
I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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This anthology and its epilogue span the period of April, 2020 to June, 2020 – from 
the start of a pandemic to the re-sparking of civil unrest. 

Umi Howard, Director of the Leadership Development Academy (LDA) pilot, and 
Senior Director in Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program, recognized the 
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the foundation of the LDA vision and its operations. 

In the April, 2020, storytelling workshop facilitated by Nathinee Chen of the 
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the authors’ grief, hope, anger, and desire for change. 

To Aaron, Ariel, Brandon, Darren, Deja, Dhaamin, Gilbert, Kendryck, Kyle, Michael, 
Raheem, Randy, and Torre, your Wharton facilitators are grateful for your courage 
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court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 

˜ 7  ˜



I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. 
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“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***

I am a black man. I am a devoted father to a teenage daughter named Dasia. I am 
the son of the legendary Eric “Hank” Gathers, who died 30 years ago on a basketball 
court when I was 6 years old. This tragedy makes me a fatherless son and a 
fatherless father.

I have spent time in prison. I am a coach and mentor. I am a leader with Philadelphia 
Youth Basketball (PYB), a youth development and community empowerment 
organization. I am a member of PYB’s Leadership Development Academy at the 
Wharton School of Business at Penn, not far from my home in West Philadelphia. I 
am a co-creator of PYB’s “I Am Because We Are” initiative that is designed to uplift 
teenage boys who have begun to engage in theft, violence, and other destructive 
behavior. I have walked in their shoes.

Presently though, I am in a much different place, on a considerably different path. 
Today, I am humbled and honored to accept the 2020 Jeremy Nowak Award for 
Urban Innovation on behalf of PYB. I do so at a time in our country’s history when 
institutional racism, especially in the criminal justice system, has been exposed in 
visible and horrific ways. I am on a purposeful quest of redemption. I am finding my 
voice, realizing my value, and gaining some positive visibility. I am a Philadelphia 
citizen. I am because we are.

As a result of a wrongful death suit that ensued after my father’s tragic heart failure, 
my immediate family and I were able to move from North Philadelphia to 
Cheltenham, where I grew up and attended Cheltenham High School. I was 
afforded many opportunities to flourish and succeed, and was even able to pursue 
my love for the game of basketball by playing on my high school’s varsity team. 
Shortly after graduating, I fell victim to idle time.

Traversing through my formative years without proper guidance or mentorship, 
coupled with the promise of financial stability once I turned 18, proved to be a 
recipe for disaster for me. I saw little value in pursuing a college education, as the 
financial cushion stripped me of drive and ambition. I began engaging in risky 
behavior that was not conducive to a productive lifestyle. I made some bad, 
life-altering decisions which ultimately lead to a five-year prison stay at Rockview 
Penitentiary, a state correctional institution.

Being locked up in prison was absolutely one of the lowest points in my life. My 
newborn daughter Dasia was only four months old when my prison sentence 
began. I was only just beginning to appreciate and embrace the beauty and 
responsibility of fatherhood when I lost my freedom. The hurt that I felt in my heart 
was unfathomable. Realizing that I would be unable to properly care for Dasia 
through the first five years of her life only compounded the emotional pain I was 
living with due to my own father’s absence.

However, I somehow channeled those feelings of guilt, anger, embarrassment and 
frustration into a deep desire to become a better person and a better father. I 
committed myself to use the unfortunate time away from society for genuine 
self-reflection and introspection.

Upon returning home from prison in 2012, I needed to reconnect with my family, 
especially my daughter, and learn how to reenter society as a “returning citizen.” 
This reentry process has been experienced by far too many black men, many of 
whom fail to gain traction in the workforce, succumb to street life, and become part 
of the recidivism cycle.

They suffer and so do their families and community. I’d had no work experience 
outside of a retail job or two before my prison stay. Fortunately for me, I had a small 
circle of caring family and friends, a growing passion to work with young people, and 
enough humility to immerse in some meaningful volunteer experiences.

After many years of trial and error and remaining diligent, I was introduced to Kenny 
Holdsman, PYB’s CEO and co-founder, through a friend and co-worker of mine at the 
Mt. Airy CDC. I have gained immense respect for and trust in Kenny and the 
mission-driven PYB staff team after working in the Middle School Partnership Program.

Through working with many PYB kids these past couple of years, mostly black boys 
and girls from high poverty neighborhoods, I was also able to build relationships 
with the people who are the epicenter of the organization—the coaches, mentors 
and operations staff. Sixteen of us, all people of color, are immersed in PYB’s 
six-month Leadership Development Academy which is led by Umi Howard of 
Wharton’s McNulty Leadership Program.

The first time I walked into Huntsman Hall on Penn’s campus, it dawned on me that 
people who have accumulated more prison years than college credits are rarely 

afforded the opportunity to learn in one of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in the world. But, I knew that PYB was investing in my development as a 
leader and therefore, I was not some kind of imposter. I actually belonged.

Late in 2019, after the Philadelphia Citizen’s Ideas We Should Steal Festival, Kenny 
shared with our staff team the work of Taylor Paul, Jawad Abdu, and Prince Bunn, 
men who had spent two decades in prison before creating the RVA League for Safer 
Streets in Richmond, Virginia.

The RVA League was becoming highly successful for lowering the rates of youth 
violence in Richmond by using a combination of basketball and life skills, including 
conflict resolution. We in Philadelphia got busy working with Taylor and Prince to 
build a program model similar to RVA. We added our unique PYB 
flavoring—rigorous academic modules focused on sport and social justice issues, 
healthy meals prepared by our chef Raheem Islam Jr., and the careful creation of a 
community that pushes, supports, and holds one another accountable.

Of course, the prominence of basketball, life skills, culturally relatable coaches and 
mentors and the establishment of a positive code of conduct were adapted to our 
approach. This model became the basis of our “I Am Because We Are” proposal for 
the prestigious Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award.

The phrase comes from an African philosophy of the Ubuntu people, who believe 
one’s sense of self is shaped by one’s relationships with other people. It’s a way of 
living that begins with the premise that “I am” only because “we are”.

My PYB colleague Nahijee Cross, age 21, took the lead in preparing and submitting 
our materials to The Philadelphia Citizen. When we were notified that we would 
have the opportunity to present ourselves, our team sprung into action. Kenny 
suggested that Taylor, Prince, and I lead the presentation while he play a more 
limited role because, as he put it, our “lived experience” was of great value.

Coach K, as Taylor calls him, seemed confident in our ability to carry the load. In our 
first live prep session on Zoom, I could not find my footing. I struggled to articulate 
the contours of the program, and worse yet, I could not comfortably state the “why” 
of our program plans and tie it to my own personal journey.

Taylor and Prince, however, were poised and compelling. They knew exactly what to 
say and how to express themselves. I was in awe of these older guys who had 
overcome so much. And, like Kenny, they believed in me.

Two days later was game time. I was sleepless the night before. I had never 
presented to a distinguished panel of eight professionals alongside some great 
colleagues whom I did not want to disappoint. I gave myself a pep talk, practiced 
into the wee hours of the morning, put on a shirt and tie, and moments after we 
logged into the Zoom chat from our respective homes, it was my turn to speak.

A welcomed and unexpected calm came over me and away I went. For me, it was 
the first time in a high-stakes setting that I was not only sharing my story, but 
genuinely owning it. I listened to myself speak and I was at peace. My missteps were 
and continue to be a part of who I am. They will always be and I can live with that, 
because I am committed to a completely different trajectory for my life.

During the past two weeks, like most everyone and especially for black folks, I’ve been 
shaken to my core. The killing of black people by racist police and civilians has surfaced, 
clear as day. Institutional and individual racism has been on full display for all to see.

But for me, the murder of George Floyd told a larger story. Like many, I saw the 
oxygen literally taken out of a man as he gasped for his last breath by an armed 
Minneapolis police officer while three other officers stood by and watched. George 
Floyd was the symbol of a black man whose life was devalued in the most blatant of 
ways. He was powerless and seemingly expendable.

