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INTRODUCTION

The first two decades of the 21st century are alive with the unresolved challenges of addressing
systemic inequities for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). This is verifiable both in
terms of systemic social interactions, that is to say across facets of social life’, and also in terms
of longitudinal expectations, as seen in the overall trajectory of development of education and
socialization that BIPOC individuals experience across time?.

These challenges emerge early in life for BIPOC children and are often identified as
achievement gaps in responses to systems of education®. Notably, these gaps in performance
are consistently and deeply felt* by boys and young men of color, for whom expressions of
behavior, responsiveness, attention, and engagement with emotional learning and systems of
socialization are often positioned as occurring at “deficit” levels® in developmental discourse.

What the extant literature highlights is the notion that these boys and young men cannot expect
an easy or sure pathway to success in life given such conditions. They are unfairly marginalized
for reasons they cannot control; subject to a system that blindly disadvantages them; afforded
social opportunity only insofar as they are willing to leverage vastly greater than average levels
of persistence, perspicacity, and courage to achieve.

Their struggles today are, to a salient degree, inherited—a form of cultural trauma®-resulting in a
cumulative burden of social inequity imposed upon them by prior generations and compounded
by the psychological and social wounds accumulated in the struggle for equal representation
and recognition—as well as the backlash that falls on individuals, families, and communities who
engage in this transformative work.

Mitigating the influence of these inequities calls for a radical rethinking of the kind of scaffolding
that we provide to marginalized young people. If we want BIPOC boys and young men to
cultivate the capacity to better express themselves and better engage with systems of education

! Banaji, M.R., Fiske, S.T. & Massey, D.S. (2021). Systemic racism: individuals and interactions, institutions and society. Cognitive
Research 6(82). Retrieved December 20, 2023 from https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-021-00349-3

2 Iruka, I. U., Gardner-Neblett, N., Telfer, N. A., Ibekwe-Okafor, N., Curenton, S. M., Sims, J., ... & Neblett, E. W. (2022). Effects of
racism on child development: Advancing antiracist developmental science. Annual Review of Developmental Psychology, 4,
109-132.

3 Bohrnstedt, G., Kitmitto, S., Ogut, B., Sherman, D., and Chan, D. (2015). School Composition and the Black—White Achievement
Gap (NCES 2015-018). U.S. Department of Education, Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved
December 20, 2023 from http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch

4 Ferguson, R. F., & Mehta, J. (2004). An unfinished journey: The legacy of Brown and the narrowing of the achievement gap. Phi
Delta Kappan, 85, 656—669.

5 Renae D. Mayes, Rebecca Pianta, Alicia Oglesby & Brett Zyromskl (2022). Principles of antiracist social emotional justice
learning, Theory Into Practice, 61(2), 178-187, DOI:10.1080/00405841.2022.2036063

6 Pumariega, A. J., Jo, Y., Beck, B., & Rahmani, M. (2022). Trauma and US minority children and youth. Current Psychiatry Reports,
24(4), 285-295.



and socialization, we must offer them a significant means to gain awareness of their trauma’
and grow past their socially-imposed maladaptive reflexivity®.

Rites of Passage

Research positioned in the perspective of anti-racist educational frameworks has identified that
a key mechanism for accomplishing the aim of mitigating educational inequities is by utilizing
culturally sustaining and revitalizing pedagogies®. In brief, these are collaborative activities,
learning opportunities, and experiences that utilize a young person’s culture and identity as a
framework for developing skills and attitudes that align with their self-concept, that support their
community perspective, and that help them engage in socio-emotional learning through
personal self-reflection.

As such, it is in the overarching context of validating cultural experiences and embodying a
system for effectively addressing the accretive weight of cultural trauma informed by culturally
sustaining and revitalizing pedagogies that young men’s rites of passage can best be
understood to be of unique and specific value as we enter into the 21st century. Rites of
passage provide a special opportunity for young people to directly engage with themselves,
their peers, and their communities through activities that uplift liberatory practices based in
cultural understanding and indigenous knowledge.

