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Society feels that it is only as strong as its weakest links. These
“weakest links” are represented by individuals in whom society
feels character cannot be built and to whom morals cannot be
taught and values cannot be given. These are the same
individuals to whom society attributes the tearing away of our
moral fabric and the stripping of our “American Dream.” These
are individuals society has labeled outcasts, thugs, rebels,
hoodlums, and “perps.” These individuals are products of a lost
and hopeless generation that can only be categorized by an “X,”
the “what’s left?” of everyone else and the “who’s not?” of our
scholarly. I sit and I try to imagine the unspeakable acts these
individuals must be guilty of in order to have earned not only
these horrible titles, but their small, darkened corner among the
bright lights of our nation. Surely society must be one hundred
percent justified in passing these judgments. Surely society must
have more than just cause to call these individuals words like
“criminal,” “gangster,” “hopeless,” “worthless,” “useless,” and
so on. Surely society must have cause to single them out and
drive them away, to make them feel like they belong to no one
and nothing. Ironically, though, I find that more often than not
these words and labels are anything but deserved and
everything except justified.

Most of these labels are based on what these individuals look
like, how they speak, the part of the city they call home, or
whom they consider parents when they get there. Or the labels
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are based on what their brother did the year before or that rumor
about their sister. In my case, it was that eighth-grade test I took
that to many meant that the rest of my life was lost. It’s amazing
to me that when I was around age thirteen and fourteen some
people had already written me off because to them my life was
over.

As one of Erin Gruwell’s “Freedom Writers,” I was blessed to
have the opportunity to talk recently with some troubled young
people living in a youth home in Toledo, Ohio. As one of her
former English students at Wilson High School in Long Beach,
California, I learned what can happen with hard work, courage,
and the spirit of determination. With Ms. Gruwell’s guiding
hand, we learned through writing about the world and our-
selves. Ms. Gruwell became my mentor and mother figure.

In this room in Ohio, I looked out among the many faces, some
appearing depressed, some looking stressed, and others
obviously frustrated with the idea of yet another “special guest.”
As I gazed out over them and tried to catch the vibe, I caught the
unfamiliar glare of innocence. I saw someone who had not yet
been bitten by the bug of immunity and someone who was still
trying to grasp childhood. I asked this young boy, “How old are
you?” and when he looked back and replied, “Twelve,” it was as
if the fear of God had come over me. It was as if somehow I had
traveled back in time, and I was speaking to myself at that age
when the world around me beckoned that I trade in the
miniature guns of my toy soldiers—which barely fit in my
palm—for the Goliath-sized handguns that represented the
streets that I grew up in. My heart broke, and I was nearly
speechless as I wondered, What number am I in the revolving
door of his life? What number am I in the constantly turning
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doors in all their lives? What counselor, teacher, or principal did
I represent? More importantly, what broken dream or empty
promise did they associate me with?

I soon became aware that I was in a room with no hope.
Realizing this I looked out again, and my heart broke for the
second time when I began to catch the glares and vibes of the
counselors in the room . . . some already nodding off to sleep. I
began to think of all of us “caring” and “compassionate” adults
who watch the news and clutch our children, mortified, or sit at
our desks and sob at the latest schoolyard shooting. As I peered
out, I realized that as adults we had bought into the myth. We
had bought into the stereotypes, and we had turned our backs
on our youth. I realized that our tears of disappointment had
become tears of acceptance, and the sobs and sighs that sound
like grieving are merely the sounds of coping with statistics.

I stood there and thought how that room represented everything
that is wrong with our nation because here we had a room filled
with candles and lighters—yet we had no fire and stood in
complete darkness. As adults, we have forgotten the power of
our role as the “lighters” of our children’s futures. We have
forgotten that it is our duty and responsibility to go above and
beyond to save our youth from the many pitfalls that lead them
to self-destruction. And as we forget our roles our children never
learn theirs, and they never seek greatness because they lack the
knowledge that will make them want to journey, to battle to be
more than . . . a label. Our children begin to learn from us in fact
the worst thing we can teach them. They begin to learn, and take
from us, the belief that they cannot change. They inherit the
concept that “life is life” and not that “life is what you make of
it.” They become products of our own ignorance and our
cowardliness because, as we accept and do nothing, they accept
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and do the same. In this room I stood face to face with our new
cycle of generation, the cycle of hopelessness. A cycle where
statistics give birth to more figures, and failed pasts give birth to
failed futures. There’s a saying that “evil prevails when good
people do nothing,” and this generation seems to be in the cycle
of “doing nothing,” just standing around with folded hands,
looking at one another and waiting for the other to feel
empowered enough to change the state of the world.

I remember when I first started to change. My friends would
laugh and call me “the young Dr. King.” I would get beat up at
home because I chose words to do my fighting and not my fists. I
remember how much meaner and more difficult the teachers
who thought I would fail became when I started to succeed. In
my success not only my teachers but my family members
became hostile, and I was called words like “Oreo” and “sell-
out.” I was even told once that I should go join the Ku Klux Klan.
All of this because I wanted to be a better person.