As I write this testimonial, thousands of people are protesting peacefully in the 
streets in Philadelphia and in cities across the country and world. It is heartening to 
see so many people across races, ethnicities, religions, and ages standing in 
solidarity and expressing a shared rage that racism in all of its ugly forms must be 
ended. I am there in spirit and will find many other ways to constructively speak out.

One way is through my leadership in our soon-to-be-launched “I Am Because We Are” 
program. These teenagers must be guided in positive ways, by a deeply supportive 
community, with leaders like me who are prepared to show them that they are of value 
and worth investing in. I know they are and I will do everything in my power to lift them 
up. Black boys and men must start lifting one another up, the same as white people 
must become actively anti-racist. We are in this struggle together. Spark 

Stories
i am we are 
one spark

April, 2020
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I Am Because We Are
By Aaron Crump

“I Am Because We Are,” a partnership between Philadelphia Youth Basket-
ball and Taylor Paul’s RVA League for Safer Streets, was awarded the 2020 

Jeremy Nowak Urban Innovation Award. Organizer Aaron Crump, a 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball coach-mentor wrote powerfully of the 

program and what it means to him in a June 9, 2020 Philadelphia Citizen 
piece. This artifact took inspiration, in title and spirit, from Aaron’s words 

and work. The following is a reprint of his Citizen article in full.  

***
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The Road That Lies Ahead: 
A Reflection on COVID-19

(Spark 1)

Ariel Johnson-Peredo

At the beginning of March, I received an e-mail forward indicating that contractors 
would no longer be permitted to the on-site premises of my client. Later that week, 
the NBA indefinitely halted the season, the President restricted all travel to and from 
Europe, and my employer introduced a 'work from home' mandate to safeguard the 
livelihood of our employees. It was during this week that I both reluctantly and 
apprehensively began to have an appreciation for the gravity of what we all now 
know is the current health crisis, more formally known as COVID-19.

In an instant, my daily in person meetings with my clients and team members were 
no more. As a lead manager of multiple cross functional teams, I shifted my focus to 
solutions. I modified reoccurring invites to accommodate our new virtual way of 
working and began including 'Monday Motivation' quotes in e-mails and to kickoff 
meetings to remind others of life’s joy. I constantly asked myself how to best utilize 
the limited time with people, given that there are children that must be nurtured, 
elderly to be looked after, and the microcosm of both work and home life have 
collided together on the other side of the computer screen.
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1) What if disorganization and chaos is what we need to help return us to a 
semblance of normality?

2) What if we all consistently practiced the ability to empathize and understand with 
those different from ourselves?

3) What if we admired each other for our differences and truly leveraged them as 
strengths?

4) What if we created a safe space that promoted us to be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable?

5) What if the future of Corporate America included a workforce truly empowered to 
drive ingenuity?

6) What if we used this moment to be bold, brazen, and ambitious?

7) Why do we not take adequate time to nourish our minds as we do our bodies?

8) Why have we not used the present moment as a catalyst for innovation and 
creativity?

9) Why does brainstorming have to be so prescriptive?

10) Why not challenge those around us to think about the person they seek to 
become?

10 Questions to Contemplate in the Post 
COVID-19 Racially Equitable Future

(Spark 2)

Ariel Johnson-Peredo

While I was just getting myself acclimated to all of this, my last living grandparent, my 
maternal grandmother fell critically ill. As one might imagine, my family and I were 
limited to Zoom visits with her, as she lay seemingly peaceful in the ICU. It was just a 
few days later (although it felt like an eternity) that she had passed. Navigating the 
emotional complexities that come with loss, in conjunction with these 
insurmountable feelings of helplessness brought on by the restrictiveness of the 
health crisis was a new low point for me. It was one that I had not yet grappled with 
in my 20s and 2020 was really shaping up to be a year of tests, trials, and tribulations. 
Amid the chaos came another blow, the notoriety and attention of the senseless 
murders of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd just to name a few. 

As a result of the vile video footage and details surrounding the murders of these 
innocent black and brown lives, the veil of systemic racism that we already knew was 
very much so there, began to be exposed. The protests have demanded that the 
time is now, and change is necessary. I could focus the remainder of the time 
explaining the concerted effort that I am making to revamp, change and alter the 
experience of black and brown professionals within my immediate network. 

However, I want to use this moment to urge each of us to pause and reflect. Over these 
past few months I have had to make several adjustments to the way I work, for more 
reasons than one. In many ways these changes have been seamless. In others, it has 
forced me to ask the tough questions, like ‘What does a racially equitable future look 
like?’ and ‘Why have we not yet mastered teaming virtually and digitally?’ While the 

human heart yearns for a sense of connectedness and to be wanted, I am hoping that 
long after we defeat this global pandemic and move towards a world where people are 
not devalued based off a social construct like race, we continue down a path of progress 
and positivity. As I consider the future, I have every intention to be a change agent for us 
to test where, and how, we do our work from an industry-agnostic lens. I intend to 
question the programmatic efforts and norms to which we have established, to 
understand who they are best aligned to promote to succeed.

I imagine a world where family walks and daily evening dinners are the priority. One 
where, we help supplement the formal education our children get in school, by 
encouraging them to speak up on matters of social injustice. A world where 
technology enablement, allows us to be just as productive in the boardroom as we 
are from the comfort of our bedroom. While this vision of the future may sound 
grandiose, my hope is that we will all ask ourselves the hard-hitting questions about 
what fulfills us and what truly adds value to our lives. In my sphere of influence, I seek 
to incite wisdom in others so that they can identify their unique gifts to maximize 
their full potential. In doing so, I am not only able to live my purpose, but empower 
them to embark on a journey of introspection and sift through the difference 
between what is necessary and what is optional to achieve their aspirations.

Unfortunately, society has reached a point where we fabricate what the precursors 
to ‘success’ are based on a finite set of ideas that have been developed and defined 
through a narrow lens. My intent is to challenge those set of standards, redefine 
what it means to ‘work smarter not harder,’ and encourage others to contest the 
status quo as well. As we all look to regain a sense of normalcy, my hope is that the 
‘new normal’ looks a lot different than the pre-COVID-19 world did.

I leave you with 10 questions to ask yourself, friends, loved ones, and colleagues. I 
encourage you to use them to help lay a framework and guidelines for how you 
imagine this new era that has commenced.

˜ 12  ˜



1) What if disorganization and chaos is what we need to help return us to a 
semblance of normality?

2) What if we all consistently practiced the ability to empathize and understand with 
those different from ourselves?

3) What if we admired each other for our differences and truly leveraged them as 
strengths?

4) What if we created a safe space that promoted us to be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable?

5) What if the future of Corporate America included a workforce truly empowered to 
drive ingenuity?

6) What if we used this moment to be bold, brazen, and ambitious?

7) Why do we not take adequate time to nourish our minds as we do our bodies?

8) Why have we not used the present moment as a catalyst for innovation and 
creativity?

9) Why does brainstorming have to be so prescriptive?

10) Why not challenge those around us to think about the person they seek to 
become?

10 Questions to Contemplate in the Post 
COVID-19 Racially Equitable Future

(Spark 2)

Ariel Johnson-Peredo

While I was just getting myself acclimated to all of this, my last living grandparent, my 
maternal grandmother fell critically ill. As one might imagine, my family and I were 
limited to Zoom visits with her, as she lay seemingly peaceful in the ICU. It was just a 
few days later (although it felt like an eternity) that she had passed. Navigating the 
emotional complexities that come with loss, in conjunction with these 
insurmountable feelings of helplessness brought on by the restrictiveness of the 
health crisis was a new low point for me. It was one that I had not yet grappled with 
in my 20s and 2020 was really shaping up to be a year of tests, trials, and tribulations. 
Amid the chaos came another blow, the notoriety and attention of the senseless 
murders of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd just to name a few. 