Moreover, as a young person goes through their rites of passage, they obtain vital
understanding about themselves and their peers that empowers them to engage with the world
around them, facilitating reflection on socials roles and the developing capacity for mature
intention-setting''. Rites of passage provide a venue to surface personal challenges and prior
trauma in a safe and structured environment'?. And rites of passage provide a medium for
navigating community interactions, through cultural learning experiences, interactions with
elders, and specialized learning activity engagement™.

In the sections that follow, we provide a brief overview of the history of young men’s rites of
passage as they had originated in the American educational system. We will then describe the
distinct features and experiences of the Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s Passages
programs that were developed in coordination with, and supported by the work of, the Coalition

7 Saleem, F. T., Howard, T. C., & Langley, A. K. (2022). Understanding and addressing racial stress and trauma in schools: A
pathway toward resistance and healing. Psychology in the Schools, 59(12), 2506-2521.

8 Phifer, L. W., & Hull, R. (2016). Helping students heal: Observations of trauma-informed practices in the schools. School Mental
Health, 8, 201-205.

% Coulter, C., & Jimenez-Silva, M. (Eds.). (2017). Culturally sustaining and revitalizing pedagogies: Language, culture, and power.
Emerald Group Publishing.

10 Alim, H. S., Paris, D., & Wong, C. P. (2020). Culturally sustaining pedagogy: A critical framework for centering communities. In
Handbook of the cultural foundations of learning (pp. 261-276). Routledge.

" Markstrom, C. A., & Iborra, A. (2003). Adolescent identity formation and rites of passage: The Navajo Kinaalda ceremony for girls.
Journal of research on adolescence, 13(4), 399-425.

12 Janusz, B., & Walkiewicz, M. (2018). The rites of passage framework as a matrix of transgression processes in the life course.
Journal of Adult Development, 25, 151-159.

'3 Glozah, F. N., & Lawani, S. (2014). Social change and adolescent rites of passage: A cross cultural perspective. Journal of
Human Sciences, 11(1), 1188-1197.



of Schools Educating Boys of Color (COSEBOC). This description of the work will reference
findings from prior annual reports that were generated when the project was being implemented
and information collected as a result of a retrospective impact evaluation carried out in
2022-2023.

Notably, the areas of impact that we will discuss are those that most cogently relate to the
cultural validation and addressing cultural trauma, these being operationalized in terms of an
effect on participants’ (a) experiences of belonging to a ritual community, (b) development of
critical relationships, (c) experiences with trauma and radical healing, and (d) academic
achievement.

Historical Context

Modern rites of passage-based educational programming, especially as it applies to work with
primarily Black and Latino youth, owes many elements of its origin, formulation, and expression
to a set of foundational principles derived from the theory of African-Centered Intervention™.

The notion of the African-Centered Intervention constitutes a framework for embedding socially
transformative action that draws direct, consistent connections to the cultural history of African
and Indigenous communities as a means of empowering individuals in the modern context of life
in America'®. It was championed in the 1980s by scholars and social activists (as codified in the
work of Molefi Asante'®) that sought to uplift the strengths and adaptability of African-American
communities as cultural extensions of a shared historical framework that has rejected a Western
colonialist ethos". In this paradigm, the strengths of African-American culture were recognized
to be undergirded and vitalized by sustaining an intentional connection to traditional cultural
practices, as well as the continued advancement of African cultural values that could be
expressed in communities, such as “interdependence, collectivism, transformation, and

18 »

spirituality'®.

Social transformation in the late 1980s and early 1990s'® and a renewed emphasis on providing
a framework for BIPOC adolescents to acquire skills for effectively entering adulthood led to the
proliferation of in-class and, more commonly, after-school programs?® that might address what
was identified at the time as a means of communicating necessary “life skills?"” that could

4 Lateef, H., Amoako, E. O., Nartey, P., Tan, J., & Joe, S. (2022). Black youth and African-centered interventions: A systematic
review. Research on Social Work Practice, 32(1), 3-12.