To most people where I come from, trying to be a better person
means trying to become a white person. To them, the better I
became, the “whiter” I became. The more I chose to take the road
less traveled the more it separated me from almost everyone and
everything in my life. I won’t lie and say that their words and
actions were easy to ignore; at times they were impossible to
ignore. Sometimes I let them make me feel ashamed and almost
dirty. I would become frustrated and stressed out as my fire
began to fade, but it seemed just as I was about to give in to the
world of negativity that surrounded me, there was someone
there to light my fire again. There was someone to make me
realize there was nothing wrong with wanting to change. Being
better for me didn’t mean I was trying to be better than someone
else, or that I was trying to “be white.” It only meant that I
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wanted to break the cycles that existed in my life and make
positive changes for my future. I discovered the only way that I
could truly “sell out” was if I listened to my surroundings and
let my dreams be drowned out by the fears of other people. I
pushed on until weeks became months and months became
years. Now I look back and I don’t regret a thing. I marvel at
what a beautiful thing change can be. At one time, my role
models were alcoholics and gang members, but now I leave a
trail for my younger brothers to follow, one of success and
courage and a drive to be more.

I want to tell society that a bird in a locked cage is just that, a
bird in a locked cage. The wings on its back and its endless
capabilities mean nothing, and the longer it sits in its cage, the
more it will accept the bars that exist around it. Eventually it will
stop trying to fly away all together. Our children are these birds,
and they exist within the bars of a society that tells them that for
one reason or another they cannot fly. They don’t have “the
stuff,” the tools, and the ability to do what is their innate God-
given right. They can’t fly because they are the wrong color, the
wrong size, the wrong sex, or they want to fly in the wrong place
at the wrong time. As adults we pass by their cages
continuously, but because of the labels on the outside we don’t
dare, even for a moment, to open the cage door. We pass by
continuously until eventually we become immune to the mystery
of what lies inside that cage, what great flight and journey could
unfold if those wings were to spread and take flight. We ignore
and we shut out. We demand that they alone, in the face of
society, open the cages that trap their minds, and we expect them
to set themselves free. We expect our youth to turn their lives
around all on their own—a mission impossible.
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Our youth will not realize the power of their wings until we, as
the keepers, begin to open their cages and set them free. They
won’t be free until we as the keepers begin to take some of the
blame and some of the responsibility for our children’s futures.
For the youths who may read this, I want to be the first to open
the door of your cage. I want to start by simply telling you that
life is not what your father makes of it. Life is not what your
mother, sister, brother, or neighborhood makes of it. It’s not
based on failed tests (even the great Albert Einstein failed math
as a child). Life is simply what you make of it. How boldly and
how colorfully you design it is up to you. You are the artist, and
life is a white canvas waiting for you to make it shine. You
yourself must take the journey. I know that at times it is much
easier to stand in place, but I tell you now that even though the
journey can be hard, the discovery is much more fulfilling. To
the adults, I write that it is up to you to empower our young
people. Take away the test scores and the fear of failure from
their minds, clear the roadblocks that dead-end their paths to
success, and stop the blockages that make them immune to a
belief in the future. We must begin to have courage and be the
catalyst for the cycle of “doing something.”  There will always be
those who laugh and can’t understand why we want change or
why we dare to dream, but we must stand with our youths, if
not for any other reason than that they need us. We must light
our own fire and use it to inspire our youth until their fires are
burning brightly as well.

That room in Ohio had no hope. It was filled with people who
felt that we didn’t understand. But in two hours, we were able to
make them feel special, feel heard, and feel as though adults can
understand. At the end of our time there we all got in a circle
and began to say where we want to be in six years, starting with
Ms. Gruwell. I went next and we went all the way around the
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room. Their faces lit up, and you could tell they had never heard
each other’s dreams before. As we shared, and afterwards sang
together, I knew their lights had gone on and were burning
brightly. Remember that 12-year-old boy I wrote about
previously? It turns out that he wants to play basketball when he
gets older, and he is by no means a big 12-year-old boy. But by
no means will I do anything but tell him that if he puts forth the
work there’s no way that he can’t do it. I thought to myself, if we
could do this with two hours, what could those counselors do
with two days, two months, and if they kept contact, two years?

I want to challenge both young people and adults to dare one
another to succeed. I write as proof of what can happen to a child
when the fire is lit and maintained. I write from the other side of
dreams realized and goals achieved, and I want to invite you all
to join me in the dream of change come true, where the labels
and the numbers are stripped away and all that is left is the
journey to the dream. I remind you all that I did not go this
alone. I had the guidance of someone who cared deeply,
someone who tapped into what was missing. I invite you young
people to find that dark place and give it light, and I invite you
adults to help them nurture and kindle that flame while it’s
burning and add fuel when you see it dwindling. I invite you to
join the many who stand with me in this race for change and
success, and I want you to join us in the last laugh, the greatest
laugh . . . the laughter of success as we tell society it was wrong.
In searching for your own significance, remind yourselves of the
power that lives within your flame.