As a result of the vile video footage and details surrounding the murders of these 
innocent black and brown lives, the veil of systemic racism that we already knew was 
very much so there, began to be exposed. The protests have demanded that the 
time is now, and change is necessary. I could focus the remainder of the time 
explaining the concerted effort that I am making to revamp, change and alter the 
experience of black and brown professionals within my immediate network. 

However, I want to use this moment to urge each of us to pause and reflect. Over these 
past few months I have had to make several adjustments to the way I work, for more 
reasons than one. In many ways these changes have been seamless. In others, it has 
forced me to ask the tough questions, like ‘What does a racially equitable future look 
like?’ and ‘Why have we not yet mastered teaming virtually and digitally?’ While the 

human heart yearns for a sense of connectedness and to be wanted, I am hoping that 
long after we defeat this global pandemic and move towards a world where people are 
not devalued based off a social construct like race, we continue down a path of progress 
and positivity. As I consider the future, I have every intention to be a change agent for us 
to test where, and how, we do our work from an industry-agnostic lens. I intend to 
question the programmatic efforts and norms to which we have established, to 
understand who they are best aligned to promote to succeed.

I imagine a world where family walks and daily evening dinners are the priority. One 
where, we help supplement the formal education our children get in school, by 
encouraging them to speak up on matters of social injustice. A world where 
technology enablement, allows us to be just as productive in the boardroom as we 
are from the comfort of our bedroom. While this vision of the future may sound 
grandiose, my hope is that we will all ask ourselves the hard-hitting questions about 
what fulfills us and what truly adds value to our lives. In my sphere of influence, I seek 
to incite wisdom in others so that they can identify their unique gifts to maximize 
their full potential. In doing so, I am not only able to live my purpose, but empower 
them to embark on a journey of introspection and sift through the difference 
between what is necessary and what is optional to achieve their aspirations.

Unfortunately, society has reached a point where we fabricate what the precursors 
to ‘success’ are based on a finite set of ideas that have been developed and defined 
through a narrow lens. My intent is to challenge those set of standards, redefine 
what it means to ‘work smarter not harder,’ and encourage others to contest the 
status quo as well. As we all look to regain a sense of normalcy, my hope is that the 
‘new normal’ looks a lot different than the pre-COVID-19 world did.

I leave you with 10 questions to ask yourself, friends, loved ones, and colleagues. I 
encourage you to use them to help lay a framework and guidelines for how you 
imagine this new era that has commenced.

˜ 13  ˜



1) What if disorganization and chaos is what we need to help return us to a 
semblance of normality?

2) What if we all consistently practiced the ability to empathize and understand with 
those different from ourselves?

3) What if we admired each other for our differences and truly leveraged them as 
strengths?

4) What if we created a safe space that promoted us to be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable?

5) What if the future of Corporate America included a workforce truly empowered to 
drive ingenuity?

6) What if we used this moment to be bold, brazen, and ambitious?

7) Why do we not take adequate time to nourish our minds as we do our bodies?

8) Why have we not used the present moment as a catalyst for innovation and 
creativity?

9) Why does brainstorming have to be so prescriptive?

10) Why not challenge those around us to think about the person they seek to 
become?

10 Questions to Contemplate in the Post 
COVID-19 Racially Equitable Future

(Spark 2)

Ariel Johnson-Peredo

While I was just getting myself acclimated to all of this, my last living grandparent, my 
maternal grandmother fell critically ill. As one might imagine, my family and I were 
limited to Zoom visits with her, as she lay seemingly peaceful in the ICU. It was just a 
few days later (although it felt like an eternity) that she had passed. Navigating the 
emotional complexities that come with loss, in conjunction with these 
insurmountable feelings of helplessness brought on by the restrictiveness of the 
health crisis was a new low point for me. It was one that I had not yet grappled with 
in my 20s and 2020 was really shaping up to be a year of tests, trials, and tribulations. 
Amid the chaos came another blow, the notoriety and attention of the senseless 
murders of Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd just to name a few. 

As a result of the vile video footage and details surrounding the murders of these 
innocent black and brown lives, the veil of systemic racism that we already knew was 
very much so there, began to be exposed. The protests have demanded that the 
time is now, and change is necessary. I could focus the remainder of the time 
explaining the concerted effort that I am making to revamp, change and alter the 
experience of black and brown professionals within my immediate network. 

However, I want to use this moment to urge each of us to pause and reflect. Over these 
past few months I have had to make several adjustments to the way I work, for more 
reasons than one. In many ways these changes have been seamless. In others, it has 
forced me to ask the tough questions, like ‘What does a racially equitable future look 
like?’ and ‘Why have we not yet mastered teaming virtually and digitally?’ While the 

human heart yearns for a sense of connectedness and to be wanted, I am hoping that 
long after we defeat this global pandemic and move towards a world where people are 
not devalued based off a social construct like race, we continue down a path of progress 
and positivity. As I consider the future, I have every intention to be a change agent for us 
to test where, and how, we do our work from an industry-agnostic lens. I intend to 
question the programmatic efforts and norms to which we have established, to 
understand who they are best aligned to promote to succeed.

I imagine a world where family walks and daily evening dinners are the priority. One 
where, we help supplement the formal education our children get in school, by 
encouraging them to speak up on matters of social injustice. A world where 
technology enablement, allows us to be just as productive in the boardroom as we 
are from the comfort of our bedroom. While this vision of the future may sound 
grandiose, my hope is that we will all ask ourselves the hard-hitting questions about 
what fulfills us and what truly adds value to our lives. In my sphere of influence, I seek 
to incite wisdom in others so that they can identify their unique gifts to maximize 
their full potential. In doing so, I am not only able to live my purpose, but empower 
them to embark on a journey of introspection and sift through the difference 
between what is necessary and what is optional to achieve their aspirations.

Unfortunately, society has reached a point where we fabricate what the precursors 
to ‘success’ are based on a finite set of ideas that have been developed and defined 
through a narrow lens. My intent is to challenge those set of standards, redefine 
what it means to ‘work smarter not harder,’ and encourage others to contest the 
status quo as well. As we all look to regain a sense of normalcy, my hope is that the 
‘new normal’ looks a lot different than the pre-COVID-19 world did.

I leave you with 10 questions to ask yourself, friends, loved ones, and colleagues. I 
encourage you to use them to help lay a framework and guidelines for how you 
imagine this new era that has commenced.

˜ 14  ˜



By My Mother’s Will 
 

Brandon Smith  
 
Reflecting on a time when I was young: every Saturday forced to go to choir or usher 
practice and forced to sit in church. It was church plus two hours because my 
mother had to count the offerings. Every weekday, school was a must and my 
grandmother's house was my after-school program. We both struggled with my 
homework; therefore, tutoring was a must. Not by my will, but by my mother’s.  
 
At the time a public school was the best option, but I was unaware of what I was in. 
One day in school we were forced to read out loud, and my best friend could not 
read. We didn't know because he was quiet throughout the year. The focus was on 
other things; everyday was the weekend in public school. Schools were funded by 
occupancy, not academic excellence, and therefore all our classes were overflowing.  
 
As I grew, the school systems remained the same, with no real change—just more 
violence in the midst of things. I learned with no real foundations. Things will forever 
remain the same. Without a leader or outlet, it cannot change. 
 
Later in life it dawned on me. My mother was preparing me. The Saturdays and 
Sundays in church protected me from danger and gave me faith. The tutoring 
allowed me to learn more than my peers who just had to behave well to receive 
passing grades. So, when she died, she left me with a foundation. A foundation that 
allowed a kid from West Philadelphia to become a dual major in business and later 
on a recipient of an MBA. A foundation so strong, even death could not alter it. At 17, 
I changed; at 28, I continue to learn.  
 