® Mazama, A. (2001). The Afrocentric paradigm: Contours and definitions. Journal of black studies, 31(4), 387-405.

16 Asante, M. (1980). Afrocentricity (revised). Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

7 Asante, M. (1991). The Afrocentric idea in education. Journal of Negro Education, 60, 170-179.

18 Gilbert, D. J., Harvey, A. R., & Belgrave, F. Z. (2009). Advancing the Africentric paradigm shift discourse: Building toward
evidence-based Africentric interventions in social work practice with African Americans. Social work, 54(3), 243-252.

'% Pinnock, D., & Douglas-Hamilton, D. (1997). Gangs, rituals & rites of passage. Cape Town: African Sun Press with the Institute of
Criminology, University of Cape Town..

20 woodland, M. H. (2008). Whatcha doin' after school? A review of the literature on the influence of after-school programs on young
Black males. Urban Education, 43(5), 537-560.

21 Gavazzi, S. M., Alford, K. A., & McKenry, P. C. (1996). Culturally specific programs for foster care youth: The sample case of an
African American rites of passage program. Family Relations, 166-174.



ameliorate what was seen as the “self-destructive behavior” prevalent among African American
adolescent males®.

It was in this context that the work of Paul Hill, Jr. and the Simba Wachanga program emerged.
And although it is unlikely that this rites of passage program was the first of its kind to make an
appearance in the early 1990s, it exemplified a formative advancement in the field with lasting
impact on how rites of passage pedagogies are implemented®.

As a foundation for promoting the Simba Wachanga program as an effective rites of passage
program, Hill first argued for a set of African-Centered principles that the program would uphold:
(1) unity; (2) self-determination; (3) collective work and responsibility; (4) cooperative
economics; (5) purpose; (6) creativity; and (7) faith®*. Aligned with these principles, the Simba
Wachanga program structured young men’s rites of passage according to a set of best practices
that included, for example, separation from family and rejection of childhood to peership with
other adolescents, the use of new vocabulary, tests of character, and a symbolic resurrection
through ritual®.

Many of these practices can still be found expressed in later rites of passage programs that
came about in the 90s, such as AA-RITES?, Young Lions?, and ROPE?. However, each
program also incorporated specific variations and adaptations that contributed to better
contextualizing the issues that young men would be experiencing. In the case of the Young
Lions program, for instance, the rites of passage experience was later extended to families and
community members, as well, to create the conditions for a holistic experience that could more
effectively amplify the impacts of the program?®.

Ultimately, it was this fertile environment, encouraged as it was by the proliferation and success
of similar rites of passage programs, that served as a generative medium which inspired the
creation and formulation of the COSEBOC rites of passage programming. Inspiration was drawn
by looking to the contemporaneously developing work of scholars in the field of adolescent
identity development such as Obari Cartman’s work on African-Centered Identity*®° the equity

2 McKenry, P. C., Kim, H. K., Bedell, T., Alford, K. A., & Gavazzi, S. M. (1997). An Africentric rites of passage program for
adolescent males. Journal of African American Men, 7-20.

B Karlin, M. (2009). Changing Narratives, Changing Destiny: Myth, Ritual and Afrocentric Identity Construction at the National Rites
of Passage Institute.

24 Hill Jr, P. (1987). Passage to Manhood: Rearing the Male African-American Child. Paper presented at the National

Black Child Development Institute Conference, Detroit, MI.

25 Hill Jr, P. (1991). Forward to the Past: Africentric Rites of Passage. Paper presented at the 21st Conference on African American
Males, Washington, DC.

% McKenry, P. C., Kim, H. K., Bedell, T., Alford, K. A., & Gavazzi, S. M. (1997). An Africentric rites of passage program for
adolescent males. Journal of African American Men, 7-20.

2 Lee, C.C. (1996). Saving the Native Son: Empowerment Strategies for Young Black Males. ERIC/CASS Publications, School of
Education, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Greensboro, NC 27413.

