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LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

October 2009  
 
Greetings Colleagues: 
 
On behalf of the individuals and organizations that have assisted in making this event a reality, I thank you 
for your participation in this 4th Think Tank for African American Progress. At every turn in this journey to 
match progressive thoughts and words to progressive actions, I am amazed at how many share a similar 
vision for our communitiesɂa vision that recreates and restores scholar-activists as partners in African 
American community-building.  The vision begins with a model that calls for policymakers, community 
activists, practitioners and academics to work together utilizing their collective geniuses to develop solutions 
for our communities.  It is my sincerest belief that unless we employ our collective genius our children will 
continue to make up the majority of the faces at the bottom of the well.  
 
Our goal is to promote a paradigm shift for how communities are included in the process of change and 
mobilization.  This starts with inclusion of all voices, challenging stakeholders to produce solutions, and 
plans to implement solutions that are collectively developed.  Solutions with no plans are limiting.  We want 
to produce a Solutions Brief that is a roadmap for this community and several others to demonstrate its 
capacity to resolve its challenges and appropriately allocate its resources.   
 
4ÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ 4ÈÉÎË 4ÁÎË ×ÅÌÃÏÍÅÓ ÎÅ× ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ "ÌÁÃË #ÁÕÃÕÓ Foundation and the 
Open Society InstitÕÔÅȭÓ #ÁÍÐÁÉÇÎ ÆÏÒ "ÌÁÃË -ÁÌÅ Achievement.  The continued support of the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation- New Connections made the moderator training possible.  This year we also developed a 
local planning committee that witnessed several members of the Memphis community building a coalition to 
take ownership of the Think Tank. 
 
I am extremely grateful and thankful to Dr. Janice Johnson Dias for her leadership and dedication to putting 
together a program that maintains the integrity of the Think Tank. Her brilliance comes through in many 
significant changes in the Think Tank process for example a commitment to include community voice and the 
training of the moderators, a first for the Think Tank. 
 
I am empowered by your choice to invest time in this process we call the Think Tank for African American 
Progress. Our communities and nation deserve our voice.  
 
Peace and Progress,  
 
 
 
Dr. Leon D. Caldwell 
President and Executive Director 
The Think Tank for African American Progress 
 
 
 
To my wife Celika, son Kahlil (5 years old) and daughter Kendi (3 years old) thanks for allowing me to do this 
work. The world will be a better place when you answer the call to serve in it s liberation struggles. 

--- Daddy 
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What is the Future for Black Boys?  
 

A community that is serious about its children must plan for their future. This is a call for our communities to give 

voice and direction to African American males.   

 

4ÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ ÅÖÅÎÔ ÒÁÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȡ 7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÂÌÁÃË ÂÏÙÓȩ 4ÈÉÓ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÏÕÒ 
community to respond. We have spent an inordinate amount of time ÒÅÁÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȱ ÏÆ "lack 
boys, yet we have allotted very little time to developing a plan for their futures. Annually, well-intentioned 
organizations, foundations, government agencies hold conferences detailing the status, condition or 
problems of black males. Few have invested in developing solutions that if strategically implemented can 
improve the life chances of these same Black males. The Think Tank is not a conference. This convening is 
the beginning of a process. Here we will listen to the youth and community stakeholders, collaborate with 
national thought leaders to developed solutions to prepare for the future of Black boys in the areas of health, 
education, community and economic development, and technology.  Then work as a body to generate 
strategic plans to implement our solutions.  Finally we will disseminate and revisit our strategies to assess 
our progress. 
 

We are extremely pleased to have several key partnerships in this ÙÅÁÒȭÓ Think Tank.  The scholar-activism of 
Dr. Ivory A. Toldson, Senior Policy Analyst of the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation led to the 
publication of Breaking Barriers: Plotting the path to academic success for school age African American 
males.  Breaking Barriers demonstrates an innovative model of using research to promote strength based 
policy development.  The dissemination of this work has been supported by Shawn Dove, Manager of the 
/ÐÅÎ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙ )ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅȭÓ #ÁÍÐÁÉÇÎ ÆÏÒ "ÌÁÃË -ÁÌÅ !ÃÈÉÅÖÅÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ 4ÈÉÎË 4ÁÎË theme is as to the 
continuation of their efforts to shift the paradigm for promoting a better future for Black Boys.  As a result of 
this collective vision we will release a special issue of the Journal of Negro Education addressing imperatives 
for school aged Black males at special reception on Thursday, October 15, 2009 at Rhodes College.  We 
attempted to challenge researchers to translate their research into solutions.  We had an overwhelming 
response from across the country and proud to be releasing the special issue at this Think Tank.  
 

 
 NEW CONNECTIONS  
PROGRAM OVERVIEW   

www.rwjf -newconnections.org 
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LETTER FROM THE PROGRAM CHAIR 
 
WÅÌÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ 4ÈÉÎË 4ÁÎËȢ 7Å have designed the program with you in mind. We begin each day with 
reflection. The walk/ runs provide opportunities to remind ourselves of our purpose but also to support our 
health.  Our communities face tremendous disparities in health and the Think Tank seek to promote 
longevity and vitality. We hope you will  chose to participate in these daily events as they will likely give you 
energy for the long dayȭs work ahead. In addition, we have prepared delicious and balanced breakfast meals 
to nourish our bodies and minds.  
 
For our spirit and minds, we will begin each day as a group, where we will unite and discuss some of the 
most pressing issues facing our communities. These plenary sessions afford us the chance to hear the 
struggles we face, but also to envision new possibilities. During these sessions we will hear from both the 
thinkers and the doers. This year we spotlight those who have been toiling on our behalf in Memphis.  
 