To stand up and change the narrative is the primary goal, but one must develop 
more so the movement can last long. For the better future of our community, one 
must remain strong. 
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My students ambushed me with questions. For example: “Mr. Darren, is the world 
ending?”, “Will we graduate?”, “Is school opening back up ever?”, “Why can’t we go 
outside?” I took the time to answer each question thrown my way, to the best of my 
ability. After that, I made it my goal to make this very unnormal situation more 
normal for the benefit of my students and student-athletes. We have now been 
virtually learning via Google Classroom and Hangouts, working out via Zoom, and 
showing off new dances via TikTok. I have been counseling via phone calls and text 
and (to my embarrassment) losing to my students in NBA 2K and Madden via Xbox.  
 
Now I can see the shift: my normally energetic students who became very fearful are 
now beginning to accept the current circumstances our society is facing. Prior to the 
pandemic, my students and student athletes set goals to increase their knowledge 
and become winners. As a leader, my goal was to help them reach their goals and we 
still will do so even if we can’t physically be in front of each other. THE SHOW STILL 
MUST GO ON!   

The Show Must Still Go On
Darren White-Green

In the beginning of March, I checked the School District’s calendar and I noticed there 
were no scheduled off days for the entire month. I was contemplating taking a day off. 
On Monday morning, I arrived at my West Philadelphia school ready to teach a group of 
rambunctious yet intelligent bunch of middle school students. We usually discuss 
current event topics to start the week. Several students mentioned the Coronavirus was 
a disease that recently hit the United States because of someone eating a bat in China. 
As a class, we really did not get too deep into the logistics of the Coronavirus as we had 
to move forward with our minute-by-minute reading instruction.  
 
However, later on in the week I found myself grading papers and watching the news 
where I started to realize the virus was getting closer and closer to home. The following 
week in my classroom, I overheard a student jokingly say he got the ‘Rona’ after one of 
his classmates coughed. Even I chuckled at his joke, not realizing the severity of the virus. 
On Friday, March 13th, when I arrived at school I was instructed to hand out papers 
which stated schools would be closed for two weeks. Although I was pondering taking a 
day off, I became concerned about the impact of the Coronavirus.  
 
As two weeks came to an end, Governor Wolf announced that we would not be 
returning to school for the remainder of the school year. This is when I noticed the 
students’ excitement about not being in school turned to fear, uncertainty, and 
anxiety. It was quite noticeable and their fears trumped my fear. I knew as a teacher 
it was my duty to lead by example so I had to set aside my fears and ensure my 
students that we are in this together and if we take the proper procedures we will be 
fine. I explained to them that the pandemic we are facing is new to a lot of people, 
even myself!  
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Finding Grace 
 

Deja Bullock  
 
A couple of weeks ago, I went to Chipotle to pick up food. A friend and I were 
temporarily parked in an undesirable place with our hazard lights on. Everything was 
fine. Most cars were just going around us, no big deal…except for this one woman. 
Unlike the other cars, the woman in this car decided to get very close to the back of 
mine and blast her horn. We signaled for her to go around, but instead she 
continued to beep. 
 
After about two minutes of her blowing her horn, she decides to pull up to the side 
of my car and express herself. She did so by cursing, screaming, and calling my friend 
and I names. My friend’s initial reaction was to give her some choice words back, and 
so was mine at first. But as I saw the woman becoming more aggressive and 
confrontational over something so minor. I realized that yelling and reacting was just 
giving her what she wanted. A fight in some form was really what she was looking for. 
My higher self kicked In, I rolled up my window and began to ignore her. After a 
minute or so of her still yelling, she drove off, middle finger in the air, clearly angry. 
 
After that interaction, and a conversation with my mother telling me of a similar 
encounter she had had, it hit me that some people are really not handling all of this 
well. Some people aren’t just experiencing depression or maybe anxiety due to this 
universal shakeup. Some people are experiencing anger or full on rage.  
 
And I have a choice. I can either react to every unwanted interaction I encounter, 
unsettling my inner peace.  
 
Or… 
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I can use this as an opportunity to really practice tolerance, empathy, 
communication skills, and most importantly, strengthen who I am at my core. So, 
then these interactions do not phase me or knock me out of alignment.  
 
Because even after this pandemic is over and we return back to “normal,” 
encounters like the one I experienced (whether mild or worse) can and likely will still 
happen. This can happen with a stranger on the street, a co-worker in the break 
room, or a family member at a Sunday dinner. Knowing how to handle them with 
grace and staying composed is a part of being a great leader. 
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Well, while they were talking and may have turned away from the registers but were 
still in place on their ‘infamous X’, another elderly person, this time a woman who 
appeared to be in her 80s, walked past and got in front of them.  
 
It’s obvious the young Acme employee was not paying attention because the 
younger couple was next.  
 
But needless to say, this time the wife got even louder and yelled out to her husband, 
“Look at this crap! They think they can do what they want! She butted in front of us!!! 
This is some BS!”     
 
Now I assume “they“ meant “Caucasian.” The couple was African American like myself 
and the two seniors who were not together were both Caucasian.  
 
The husband pretty much said, “We’re next baby, it’s ok, no big deal!“   
 
The wife kept on talking loud and fussing and she even looked towards me for 
support. The elderly woman after a couple of minutes heard what was being said, 
but the husband told her it’s ok, to go ahead and continue bagging her food. She 
truly seemed sorry.    
 
So I guess for me, trying to be a better person, continually improving my character to 
be a better leader, I am thinking, “Wow, I am so glad that wasn’t my wife.” Here we are 
facing what is seemingly one of the saddest times since 911. Not that it’s ok to butt 
in front of someone in line at the supermarket, because it’s not. However, 
considering the circumstances and how these were two elderly people who may 
have been hard of hearing as well as not cognizant of what kind of changes to in 
store procedures were taking place, I felt like in the grand scheme of things going on 
right now the wife was overreacting.  

Coal into Diamonds: A Leadership Lesson 
 

Dhaamin Stukes  
 
Covid-19 has meant pure madness and sadness for many across the world. Many 
have and continue to endure financial hardships as well as loss of loved ones and 
family members. It’s so hard for those without a good support system or spiritual 
fortitude to be optimistic or bright and cheery during this pandemic. Many of us are 
living in a unprecedented reality. Many leaders are clueless as to how to take on this 
crisis and find ways to be positive amidst these seemingly gloomy times. In my 
opinion, in every sad time or crisis or trial, there are always things we can learn. No 
matter how trying or how difficult a crisis, there can always be a bright spot for those 
who have eyes to see or ears to hear.    

I was reminded of that a few weeks ago as I stopped in Acme market up in 
Roxborough not too far from my home. I walked in to get one of my favorite 
beverages, ‘ginger beer’ without the alcohol and hops. Of course, because of ‘social 
distancing‘ guidelines set up by the city officials, there are X’s marked for people to 
stand on while in line and taped arrows on the floor to control customer flow in the 
store.   They also had extra store employees to help with the flow of store traffic as 
well and to assist with spacing.    
 
After I grabbed my ginger beer and a couple more items for the fridge, I followed the 
young employee’s direction towards self-checkout. While I secured my spot on the 
infamous ‘X’, I saw a couple engaging in what seemed to be a slight disagreement. 
From my ‘X’ 6ft away I overheard the wife fussing that an older man had walked in 
front of her and her husband. She seemed very upset and was not only getting 
louder but was starting to make a scene. I don’t think the older man could hear very 
well because he walked ahead to the register and was checking out. The husband 
didn’t seem too upset and was actually just trying to make gestures to quiet or calm 
his wife down.  

As a Muslim and believer in a higher power, I look at trying times as tests. This is no 
different. We are facing a virus that’s spreading, people are getting sick, people are 
dying. People who consider themselves leaders are supposed to step up in the face 
of problems or crises big or small. Great leaders find a glimmer of hope in chaos. 
While supermarket arguments about line butting Is not the ‘war in Iraq’, people have 
gotten shot for less, depending on what neighborhood you grew up in. I was a little 
angry at the wife for not looking at the big picture. The two elderly people passing 
her in line took maybe 6 or 7 minutes of her time if that.    
 