28 Blumenkrantz, D. G., & Gavazzi, S. M. (1993). Guiding transitional events for children and adolescents through a modern day rite
of passage. Journal of Primary Prevention, 13(3), 199-212.

2 Lee, C.C. (2003). Empowering Young Black Males--1ll: A Systematic Modular Training Program for Black Male Children &
Adolescents. ERIC Counseling and Student Services Clearinghouse, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 201 Ferguson
Building, Greensboro, NC 27402.

30 Cartman, O. (2011). The Development and Lived Experience of African Centered Identity: A Qualitative Investigation.



and social justice-focused youth development work of Shawn Ginwright*' and the practical,
on-the-ground innovation that emerged from programs such as WoodGreen’s Rites of Passage
program®2 and the rites of passage program training and workshops developed by the Akoben
Society*.

COSEBOC RITES OF PASSAGE

As a means by which to empower schools and young men of color in the 21st century to
holistically address challenges relating to the development of cultural identity and addressing
cultural trauma, COSEBOC implemented two young men’s rites of passage programs between
2010-2019. The broad aim of COSEBOC's Rites of Passage programming was to support
young men of color by providing a positive and loving school-based learning environment that
could integrate African-centered themes and sustain a medium for focusing on strengthening
young men’s attitudes and skills through mentorship, belonging, relationship building, ritual
experiences, and the pursuit of academic achievement.

The rites of passage programs served as formative steps in the educational development
program work of COSEBOC. The Sankofa Passages program was conceived by COSEBOC as
a school-based mentoring program for high school students in the Mid-Atlantic region of the
country while the Young Men’s Passages (YMP) program occurred at a series of annual
COSEBOC community events in different regions across the country.

Sankofa Passages

COSEBOC implemented the Sankofa Passages program between 2010-2014 in Philadelphia
high schools after receiving an invite from the school district in the summer of 2010. The
program launched in the fall of 2010, led by the Executive Director of COSEBOC, the
Superintendent of Alternative Education of the School District of Philadelphia (SDP), a Program
Director, and a Design and Curriculum Specialist. In addition, COSEBOC recruited 10 facilitators
initially from an applicant pool of 100 applicants. The facilitators participated in a two-month
intensive professional development training before implementing the program in schools.

Sankofa is a Twi word from the Akan tribe of Ghana and may be translated as “reach back and
fetch it**.” This African-centered rites of passage model utilized culturally revitalizing and
sustaining pedagogy to promote a healthy and holistic learning environment for young men of
color. Sankofa Passages represents a shift from traditional American public school pedagogy
because of its focus on sociocultural and identity-related knowledge, attitudes, and skills as
being integral to strengthening academic achievement specifically among young men of color.

31 Ginwright, S., & Cammarota, J. (2002). New terrain in youth development: The promise of a social justice approach. Social justice,
29(4 (90), 82-95.

32 WoodGreen. (2023). WoodGreen Rites of Passage Program. https://www.woodgreen.org/programs/rites-of-passage

33 Akoben Society (2023). Akoben Trainings and Workshops. https://akobenlic.org/training/

3 Temple, C. N. (2010). The emergence of Sankofa practice in the United States: A modern history. Journal of Black Studies, 41(1),
127-150.



A unique organizational feature of the Sankofa Passages program introduced at the inception of
the development process was the 4x44 model pioneered by Ben Wright®*®. This model framed
the interactions among facilitators, support staff, and students as being ideally scaffolded by a
team of two facilitators and two support staff who would work together to support 44 young men.
The model was slightly modified during the initial run of the program to accommodate a few
schools with small student populations at those sites®.

In four years, Sankofa Passages expanded from operating in two (2) schools with 10 facilitators
in its inaugural year to seven (7) schools and 17 facilitators across the SDP*. However, a
significant turning point in the history of the Sankofa Passages program occurred in late August
of 2014, when funding for the program was abruptly discontinued without prior notice. This
unforeseen termination of the program was characterized at the time as being disappointing,
traumatic, and confounding, as the program was already demonstrating promise in providing a
meaningful space for mentorship and development for young men®. Echoes of this experience
were still felt more than a decade later, as men who had been part of Sankofa Passages
continue to reflect on their challenges in reconciling the value of the program and its sudden
halt®°.

