MvLINDAS. WALLACE
ERHAPS THE MOST pain-
full thing I've had to do this

year is accept how my ncetions

contribute to Philadelphia’s
steadily rising murder rate.

| don't have a criminal record
nor am [ an elected official. In
the 17 years ['ve lived here, ['ve
never even golten a parking tick-
et. So why am | putting myself
on the hot seat?

Because it's a behavior pattern
this city’s children need to learn.
Many of them, like many grown-
ups, lack the tools to look inside
themselves for solutions.

Our youth need guidance and
leadership from adults who mod-
el civil and compassionate behay-
ior. They need to watch adults
calmly discuss complex prob-
lems, settle arpuments and re-
solve conflicts. This is a city that
has not taught its children well.

Philadelphia once had to set up
a court at the Vet to deal with fans
arvested for drunken or abusive
behavior. As late as the "90s, the
police maintained a group of offie-
ers who knocked on doors in neigh-
borhoods undergoing racial transi-
tion to warn that violence and mis-
behmvior wouldn't be tolerated.

Council members, mayors and
governors have been less than ex-
emplary role models for public
deportment. Bickering, name-
calling and even azsaults have
been part of the routine for con-
ducting the public’s business.

o before we gather to talk
about what's wrong with teenag-
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ers, and azk why they are so an-
gry, we need to step back and
look within for solutions.

Parents and guardians, elected
officials, educators, the law-en-
forcement and criminal-justice
communities, religious, business
and civie leaders, unions, the me-
dia, and others must first exam-
ine how their own actions have
contributed to the despair and
anger in these neighborhoods,

Then, they need to come to-
pether to discuss the adjust-
ments they'll make in order to ad-
vanece inelusion, justice and
equal opportunity. Think of it as
a "Declaration of Interdepen-
dence.” That is likely to be the
most productive meeting held in
Philadelphia since 1776,

I'll begin with my own observa-
tions and resolutions:

» For years, | intended to get
more involved with schools and
communily organizations in my
neighborhood and work with
young adults. | finally kept that
promise just weeks ago. I'll put
the needs of my community high-
er on my priority list,

» Every day provides a golden op-
portunity to promote civility and
nonviolence. Read the sites of lo-
cal papers, and you'll find plenty
of words that promote divisive-
ness, and hurt and injure others,

As far as | know, peace has nev-
er been negotinted by using abu-
sive language. We must serve no-
tice that these tactics will not be
tolerated because they set a bad
example for the children. Each
of us must audit the words we
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speak and write to each other. |
will measure the words and tone
1 use in conversations and
e-mails and lead by example.

> A few years ago, o young black
man began following me after |
got off at the wrong subway sta-
tion, He told me [ was in a dan-
gerous neighborhood. “Don't be
afraid,” he said. “I'm going to
walk behind you to make sure
you get home ORK."

Along the way, we encounter-
ed a rowdy gang of teens. They
began pointing at me and whis-
pering. After seeing the young
man walking behind me, they
passed me by. As a community,
we tend to punish the many for
the misdeeds of the few.

Twice in the last 15 vears,
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young black males in Philadel-
phia have stepped up to help me
when | encountered dangerous
situations, The cultural shades

“we wear sometimes prevent us

from appreciating our youth's
strengths, resiliency and cour-
age. We owe the decent and car-
ing ones our respect and admira-
tion. My daily sctions will demon-
strate that young men don't

need to carry guns to gain my re-
spect or acknowledgment.

> In 1954, the year 1 was born,
the Supreme Court ruled against
“separate but equal” in the land-
mark Brown vs. Topeka Board of
Education case and signaled

that the nation could undo past
injustices. Many hoped that com-
munities would inteprate,
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Approximately 50 years lat-
er, a survey by the National
Conference for Community
and Justice found that 36 per-
cent of Americans polled felt
it was OK for ethnie groups
to remain separate as long as
cach had access to opportuni-
ty. Integrated schools were
envisioned as a way to infuse
middle-class values to people
in low-income communities.
Edueational research now in-
dicates that the socioeconom-
ic status of schools is the
most important indicator of
student achievement. Low-in-
come students who attend
middle-class schools tend to
perform better

So when ity schools aren't
working, we can't just point fin-
gers ot lower-income families
who have been left behind. Those
middle- and upper-income fami-
lies who fled the public schools
played a role as we abandoned our
cammitment to equal schools. As
an American, I'll engage in actions
that reflect the interests of the
larger community and not just my
own eultural group.

In Philadelphia, hesvily segre-
gated communities compete for
services, contracts and funding
This process is divizive and it
teaches children to put self-inter-
est ahead of all else.

That is a change that lies with-
in each of us, %

Linda 5, Wallace writes an advice column
ondiversity called “The Cultural Coach™
(www. theculturaleoach.com).