Seeing the forest for the trees, while walking to my truck I saw the elderly woman. I 
walked over and offered her my help.  
 
Even though I am African American and for some elderly Caucasians that could be a 
reason to fear, she didn’t blink an eye and said, “Oh thank you so much, my son 
couldn’t come with me to help. He usually takes me.“ She told me the lady in the 
store seemed really mad and had no idea that she had gotten in front of us.  
 
I smiled and shook my head and said gently, “No worries. She must have been having 
a hard day.” She thanked me again and started to reach in her pocketbook.  
 
I gestured, waving my hand, and said, “No, no. No way, don’t you dare take away my 
blessing.”     
 
She thanked me again and said, “God bless you.”  
 
Even in the dimmest moments, there is always some good that can shine if we look 
for it. I think true leaders, authentic leaders, always can find that little glimmer of 
hope and kindness to turn coal into a diamond.    
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A Promise to My Family
Gilbert Owens

This year has brought forth many challenges but what is life without a challenge? No 
one could’ve predicted a pandemic during one of the most important times in my life 
but that is reality. Last Monday, the University of Connecticut announced that they’ll 
be canceling their 2020 graduation ceremony. This was supposed to be the day that 
changed me and my family’s life forever. I am a first-generation college student, and 
I experienced so many highs and lows during my four years at UConn, but the one 
thing that always stuck with me was a dream. 

My mom was crushed hearing that she won’t get to see me walk across the stage but 
she knows the hard work that I’ve put in to get to this point. Whether it was the long 
sleepless nights or the homesick feeling I experienced all of my freshman year, my 
family was by my side through it all and now it is time to grind for them. 

This quarantine has given me a chance to reflect on my recent experiences and truly 
understand what I want to do. I don’t necessarily know how yet, but I know that I want 
to help people. My generation, along with the generations after me, are the future 
leaders of our society. It is our job to learn from those before us and provide a safe 
and beautiful world for the leaders of the future. 

My best friend came to me last month saying that he wanted to found a creative 
visual business, capturing the world of sports from a different lens. This business will 
be an inspiration to kids along with anyone chasing their dreams. This free time has 
allowed me to channel my focus to the business and the plan is to change the 
creative visual landscape forever. I plan on reaching a level of success where my 
mom won’t have to worry about the little things like rent and grocery money 
anymore. My family is my motivation because they’ve helped me become the person 
I am. Don’t worry, Momma, my journey is just beginning.
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This experience taught me many things so far. I never knew how it felt to be in a 
creative space. I wonder how Michael Jackson & Quincy Jones felt when they made 
Thriller. Or when Kendrick Lamar writes lyrics for a new song. I understood why the 
late Kobe Bryant never got complacent when it came to the game of basketball. I 
strongly believe that leaders are at their best when they are being challenged. 

Creating this project has been a blessing to me. When space is limited, it is important 
to use what you already have. The skills and knowledge that I have developed 
throughout my life have prepared me during these unusual times. As I connect with 
my PYB student-athletes virtually, I always encourage them to work on a project, 
create something new, or stay productive. I cannot wait to share this project with 
everyone when it is all said and done. I encourage every individual to thrive when 
being challenged. Know that you can always create light out of a difficult situation.  

How Long Should I Stay Dedicated?
Kendryck Oaks

The COVID-19 pandemic has limited space for people to grow, develop, and be the 
best person that he or she can be. I am one of them. Not being able to go outside to 
fulfill objectives, interact with others, and make an impact has been a challenge for 
me. I kept asking myself, “How can I still grow, develop, and achieve goals during this 
time of limited space?” I started to become innovative. I generated ideas in my head. 
I wrote them in my notebook. All of a sudden, an idea was brought to my attention.  

I thought about creating a project that focused on four areas. I wanted to focus on 
sport, education, development, and talent expression. I was going to start with a 
blog. Then, depending on success of the blog, expand it to a bigger platform. I 
started to create a Google Doc to map everything out. I wanted to use my 
educational background and experience to create this project. This project is going 
to be my new hobby.  

During this process, I am working on this project in my room. It is very difficult to be 
stuck in a room creating something that is bigger. Though I am making progress, I am 
still stuck on creating the logo and name for my project. I have been mindful of who 
I share this vision with. I did not want to hear negative comments and feel a lack of 
support from people. I was planning to finish this project so I could display it to 
everyone. Sometimes, I would go out to run two miles to take a break from the 
project.  

There are times now when I am very impatient. Waiting for the process to be over. 
Asking myself, “How long should I stay dedicated?” like Nipsey Hussle once said.  
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I thought about creating a project that focused on four areas. I wanted to focus on 
sport, education, development, and talent expression. I was going to start with a 
blog. Then, depending on success of the blog, expand it to a bigger platform. I 
started to create a Google Doc to map everything out. I wanted to use my 
educational background and experience to create this project. This project is going 
to be my new hobby.  

During this process, I am working on this project in my room. It is very difficult to be 
stuck in a room creating something that is bigger. Though I am making progress, I am 
still stuck on creating the logo and name for my project. I have been mindful of who 
I share this vision with. I did not want to hear negative comments and feel a lack of 
support from people. I was planning to finish this project so I could display it to 
everyone. Sometimes, I would go out to run two miles to take a break from the 
project.  

There are times now when I am very impatient. Waiting for the process to be over. 
Asking myself, “How long should I stay dedicated?” like Nipsey Hussle once said.  
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The Great Pause
Kyle Lafferty

A few of my relatives and I are sitting at the dining room table. The young people 
around the table are looking down, looking at their phones, consumed by social 
media. The older folk are discussing coronavirus update after coronavirus update.

My older cousin, Narine, is frustrated with her boss because she’s been out of work 
for two weeks now. Financial situations are becoming scarier by the day. Or should I 
say scarcer by the day?

I am thinking to myself, at this exact moment, “How can I be helpful?’”

She’s a manager and I’m in a similar position at my place of employment.

I start to ask a few questions. Have you checked on your co-workers? If so, how are 
they feeling? Have they reached out to you expressing how the pandemic has 
impacted their current situation? Have you communicated with your boss since 
you’ve been out of work?

In my mind, I am thinking, “This is a huge opportunity for her to take initiative as a 
leader!”

She’s nodding her head. I think she has found a solution. She immediately gets up 
and walks out of the room. I hear her conversing with someone but can’t really make 
out what she is saying.
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A few minutes later, she returns back to the room. 

“First thing Tuesday, I’m throwing all of that food out. No way I’m selling people that 
food!”

Figuring it out, that’s how it always has been in our West Indy family.

A dark cloud seemed to be lifted immediately. I noticed the conversation became a 
bit more enthusiastic and lively as everyone exchanged ideas as to what were some 
of the best ways to go about working during a pandemic. After all, we have never 
seen anything like this before. Safety plans are a part of life. It comes first, always. 

So, sure enough, we were able to come together to figure something out. Following 
guidelines, with carefulness every step of the way, upholding standards, and treating 
your community with the utmost respect were all common themes.

It didn't really dawn on me what I had done in that moment. But sure enough, as I 
began to unwind in the last hour of the day, a situation that could have gotten messy 
had been turned around.
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Saturdays Aren’t the Same Anymore
Michael Lyde

Becoming what I’ve never experienced before. Looking back on the past I never 
experienced anything like this. The world is at a standstill with the pandemic going 
on. The stores, the parks, and the streets are empty. It doesn’t seem real that we are 
going through this. I keep waiting to wake up from this bad dream. The economy is 
down but the death count is up, no one knows when it will be over but we all want it 
to end. This is not just an American problem but something across the world people 
are dealing with.  