Young Men’s Passages

The Young Men’s Passages (YMP) program was an iterative step in COSEBOC'’s educational
program development work, comprising a formulation of rites of passage programming that
would occur in a specialized setting and with a condensed format as compared to the prior
Sankofa Passages program. YMP was implemented from 2016 to 2019 at convenings of the
COSEBOC Annual Gathering of Leaders. The convenings were held in various venues across
the country where high school students along with their chaperones gathered to participate in a
variety of COSEBOC activities, including two days of YMP program activities designed to
support young men of color in the transition to adulthood.

The key features of the YMP program included the Grand Procession of Young Men, an opening
procession of YMP participants along with leadership, dignitaries, and elders. The procession is
referred to as the Walk of Integrity, a rite of passage for participants who are asked to clarify
their deeper motivations, principles, and intentions in their commitments as leaders and is
framed as an oath or declaration of the transition to “young manhood.”

The two-day program also included affirmative identity declarations (e.g., “l am Liberated,
Empowered, Educated!”) and creative renditions of the annual theme in the form of
presentations.

% Ptah, K. (2016). COSEBOC 444 Sankofa Passages Program.

3% Medina, N. & Brion-Meisels, S. (2011). Sankofa: A Mentoring Program with Philadelphia High School Students.
%7 Ptah, K. (2016). COSEBOC 444 Sankofa Passages Program.

38 Farr, S. (September 23, 2014). The Sinking of Sankofa. Philadelphia Inquirer.
https://www.inquirer.com/philly/education/20140923_The_sinking_of _Sankofa.html

% CRs (2024). Qualitative Findings Executive Summary for the COSEBOC Retrospective Impact Evaluation.



The YMP program included structured activities such as reflections on their own life goals and
strategies for achieving them, networking with one another, rites of passage workshops, trips to
tour nearby colleges, and local activities to take advantage of the convening’s proximity to
cultural landmarks in the respective host cities.

The YMP program also provided opportunities for participants to “engage in powerful
discourse*®” on affirmative education’s power to positively impact the socialization of young men
of color.

Formative Program Evaluation Activities

During the four years of the implementation of the Sankofa Passages program in the School
District of Philadelphia (2010-2014), COSEBOC conducted annual program evaluations to
document emergent outcomes and inform program improvement. Accomplishments and areas
for improvement were identified each year.

The Sankofa Passages annual program evaluations documented the overall program structure,
staffing, and professional development activities; district- and school-level engagement and
support; and program recruitment, enroliment, physical space, and schedules. The evaluation
also reviewed collaborations with school-level administrators, educators, and staff; and
integration with school-level curricula and courses.

The evaluation documented and analyzed participant (student) attendance, academic and
behavioral outcomes, and future academic and professional goals. Academic and behavioral
outcomes were compared within the Sankofa program by student participation rates and with
the overall school student population, including school attendance, course completion, grade
level promotion, graduation, suspensions, and violent incidents.

The COSEBOC administrators shared these annual reports with the CRS team to provide
additional contextual information to guide the retrospective impact evaluation design.

RETROSPECTIVE IMPACT EVALUATION DESIGN

In 2022, COSEBOC partnered with Creative Research Solutions (CRS) to carry out a
retrospective impact evaluation of the Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s Passages (YMP)
programs. The CRS team was composed of four persons with extensive experience in research
design and participatory evaluation approaches. The COSEBOC team included administrators
(Executive Director, Program Director, and Lead Advisor) and an Advisory Board that
incorporated program facilitators from both the Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s Passages
programs.