Concurrent sessions follow the plenary as a way to facilitate more in-depth dialogue in each of the four 
thematic areas. After a rigorous selection process, we have chosen some of the most innovative papers in the 
areas of Health, Education/Youth Development, Economic/Community Development and STEM for 
conversation. Our moderators have been trained to help facilitate these dialogues. They have been charged 
with pushing you to be your most innovative and strategic. We will use the information gleaned for the 
Solutions Brief-a program and policy relevant document that codifies your recommendations for action. 
After the roundtables we will again nourish our bodies while engaging in conversation. Our Lunch Mbongi 
groups seek to bring together our best minds and practices. Led by a diverse group of scholars and activists, 
we hope you will use this time to seize the responsibility for solving and resolving the challenges facing our 
communities. We hope you will not be bashful in these discussions. Finally, at the end of each day we will 
have more opportunity to network with fellow peers at the poster session and reception.   
 
We are delighted ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ ÅÖÅÎÔȢ We hope you will utilize this time to 
discuss, network and help build a stronger community.  
 
To create a better program, we hope you will also take the time to fill out the evaluation and let us know 
what we can do to improve our future convening. Thank you for helping to make a difference in the lives of 
our youth. Your participation is integral to the success of our communities.  
 
Blessings, 
 
Janice Johnson Dias, PhD 
Program Chair 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Scott and Marley, you have been gracious and lovely. Thanks for 
being supportive during these many months.   
---Janice 
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A NOTE OF THANKS 
 
The Think Tank for African American Progress express deepest thank to the following individuals and 
organizations for their generous support. Their contributions, along with those of so many family, friends and 
advisors, made this event possible. 
 
SPECIAL THANKS TO OUR FINANCIAL SUPPORTERS* 
 
African and African American Studies- Rhodes College 
AmeriChoice by United Health 
Black Rose Foundation 
Center of the Advance of Youth Development- Rhodes College 
Congressional Black Caucus Foundation 
&ÏÒÄ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎ "ÌÁÃË -ÅÎȭÓ .ÅÔ×ÏÒË 
Journal of Negro Education 
Labfour Career Training Institute 
Memphis Visitors and Convention Bureau  
Memphis Department of Housing and Redevelopment 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation-New Connections 
Taylor-Brown Apothecary 
The Open Society Campaign for Black Male Achievement  
Brothers of the Academy  
 
THANKS ALSO TO OUR PLANNING COMMITTEES* 
Local Planning Committ ee  
 
Anthony Muhammad, Nation of Islam 
Antoinette Holman, City of Memphis, Infant Mortality Unit 
Calvin Taylor, Memphis Tourism Foundation 
Charlotte Conners, City of Memphis, Department of Housing and Redevelopment 
Cheryl Beard, Urban Youth Initiative 
Dorothy Cox, Rhodes College 
Gregory Washington, University of Memphis 
Ivory Taylor, Taylor-Brown Apothecary 
Kelan Nance, University of Memphis 
Lirah Sabir Exchange City, Junior Achievement of Memphis & the Mid-South 
Mark Yates, Life Enhancement Services-Tennessee 
Niekia Parks, Memphis City Schools 
Peggy Russell, University of Phoenix and University of Memphis 
Robert Lipscomb, City of Memphis, Department of Housing and Redevelopment 
Roby Williams, Memphis Black Business Association 
Sheila Easterling-Smith, Mid-South Health 
Sheila Fleming, The Black Rose Foundation for Children 
Tera Hayman-Upshaw, AmeriChoice 
Tomeka Hart, Urban League of Memphis  
Tonni Chew, Department of Children Services-Shelby County 
Tony Okhiria, Labfour Career Training Institute 
Veronica Coleman-Davis, National Institute of Law and Equity 
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National Planning  and Review Committee * 
Janice Johnson Dias, John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
Jerlando Jackson, University of Wisconsin 
Melody Goodman, Stony Brook University 
Raphael Travis, University of Texas 
Sacoby Wilson, University of South Carolina 
Sandra Lewis, Montclair State University 
Shawn Bediako, University of Maryland-Baltimore County 
Tamara Leech, Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis 
 
*Names are listed alphabetically by first names. 
 
What are the Lunch Mbongi Tables ? 
 
Mbongi, a Bantu Kongo term, was a way of structurally 1) gathering together the best minds and practices; 2) 
taking, seizing or accepting responsibility for solving and resolving the problematics of the African community; 3) 
�F�D�S�W�X�U�L�Q�J�����F�U�L�W�L�T�X�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���F�O�D�U�L�I�\�L�Q�J���W�K�R�V�H���³�W�K�L�Q�J�V���Z�K�L�F�K���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q���X�V���G�H�D�U�O�\�´�����������H�[�S�R�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���³�W�U�X�W�K�´���R�I���R�X�U���U�H�D�O�L�W�\��
as reflected in and represented by our spiritual, intellectual, social and artistic memory and creations; and, 5) 
uncovering, correcting and utilizing the core meaning and purpose of a people in the service of human development 
and well-being. We are recreating this African community practice at the tables during the Think Tank.  At 
designated tables there will be Mbongi discussion leaders.  It is our hope that you use this time to become an active 
participant in the Think Tank during the Mbongi lunch hour. We have invited many national and local thought 
leaders to facilitate discussion on a variety of topics.  We hope the outcome is a new connection for a collaboration, 
support for an idea or learning about an alternative perspective. 
 
PRE-EVENT SESSIONS 
 
Tuesday, October 13, 2009  
 
2:00-5:00  MODERATOR TRAINING  

This training is for community leaders and scholars who will facilitate  the strategic 
planning of the meeting and the development of the Solutions Briefs.  The moderator 
training is sponsored by Robert Wood Johnson Foundation �� New Connections, under the 
leadership of Program Officer Dr. Debra J. Perez. 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