Not being able to go outside isn’t the hard part about this, but only being able to see 
my family a few times makes it worse. Nothing will ever be the same moving forward. 
We have to change the way we view our world. We can't take these days for granted 
anymore; we have to make these days count. Everyone has to change the way we 
clean and make each other responsible for making sure something like this never 
happens again.  

Saturdays aren’t the same anymore: no kids, no sports, no outside activities. With the 
summer approaching we have to find a solution to this problem. When will it all go away? 
When can we go outside and have fun? How do we get the kids back outside again? 
What needs to be done to make a connection between the past and the present?  

The community needs a breath of fresh air. Sometimes less is more, but we need 
everyone to do their part and stay home until we find an answer. We need everyone 
to have a positive perspective so we can create positive energy. The world is dying 
right in front of us, and what are we going to do to save it and us? We need more 
leaders who are going to stand in front of this and get everyone to stay home until it 
is safe to return to normal life again.
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Not the End
Raheem Islam

I’m a caterer. 90% of my business comes from schools and or school-related situations. 
When I first learned of this pandemic, like everyone else I was scared. Not so much 
scared to contract the virus but more scared of what it would do to my business. 

As a small business owner i have many hats to wear. Visionary, accountant, chef, 
marketing director, etc. I also need to support a family of five children plus my wife on my 
earnings, all the while putting just enough back into the company for it to survive and 
continue. I would say I operate "Hand to Mouth." I don’t have much saved. So, when my 
weekly feeding program was put on hold, I began to immediately panic.  

I have to offer this information as a back story: I’ve been diagnosed with having 
depression and anxiety. When this started I started to fall in that "black hole" I was so 
used to being in—the place that isolates me from the world. Anyway, I was there. I 
couldn’t figure out how I was going to keep things going, with one child in college, one in 
private school, two others in high school, and a 5-year-old. Yeah, I needed money.  
 
But even then all wasn’t lost. In fact, in many ways I started to feel good. In my head 
the world was already falling apart. Now the world was really falling apart, so I wasn't 
alone anymore. And feeling alone is a spark for depression.  

But I was ok. I got a call from a mentor who said some things that got me moving and 
motivated me again. I started to sell food from my home. I really didn’t like to do this 
for many reasons, but I had no choice. Plus, I had a child at home that just celebrated 
his 5-year bone marrow transplant anniversary, so bringing the virus home was a 
major fear for me. But again, I had no choice and I was okay for a little bit longer.  

Then the school district canceled school for the rest of the year. Shit!!!!! If the school 
is canceled, so are my weekly programs. But wait: now that school is closed, what 
about my summer program? More than 50% of my business earnings are earned 
during the summer and now that's on hold.  

As I write this, I realize a few things: 1) there is no end to this story because we're still 
dealing with this. 2) writing this was healing and felt therapeutic. 3) I have a weird 
sense I’m going to come out on top after this is all over.  
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parent knowing that your income to support 3 kids has been cut 30%? Now more 
than ever, the world is grappling with these kinds of questions--with these new 
norms. Those who thought they were masters of their schedules, their mental 
health, and their daily routines, are now, all of a sudden, pupils to their inner most 
vulnerable selves. 

What I’m learning is that everyone is going through something different and in their 
own way. I saw a world traveler reduced to travelling from their front door to their 
backyards. A professional dancer went from selling out 800 seat theaters nationwide 
to conducting ballet classes through a computer screen. I listened as I heard couples 
push each other past their limits. I cried when I witnessed loved ones feeling 
depressed and unable to make it out of bed. I worried when my mom was listed as 
an essential worker. I laughed as parents joked about increasing pay for teachers 
and daycare professionals.

But most importantly, I found and continue to find hope in this new exploration of 
ourselves. I am learning that each day there's room to challenge inwardly and tackle 
unique ways to redesign and reconstruct our 900-square-foot apartments. It’s time to 
move the furniture around, reshape routine habits, and embrace this new uncertainty. 
I’ve come to appreciate the remodel, and what was 900-sq ft now feels like 9,000. 

A 900-Sq-Ft Remodel
Randy Butler

My boyfriend and I share an apartment of 900 square feet. Before the pandemic, our 
lives were active; from Tuesday night basketball games, weekly evening programs, 
and morning yoga classes, we were scheduled with activities that we loved and that 
kept us moving. Once the social distancing restrictions formed, our beloved passions 
came to a halt and we were forced to adapt. 

As 10 days of social distancing turned into 30, adapting was not so easy. Luckily, the 
restrictions allowed for individuals to take walks outside and we were extremely 
grateful to live behind the Wissahickon Valley Park which contains about 2,000 acres 
of land in Northwest Philadelphia. Hiking became a way for us to release. It was a 
breath of fresh air, a task to conquer together, a way to clear our heads, a couple of 
hours of mental space, and a new passion that helped make our 900-square-foot 
apartment feel a lot bigger. A new hobby was formed and we began hiking on 
average about 5 miles per day. 

At the end of an 8-mile Saturday hike, our trail paralleled with a couple who wasn't 
having the best of days. Trying not to make awkward eye contact, arms were flaring 
and unspeakable words were said. The 900-square-foot apartment was closing in on 
that couple. 

For some, it’s hard to conceptualize something you’ve never experienced or seen. In 
some ways, before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, we were free to do what we wanted 
and we were free to be who we wanted. What kind of person would you be if you 
were stuck in a 900-square-foot apartment with the same individual for 30 days 
straight? Would you be your same energetic self if you couldn't attend your 6 am 
swim class that you haven’t missed in 3 years? Would you be the same charismatic 
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I noticed the appreciation on people’s faces when we kindly offered them the 
materials. As a result, I’m happy to say that I’ve made some new friends in my 
community. The initiative that my girlfriend and I took was small in the grand scheme 
of what we’re facing on a global scale when it comes to COVID-19. However, I hope 
that it made a difference and sparked a sense of accountability to the larger society 
in those who are members of our neighborhood.

For the Neighborhood 
Tajh Jenkins

Late one Thursday afternoon, as I sat comfortably on my living room couch, I spent 
some time leisurely scrolling through my latest Instagram feed. After 10 minutes of 
watching several entertaining and comical TikTok videos posted by various friends 
and family members, I came across a disturbing video posted on civil rights activist 
Shaun King's Instagram account. The viral video showed at least seven Philadelphia 
police officers dragging a citizen off a SEPTA bus. The citizen’s offense? He was 
apparently in violation of the city’s enforced face mask policy in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

While riding the bus, the unmasked passenger reportedly refused the bus driver’s 
and a police officer’s requests to exit. This prompted a group of officers to forcibly 
remove the man from the bus, in what they explained as their attempt to keep the 
other bus passengers and those in the surrounding community safe. After watching 
the video, I had become exasperated by what I would describe as unnecessary and 
excessive use of power, force, and authority on the part of officers. At this moment, 
I asked myself, wouldn’t police officers be more helpful if they offered and provided 
people with masks and gloves instead? This strategy would be more in line with how 
police are SUPPOSED to aid and assist the community. With that in mind, I was 
motivated to do something.  

As aspiring community leaders, my girlfriend and I took it upon ourselves to walk 
through our apartment complex and surrounding neighborhood with a full supply of 
gloves and masks. We handed out a set of gloves and a face mask to anyone who we 
saw was not wearing any. In my mind, this was a much more productive way to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 and keep our surrounding community safe. 
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and to be a part of this with them is a blessing. I may have been fatherless, but I’m 
truly a father of sons who will break that chain and one day become SONS OF A 
FATHER, WHO BECOME FATHERS. 
 

Being a Fatherless Father to Sons
Torre Harrison

 
In life we tend to learn by example. Those examples may come in different forms, some 
positive and some not. Some direct and then some indirect. But what happens when the 
“blueprint” is missing? We have to learn and figure things out to become the example or 
blueprint for those who may be watching or looking to you for direction.  
 
