freedom songs became the inspiration and the motivation behind the movement
and the mass meetings. These songs, along with testimonials, gave the mass of
people involved in the movement the strength they needed to go out into the commu-
nity and face the mobs of people who had decided that African Americans did not
deserve the same rights as White people. The meetings were powerful and full of
meaning. Through these songs, individuals involved in the movement were allowed
to say things that they never would have been able to say to White people who
wanted things to remain the same. These songs gave the participants of the movement
a medium through which to tell their stories.

In 1962, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) established a
singing group known as the Freedom Singers. This group was composed of Charles
Neblett, Bernice Johnson, Cordell Reagon, and Rutha Harris. This group of individuals
traveled the country singing freedom songs and inspiring groups of people involved in
mass meetings to go forth and do the work of making our society a better place for all
people. Bernice Johnson Reagon said the following about singing during mass meetings:

They could not stop our sound. They would have to kill us to stop us from singing.
Sometimes the police would plead and say, please stop singing. And you would just
know that your word was being heard, and you felt joy. There is a way in which those
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songs kept us from being touched by people who would want us not to be who we were
becoming. There was a woman at Shiloh Baptist Church, who would sing one song,
“Come and Go with Me to That Land,” for an hour. It was not a song anymore.
(Williams, 1987, p. 177)

These songs allowed the participants to become someone who had courage and
determination and was not afraid of anyone or anything. The songs made them
persist with the goal of the movement and keep their eyes on the prize.

The songs sung at the mass meeting on December 15, 1961 (i.e., Freedom in the Air
[see Figure 6]), Woke Up This Morning with My Mind Stayed on Freedom (see
Figure 7), This Little Light of Mine (see Figure 8), Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn
Me Around (see Figure 9), and We Shall Overcome (see Figure 10) and the powerful
message delivered by Dr. King, had a profound impact on me that evening and has
continued to have an indelible impact on me.

Cultivating the Dreams of Today’s Children
The Civil Rights Movement in Albany, Georgia impacted my childhood dreams, but I
had a strong support system to help me through those turbulent times. My family and
teachers often told me that Harriet Tubman said that “every great dream begins with a
dreamer.…Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience and the
passion to reach for the stars to change the world” (Larson, 2004, p.). A dream has the
power to change the world. According to Dr. Tore Nielson, as cited by Shaffer (2021),
dreams are made of “memory fragments, sensory impressions, creative images, and

Figure 6. Songs sung at the mass meeting and Dr. King’s “We Shall Overcome Speech”:
“Freedom in the Air.”
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bodily and emotional feelings, all arranged roughly into the form of a story lived in real
time” (p. 1). First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt (2021) stated, “The future belongs to those
who believe in the beauty of their dreams.” I believed in my dreams, and they gave me
hope for the future. Just as I was encouraged, supported, and given the opportunity to
dream growing up as a little Black girl in the Deep South, I want all of today’s children
to experience the chance to cultivate their dreams, too.

Teachers and educators must work to find ways for students to create and inspire
hopes and dreams instead of disciplining their bodies and imprisoning their minds.
We must provide, as Siddle-Walker (1996) shared, equal opportunities for them to
reach their “highest potential” (p. 4). What is needed is what Henderson (2021)
calls “a new normal.” A new normal for public schools begins with asking Black stu-
dents and their families: “What are your dreams for yourself? What are your hopes and
aspirations?” This may be one way to inform school districts’ reopening plans and
interventions designed to address the academic opportunity gap (Milner IV, 2012).
Milner proposed the notion of an “opportunity gap explanatory framework” to
rethink how Black student “(under)performance” is determined. Milner questioned:
(a) the degree to which achievement is synonymous with learning; (b) “decision-
making about what it means to achieve, why, and how do we know about achieve-
ment”; and (c) “the kind of learning and knowledge acquisition that never show up
on achievement measures—including high-stakes tests” (p. 695). This framework
shows that opportunity gaps in relation to diversity exist at all levels (e.g., teaching,
learning, assessing, policymaking) in the educational system.

A report released by Village of Wisdom lays out such dreams held by Black students
and their families (see Barrie et al., 2021). It suggests that Black students, their parents,

Figure 7. Songs sung at the mass meeting and Dr. King’s “We Shall Overcome Speech”:
“Woke Up This Morning With My Mind Stayed On Freedom” (voice).
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and their teachers dream of seeing schools where Black students feel affirmed and
valued. Henderson (2021) argues that if public schools began here, they would learn
that Black students want to be successful, they want to take care of their families,
and they want respect.

