
Searching for LEVEL Ground

Thank you for your gracious invitation to speak at this celebration of the G. James Gholson 
Middle School. It is wonderful to have this opportunity to share in this celebration. Daddy would have 
been so proud to learn of both your efforts and accomplishments as you celebrate and participate in that 
grand experiment called American public education. Both of my parents were gifted educators and 
loved to see youngsters grow, develop and expand their knowledge so that they in turn, could feed and 
educate their families and compete in both the American and global workplaces. They taught me and 
my sisters to take great joy in learning, apply ourselves to our studies, and be respectful and curious in 
our dealings with teachers. Above all, they shared with us their love for reading, for the arts—both 
classical and folk, and their great joy in personal learning. Additionally, they continually renewed their 
search for level ground in spite of their personal experiences with segregation and efforts in the 
mainstream community to slow their ability to develop into citizens of the world. 

In November, 2012 Barack Obama was elected to a second term as the President of the United 
States. His second term has been marked by repeated attempts to derail his administrative agenda, most 
importantly to repeal the Affordable Care Act, one of the most important items in his legislative agenda. 
In the town I now call home, at 6:01 p.m. on April 4, 1968, civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, jr. 
was assassinated by a sniper's bullet in the midst of his efforts to support black sanitation workers. On 
Feb. 21, 1965, the former Nation of Islam leader Malcolm X was shot and killed by assassins identified 
as Black Muslims as he was about to address the Organization of Afro-American Unity at the Audubon 
Ballroom in Harlem. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 is a landmark piece of federal legislation that 
prohibits discrimination in voting. It was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson during the 
height of the American Civil Rights Movement. In Brown vs. Board of Education, 1954, the Supreme 
Court declared that state laws establishing separate public schools for black and white students was 
unconstitutional. In 1950, G. James Gholson assumed the principalship of Fairmont Heights High 
School a public comprehensive secondary school located in Fairmount Heights, Maryland in Prince 
George's County just outside of Washington D.C. Incidentally, From 1972 to 1973, almost 20 years after 
segregation in public schools was declared unconstitutional, he was named Special Assistant to the 
Superintendent for desegregation of the Prince George’s County Public Schools. In that position, he 
designed and implemented the plan for the desegregation of PG County Schools. For your information, 
he designed and implemented the initial curriculum for Eleanor Roosevelt Senior High School. Daddy 
also served PG as the Assistant Superintendent for Administration of Northern Area Prince George’s 
County Public Schools from 1973 to 1979. Our dad fought for us to enjoy the human right of unfettered 
learning both inside and outside of segregation.

Central to the mission of Fairmont Heights, was a commitment to the worth and dignity of each 
individual. Out of that commitment, daddy developed the core program—a concept in contrast to a 
more classical model of education. In that program, English, history and mathematics were designed to 
orbit and revolve around current events, so that students would develop the tools to confront and 
master issues that revealed themselves in everyday life situations. Ever since I was a kid, I would 
overhear daddy talking about the worth and dignity of each human being. I thought he was saying 
human bean...BEAN....and always saw Mexican beans hopping around like they did in comic strips or 
on television. Only later did I learn that he was saying human BEING instead. He sought to make the 



learning field level and interesting for young black students. He sought to make learning relevant and 
the playing field level. Since our mom was a music teacher, a pianist by training, he also displayed a 
great love for music and beauty. Their love translated into a school environment that emphasized the 
arts, music, painting, photography and dance coupled with the competitive fervor created by excellence 
in sports. I always underline the accomplishments of bandmaster Isaac Cook and basketball coach Ken 
Freeman. They always fielded teams of musicians and basketball players that gave definition to the 
name, “The Mighty Heights”...and those were times in which the Heights were indeed mighty! 

What does all this mean to you? How can you as individuals magnify the essence of his life and the 
commitment he had for the public education of black children?

First and foremost, you can develop your reading skills to the highest possible level. Daddy loved to 
read! Many of you own phones that are Internet capable. There are FREE reading programs on the 
Internet that you can install on those phones, laptops, tablets, and computers to shoot for nothing less 
than a reading speed of three hundred words per minute and a comprehension rate above 80 percent. 
Research in metropolitan Memphis shows that only  5.8 percent of graduating seniors are ready for 
college...5.8  percent!  Just  the  other  day,  the  University  of  Memphis—where  I  spent  forty  years---
announced that seeks to eliminate out-of-state fees. Up to last year, the enrollment there was in constant 
decline.  This  year  enrollment  applications  are  up seventy..70...percent.  The competition  is  stiff  for 
college and even stiffer for those of you who have no college degree. 

I have pleaded with officials at many post-secondary institutions to establish reading clinics, both 
online and face-to-face, to encourage inner city parents and grandparents to sharpen their reading skills. 
Skillful reading has become an inter-generational issue for inner city youth,  in reading for speed and 
comprehension. Install those speed reading programs and accept nothing less than your best effort to 
improve your reading skills--you can do that without any teacher around. Remember that daddy always 
searched for level ground even though he knew that the playing field was not level...especially in a 
culture of de jure or defacto segregation. Lastly, make sure that you follow your heart and in doing so, 
you develop the discipline to transform your joys into your profession of choice. That way you will be 
competitive in a world-wide market and inspire those who follow you to great achievement at the G. 
James Gholson Middle School. Thank you and my best wishes.