I feel being a father is essential to being a leader. Fatherhood was the very first 
moment that I realized I was looked at as a leader. 
 
My “blueprint“ for being a father wasn’t available to me. That example of what a 
young man needed to see and aspire to become was absent in my life. There was no 
GPS to guide me along my journey. Despite the absence, I knew I wanted to be a 
good father, provider, example, and leader by example for my two sons. All the 
questions that I had growing up that went unanswered – this will not be the same for 
my sons. The daily interactions, small conversations such as “how was your day?”, will 
be present. They may not at this moment realize the importance of it, but as the 
fatherless father I know just how much I would’ve loved them. 
 
During this time of quarantine, I see how much my sons follow my lead. They watch 
the way I approach this pandemic on a daily basis. I have noticed that me having a 
positive demeanor has given them ease. They have the sense and feeling that 
everything is going to be alright. I didn’t truly realize how closely they watched me 
until now, from the smallest of things such as what they eat to the seriousness of 
what precautions we take to ensure our safety.  
 
Our conversations on life and how COVID-19 has impacted our current state will be 
embedded and engrained in their makeup from here on out. I’m happy to know this 
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Epilogue:
Reigniting

i am we are 
one spark

June, 2020

He put a message in the group chat informing us that Nu Sigma was going to do a 
cleanup in the city. That night, I was thinking about ways to make a positive impact 
because this country is basically in shambles right now. The pandemic had already 
impacted the world. Millions lost their jobs and filed for unemployment. We have a 
clown as president of the United States. White supremacists killing us while we are 
jogging. Cops using excessive force (for no reason at all) and killing a man that is 
literally saying, “I can’t breathe.” Peaceful protests turn into violence. Rioters and 
looters are damaging things, most importantly essential resources like grocery 
stores. I felt like I had to do something. I told Rashon I was going to be there 
tomorrow morning. I went to bed. Woke up around 5:30am with the mindset of 
making an impact. 

I pulled up to 52nd Street in West Philly. I met up with my 
frat brothers and we went to work. The establishments at 
52nd & Market were all damaged. Almost every store was 
looted. The streets were filled with volunteers cleaning up. 
As we were cleaning up, we talked to each other. We were 
frustrated. We did not understand why we would destroy 
our communities. Or why would we let outsiders damage 
it. The sidewalks were filled with glass. Water was coming 
out of stores because the emergency sprinklers came on. 
Some people, who worked at these stores, are now 
jobless. A bookstore stand had bullet holes inside. We 
received a message that a shopping center up the street 
was looted as well. 

We pulled up to 52nd & Parkside shopping center. I saw 
someone stole a Lowe’s truck and rode around with it. We 
saw some people looting and asked them why? One of 

52nd Street
Kendryck Oaks

The murder of George Floyd sparked outraged across the United States. Institutional 
racism is still occurring in this country. We, the black community, were tired of our 
people being murdered by crooked police and white supremacists. These recent 
events proved to the world that enough is enough.

The aftermath included protests in almost every U.S. city. But, there were actions 
filled with anger and frustrations. Even police were engaging protesters with 
violence. It made things worse. Protesters took out their anger and started riots. 
They damaged business establishments and looted them by stealing items. Not only 
were black people looting their own neighborhood, random white people came in 

and did the same thing. And guess what, the media 
fully blamed the black community for the riots and 
looting. Calling them thugs and animals, but the 
opposition are the real thugs and animals.  I strongly 
believe violence does not solve anything. Rioting, 
looting, and damaging essential resources is a 
detriment to the health of black communities. Even 
though I disagree with these actions, I understand 
the frustration.

On Sunday night, May 31st, I received a message on 
my phone. This message came from Rashon 
Howard. Rashon is a fraternity brother of mine. We 
are members of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity 
Incorporated. Rashon is the president of Nu Sigma, 
the Philadelphia graduate chapter in the fraternity. 

them said, “They killed a black man.”  Another person said, “Honestly I don’t have 
nothing so I need this.” I could not be mad at them. I had to remind myself that 
people are in poverty. They are trying to survive. 

We started to clean up the sidewalks. A little 
boy came up on the sidewalk and peeped in 
one of the looted stores. I approached him to 
question him until he said, ”My mom told me 
to help.” At that point, he joined us and 
cleaned the whole sidewalk. A representative 
from Lowe’s gave us more supplies to clean up 
the shopping center. The next objective was 
cleaning up the Shoprite as much as we could.

Shoprite looked horrible inside and outside. 
We had to clean out the sidewalk and throw 
everything in trash bags. Inside the store, we 
had to create piles of foods & products that 

were on the floor. All the machines were damaged with all money. The older people 
were heated because this shoprite was important. One of them said, “How am I 
going to get my medicine or groceries.” The shopping center had a Shoprite, 
Lowe's, Wells Fargo bank, and a dental office. All of those essential resources were 
looted. The media came to take photos and interviews. The police commissioner 
and city mayor came to do speeches. There were arguments and disagreements 
about looting. Someone said, “if we weren't being killed on the street, none of this 
would have happened.” Another person said, “Destroying our communities is not 
the right thing to do.”

This experience of cleaning 52nd Street was life-changing. It made us realize how 
essential resources are valuable to our communities. The violence is separating us 
as people. Destroying our own communities is taking us five steps. There should be 
no reason why random white people (outsiders) should come in and damage 
resources. I do not want to see the city of Philadelphia turn into a war zone. This is 
the city where I work with students especially those who need extra support at 
Harrity Upper. This is a city where I coach and mentor student-athletes through 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball. I am a firm believer in Culture for Service and Service 
for Humanity. The continuous injustice and institutional racism started everything. 
So, let’s shift our focus to ending it!!!
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This epilogue represents a shift in focus from 

COVID-19 to the ongoing pandemic of racism in 

America. The reignition of civil unrest makes more 

urgent the work of Philadelphia Youth Basketball and 

its commitment to racial equality. The Leadership 

Development Academy authors were invited to submit 

a different kind of artifact in response to the nation-

wide movement for racial justice and equality.
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As we were cleaning up, we talked to each other. We were 
frustrated. We did not understand why we would destroy 
our communities. Or why would we let outsiders damage 
it. The sidewalks were filled with glass. Water was coming 
out of stores because the emergency sprinklers came on. 
Some people, who worked at these stores, are now 
jobless. A bookstore stand had bullet holes inside. We 
received a message that a shopping center up the street 
was looted as well. 

We pulled up to 52nd & Parkside shopping center. I saw 
someone stole a Lowe’s truck and rode around with it. We 
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them said, “They killed a black man.”  Another person said, “Honestly I don’t have 
nothing so I need this.” I could not be mad at them. I had to remind myself that 
people are in poverty. They are trying to survive. 
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were heated because this shoprite was important. One of them said, “How am I 
going to get my medicine or groceries.” The shopping center had a Shoprite, 
Lowe's, Wells Fargo bank, and a dental office. All of those essential resources were 
looted. The media came to take photos and interviews. The police commissioner 
and city mayor came to do speeches. There were arguments and disagreements 
about looting. Someone said, “if we weren't being killed on the street, none of this 
would have happened.” Another person said, “Destroying our communities is not 
the right thing to do.”

This experience of cleaning 52nd Street was life-changing. It made us realize how 
essential resources are valuable to our communities. The violence is separating us 
as people. Destroying our own communities is taking us five steps. There should be 
no reason why random white people (outsiders) should come in and damage 
resources. I do not want to see the city of Philadelphia turn into a war zone. This is 
the city where I work with students especially those who need extra support at 
Harrity Upper. This is a city where I coach and mentor student-athletes through 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball. I am a firm believer in Culture for Service and Service 
for Humanity. The continuous injustice and institutional racism started everything. 
So, let’s shift our focus to ending it!!!
 