40 The Coalition of Schools Educating Boys of Color. (n.d.). The COSEBOC YMP and Walk of Integrity.



The COSEBOC and CRS teams conducted ongoing meetings to co-identify the overarching
purpose of the evaluation and the primary focal areas to guide the data collection activities. The
COSEBOC and CRS teams also co-created the data collection instruments (i.e., focus group
protocol and survey instrument), identified the groups of facilitators and alumni to invite to
participate in the focus group and survey data collection activities, and reviewed preliminary
evaluation findings to co-construct the format and content of the resulting summary reports.

The purposes of the retrospective impact evaluation were to

e document the experiences and activities within the two programs from the perspectives
of the COSEBOC administrators, program facilitators, and program participants;
identify strengths of the two prior programs;
identify convergent and divergent perspectives on the work;
center themes of healing and transformation; and
offer context for continued growth.

Evaluation Methodology

The retrospective impact evaluation was designed within a mixed-methods participatory
research framework that incorporated the feedback and active engagement of the advisory
board, key program participants, and the insights of COSEBOC administration during pause
points in the study. This approach is consistent with best practices in culturally-responsive and
equitable evaluation approaches*'. The mixed-method approach incorporated remote focus
groups and an online survey.

Focus Group Design

The focus group sessions were conducted during the timespan of November 2022 to October
2023. These sessions included Sankofa Passages facilitators, YMP facilitators, and alumni
(student) groups. The term “facilitator” refers to individuals recruited by COSEBOC
administration to lead the Rites of Passage (ROP) program in schools. The term "alumni" refers
to young men of color who attended the Philadelphia schools and participated in the ROP
programs guided by the COSEBOC facilitators.

Following an extensive literature review and discussions of the CRS and COSEBOC teams, we
identified four main impact areas to include in the focus group protocol: (1) Experiences with
Rites of Passage; (2) Shaping Young Men'’s |dentities; (3) Ritual in Academic Spaces; and (4)
Trauma and Healing.

The focus group protocol underwent multiple iterations. Given that both facilitators and alumni
experienced rituals during the COSEBOC program, the focus group was structured to include
an opening ritual for participants to engage in during the discussion, similar to those of the

41 Frierson, H. T., Hood, S., Hughes, G. B., and Thomas, V. G. (2010). A Guide to Conducting Culturally Responsive Evaluations. In
J. Frechtling (ed.), The 2010 User-Friendly Handbook for Project Evaluation (pp. 75-96). Arlington, VA: National Science
Foundation.
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COSEBOC ROP programs. This practice aligns with the social-emotional nature of the
programs and serves to contextualize and engage the interviewees in meaningful
conversations.

The focus groups were conducted using video-conference software. Each focus group was
audio-recorded and a text-based transcript was created. To structure the analysis, an a priori
codebook was created. Impact areas were coded as the main themes and subthemes were
developed based on the focus group protocol. The CRS team then used thematic coding to
analyze the transcripts and synthesized the findings. A few additional subthemes emerged from
the analysis and are presented in the summary of findings.

Alumni Survey Design

The COSEBOC Alumni Survey was developed collaboratively by the CRS and COSEBOC
teams in the fall of 2022. Working closely with former COSEBOC program facilitators and
drawing from extant academic literature on topics related to young men’s rites of passage, the
survey was designed to capture retrospective, self-reported experiences of impacts related to
the areas of (1) the experience of participating in a ritual community; (2) identity development,
both in terms of critical relationships and intentionality; (3) surfacing trauma and engaging with
radical healing; and (4) academic impacts of the Sankofa and YMP programs.

Each of the 39 of the selected-response survey items that articulated the impacts of the ROP
programs used a 5-point Likert-type Agreement-Disagreement scale, such that responses
provided a continuum of agreement to each set of statements about the ROP experience.
Responses to the survey were analyzed using descriptive statistics to identify aggregate
summaries of facilitator and alumni experiences.

Overview of Focus Group Participants and Survey Respondents

A total of nine focus groups were conducted. The number of participants in each focus group
ranged from one to three individuals, with some participants joining two sessions to provide
follow-up information and clarification. In total, nine individuals participated in the nine focus
groups. Each focus group typically lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The nine participants
represented COSEBOC program administrators, facilitators, and student alumni.