For too long, public schools have rarely responded to the dreams of Black students,
their families, and their communities. Even the dream speech by Martin Luther King,

Figure 8. Songs sung at the mass meeting and Dr. King’s “We Shall Overcome Speech”: “This
Little Light of Mine.”

Figure 9. Songs sung at the mass meeting and Dr. King’s “We Shall Overcome Speech”: “Ain’t
Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around.”
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Jr. expressed more than desegregation. The speech went beyond a dream of seeing
Black children play with white children. It spoke about Black communities, and I
would venture to say other communities of color, existing in a country with a sense
of dignity and experience of justice. We need a new normal—a normal that listens
to the dreams of students of color and their families.

In the Village of Wisdom report, a teacher talks about a student being referred for pun-
ishment when another teacher misconstrued two Black students embracing as a fight. Too
often and for too long, teachers have evaluated the expressions of Black students as “unac-
ceptable behavior.” For too long, teachers have misconstrued the expressions of Black stu-
dents as disrespectful, combative, and insubordinate. As a young Black girl, seeing those in
my community sing, protest, and fight for justice, I never once doubted that the actions of
Black people were not legitimate, because as my mother had said, “Freedom is not some-
thing that anybody can be give; freedom is something that people take.” For Black students
and other students of color today who are disregarded, overlooked, and dismissed, the
spirits of their ancestors imbue them with a spirit that is determined to take this
freedom, for they know it will not be given. So many acts of perceived disrespect, so
many instances of supposed combativeness, so many assumed incidents of insubordination
of which students of color are accused today, merely represent their God-given right to
freedom, a freedom fueled by the dream that schools will one day embrace their
Blackness without fear, and that schools will respect and value them.

Fortunately, there is always hope, as students of color and their families are not
alone in these dreams—some teachers also want these dreams to come true.
According to the Village of Wisdom report, teachers and parents want schools to
allow Black students (and other students of color) to live up to their full potential.

Figure 10. Songs sung at the mass meeting and Dr. King’s “We Shall Overcome Speech”: “We

Shall Overcome”—The Freedom Singers (traditional).
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Students of color and their families have had to dream amid fighting for respect and
equal treatment in public schools. These communities have had to continue to ask
school districts to “do right by them.” Now is the time to listen.

School districts must begin by reconciling a past that has harmed students of color
and establish a sense of trust. Trust comes when schools acknowledge how they have
ignored the voices of students of color and their families. Trust comes when schools
create opportunities for these voices to be heard. Trust comes when schools create
opportunities for parents of color to share and when they hire administrators who
are eager and willing to reject negative assumptions about parents of color’s lack of
interest in their children. Trust comes when school districts are eager to adopt a curric-
ulum that portrays the dignity and humanity of the child of color.

School districts will need to do things differently. They must be willing to listen and
to listen deeply to the dreams and aspirations of students of color and families. They
will need to identify actions and strategic plans that demonstrate how they will respond
to the dreams of students of color and their families, intentionally and with specific out-
comes by creating timelines for achieving these actions. They will need to learn how to
model culturally affirming practices as a foundation of the teaching-learning dynamic
and how to place decision-making power back into the hands of students of color, their
families, and their communities.

We need a normal that begins with listening to the dreams of students of color and
their families—a normal where school districts listen to these dreams and allocate the
resources needed to achieve them. Growing up in Albany as a young Black girl, I had
that “new normal.” My normal allowed me to dream because my parents and village
provided opportunities that interested me. They allowed me to make decisions
through play without penalty or fear of failure. My normal allowed me to dream
because I had rich, personalized relationships with my teachers and the community.
My childhood dreams as a little Black girl, reading to my friends in the park,
reading to my dolls, and reading to my dog, Tony, inspired my research dreams. As
a Black girl, I loved showing people how to read. And as a researcher, I felt the obli-
gation to do the same by showing mothers with low literacy skills how to share books
with their children (see Edwards, 1989). We can no longer afford to defer the dreams of
Black children and other children of color. As Langston Hughes once said in the poem,
“Dreams,” “… if dreams die, life is a broken-winged bird that cannot fly” (1994, p. 32).
As educators, we must make the impossible dreams possible.
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