 

˜ 38  ˜



He put a message in the group chat informing us that Nu Sigma was going to do a 
cleanup in the city. That night, I was thinking about ways to make a positive impact 
because this country is basically in shambles right now. The pandemic had already 
impacted the world. Millions lost their jobs and filed for unemployment. We have a 
clown as president of the United States. White supremacists killing us while we are 
jogging. Cops using excessive force (for no reason at all) and killing a man that is 
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the right thing to do.”

This experience of cleaning 52nd Street was life-changing. It made us realize how 
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nothing so I need this.” I could not be mad at them. I had to remind myself that 
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them said, “They killed a black man.”  Another person said, “Honestly I don’t have 
nothing so I need this.” I could not be mad at them. I had to remind myself that 
people are in poverty. They are trying to survive. 
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essential resources are valuable to our communities. The violence is separating us 
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no reason why random white people (outsiders) should come in and damage 
resources. I do not want to see the city of Philadelphia turn into a war zone. This is 
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You’ll Never Know
Ariel Johnson-Peredo

You’ll never know what it feels like to be in our shoes
To see our black and brown men being gunned down on the news

All the lives lost put us in such great pain
and to feel like all of it was simply in vain

We are constantly filled with immense sorrow
As we continue to pray and hope for a better tomorrow

We ask ourselves when will all of it end
And instead we have to be coy and sit here and pretend

For when they look at us they see less than a being
I want to stop you in your tracks and question what you are seeing

You can’t tell me that any of this feels right
Or that you are hopeful the future is bright

This systematic oppression cannot last any longer
Because, honestly, I’m not sure how much we can grow stronger

If you can’t understand the outrage and cries for help
Try asking your black and brown friends what it is that they felt

I urge you not to be silent and stand up for what is just
So that we can restore our faith in you and rid ourselves of distrust
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He put a message in the group chat informing us that Nu Sigma was going to do a 
cleanup in the city. That night, I was thinking about ways to make a positive impact 
because this country is basically in shambles right now. The pandemic had already 
impacted the world. Millions lost their jobs and filed for unemployment. We have a 
clown as president of the United States. White supremacists killing us while we are 
jogging. Cops using excessive force (for no reason at all) and killing a man that is 
literally saying, “I can’t breathe.” Peaceful protests turn into violence. Rioters and 
looters are damaging things, most importantly essential resources like grocery 
stores. I felt like I had to do something. I told Rashon I was going to be there 
tomorrow morning. I went to bed. Woke up around 5:30am with the mindset of 
making an impact. 

I pulled up to 52nd Street in West Philly. I met up with my 
frat brothers and we went to work. The establishments at 
52nd & Market were all damaged. Almost every store was 
looted. The streets were filled with volunteers cleaning up. 
As we were cleaning up, we talked to each other. We were 
frustrated. We did not understand why we would destroy 
our communities. Or why would we let outsiders damage 
it. The sidewalks were filled with glass. Water was coming 
out of stores because the emergency sprinklers came on. 
Some people, who worked at these stores, are now 
jobless. A bookstore stand had bullet holes inside. We 
received a message that a shopping center up the street 
was looted as well. 

We pulled up to 52nd & Parkside shopping center. I saw 
someone stole a Lowe’s truck and rode around with it. We 
saw some people looting and asked them why? One of 

52nd Street
Kendryck Oaks

The murder of George Floyd sparked outraged across the United States. Institutional 
racism is still occurring in this country. We, the black community, were tired of our 
people being murdered by crooked police and white supremacists. These recent 
events proved to the world that enough is enough.

The aftermath included protests in almost every U.S. city. But, there were actions 
filled with anger and frustrations. Even police were engaging protesters with 
violence. It made things worse. Protesters took out their anger and started riots. 
They damaged business establishments and looted them by stealing items. Not only 
were black people looting their own neighborhood, random white people came in 

and did the same thing. And guess what, the media 
fully blamed the black community for the riots and 
looting. Calling them thugs and animals, but the 
opposition are the real thugs and animals.  I strongly 
believe violence does not solve anything. Rioting, 
looting, and damaging essential resources is a 
detriment to the health of black communities. Even 
though I disagree with these actions, I understand 
the frustration.

On Sunday night, May 31st, I received a message on 
my phone. This message came from Rashon 
Howard. Rashon is a fraternity brother of mine. We 
are members of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity 
Incorporated. Rashon is the president of Nu Sigma, 
the Philadelphia graduate chapter in the fraternity. 

them said, “They killed a black man.”  Another person said, “Honestly I don’t have 
nothing so I need this.” I could not be mad at them. I had to remind myself that 
people are in poverty. They are trying to survive. 

We started to clean up the sidewalks. A little 
boy came up on the sidewalk and peeped in 
one of the looted stores. I approached him to 
question him until he said, ”My mom told me 
to help.” At that point, he joined us and 
cleaned the whole sidewalk. A representative 
from Lowe’s gave us more supplies to clean up 
the shopping center. The next objective was 
cleaning up the Shoprite as much as we could.

Shoprite looked horrible inside and outside. 
We had to clean out the sidewalk and throw 
everything in trash bags. Inside the store, we 
had to create piles of foods & products that 

were on the floor. All the machines were damaged with all money. The older people 
were heated because this shoprite was important. One of them said, “How am I 
going to get my medicine or groceries.” The shopping center had a Shoprite, 
Lowe's, Wells Fargo bank, and a dental office. All of those essential resources were 
looted. The media came to take photos and interviews. The police commissioner 
and city mayor came to do speeches. There were arguments and disagreements 
about looting. Someone said, “if we weren't being killed on the street, none of this 
would have happened.” Another person said, “Destroying our communities is not 
the right thing to do.”

This experience of cleaning 52nd Street was life-changing. It made us realize how 
essential resources are valuable to our communities. The violence is separating us 
as people. Destroying our own communities is taking us five steps. There should be 
no reason why random white people (outsiders) should come in and damage 
resources. I do not want to see the city of Philadelphia turn into a war zone. This is 
the city where I work with students especially those who need extra support at 
Harrity Upper. This is a city where I coach and mentor student-athletes through 
Philadelphia Youth Basketball. I am a firm believer in Culture for Service and Service 
for Humanity. The continuous injustice and institutional racism started everything. 
So, let’s shift our focus to ending it!!!
 
 

Will There Ever Be?
Torre Harrison

Will there ever be a day where black fathers won’t 
have to fear for their son’s life driving; not in fear of 
an accident but fear of dying from the hands of a 

White Police Officer?

Will there ever be a day where my son will not be 
judged because of the color of his skin before he 

even opens his mouth?

Will there ever be a day where our kids get the same 
educational opportunities and resources as their 
white counterparts without having to be athletes?

Will there ever be a day where our kids are just 
treated EQUAL? 

Will there ever be a day we are ALL COLOR BLIND? 
Will there ever be? 
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“Things are getting better, 
but I’m tired.”

Deja Bullock
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I’m confused by the motivation and the drive to ask me how I am today

Yet still so few of you urged by your leaders still don’t ask am I okay

Don’t want to feel like another thing to check off your to do list

Because with or without your support I am always going to persist

And for those of you who do, what is it that you think that I will say?

For most of you it is the same old routine not realizing such the disarray

I cannot help you find the many answers that you seek

The truth is my heart is hurting and I am so very weak

It’s hard for me to keep my focus and not allow my thoughts to go astray

When all I want to trully tell you is to leave me alone and to go away

Ariel Johnson-Peredo
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A Prayer of Hope
Brandon Smith

We come upon you for wisdom and peace. 

To combat sin and racism, what is the technique?

We know you are the prince of peace. 

However, in our world, we still hang from trees. 

Both literally and physically. 

We pray for a remedy. 

To identify bigotry and evil and rid it from the land of the free.

Through the truth and knowledge, maybe one day we will be free. 

Until then, lord, please continue to work on me. 

So, I can contribute to a good deed, to free the ones who 

experience hate and feel like me. 

With no fear, just strength, I will lead.
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