The Alumni Survey was administered from March through May 2023. The survey was
distributed to facilitators and alumni of the two COSEBOC Rites of Passage programs, Sankofa
and YMP. Those groups included a total of 177 individuals. Weekly reminders were sent to the
potential respondents. A total of eight (8= 5%) individuals responded to the survey. Of those
eight respondents, six (6 = 3%) completed all sections of the survey.

FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS

11



This section of the report provides a summary of the findings from the nine focus group
sessions. The focus group findings are organized by five themes (and related sub-themes): (1)
Experiences with Rites of Passage Programs; (2) Shaping Young Men’s Identities; (3) Ritual in
Academic Spaces; (4) Trauma and Healing; and (5) Impact of Rites of Passage.

Each sub-theme includes a narrative description summarizing the relevant findings across the
nine focus group sessions. When possible, illustrative direct quotes are included to provide
additional details about the sub-theme through the perspectives and voices of the focus group
participants.

Throughout this section of the report we use the term “participant(s)” for the people in the focus
groups. Due to the small number of participants, we do not provide the role of the person with
each direct quote (i.e., we do not designate whether the speaker was a COSEBOC
administrator, facilitator, or student alumni)*.

In selecting direct quotes, the CRS team aimed to keep the identity of individuals confidential,
but due to the relatively few focus group participants and their unique roles and experiences in
the COSEBOC program, we cannot guarantee confidentiality.

USE OF PROGRAMMATIC TERMINOLOGY:

During the focus group discussions, a few of the participants described their experiences within the
Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s Passages as a single-unified experience. In other words, they
did not distinguish between Sankofa and YMP in how they described their experiences or the impact of
the program.

Other individuals who had participated in both programs, highlighted unique features of each program.

Additionally, a few of the focus group individuals had participated in only one of the programs;
therefore their feedback focused on only that program.

Where appropriate, the thematic summaries specify the particular program that was mentioned by
the focus group participants.

The CRS team recognizes that the Young Men’s Passages Program and Sankofa Passages Program
occurred concurrently, and that the manner in which focus group participants described experiences
may artificially separate aspects of the two programs that were intentionally and meaningfully aligned
within COSEBOC.

However, in the narrative summaries we intentionally paraphrase the focus group participants’
statements to reflect their terminology/vocabulary.

2 This is a consideration that CRS offers in support of protecting the confidentiality of individuals who participated in the data
collection activities.
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Theme 1: Experiences with Rites of Passage Programs
Development of the Sankofa Passages Program

During the development phase of the Sankofa Passages program, the COSEBOC
administration (Executive Director, Program Director, and Curriculum Specialist) dedicated
approximately five months to actively create and prepare for the implementation of the program
in schools. Over the first few months, the COSEBOC administration designed the general
Sankofa ROP framework/structure.

This design process included identifying strategies for developing relationships with district-level
and school-level contacts and obtaining school entry; determining the required number of
facilitators, their primary roles and responsibilities, and hiring processes; drafting potential
structures and procedures for school-level program implementation; and creating a professional
development design to train and support the facilitators. The COSEBOC team had
long-standing professional relationships with each other and were described as a creative,
dedicated, mutually supportive, like-minded, interconnected family during the focus group
discussions.

Because it really was around how...who are the people who are going to be these people who are
going to work with the young men? How do we prepare them for what they're going to enter? How
wide of a range do we want their experiences to be that will translate to the experiences of the
young men. What does professional development look like? It was like all of these little minute
details that we had to really tackle ahead of time in order for us then to even begin to even think
about hiring. The pure preparation...starting to plan what professional development will look like,
starting to figure out how many groups do they need to prepare, how do we even enter into
schools? How do we prepare the schools for what we need? What does that look like? Who do
we meet? Who are the stakeholders in all of that? It was really all of that background information
that we needed.

The focus group participants described the development phase as a very energetic and
engaging process, drawing upon the knowledge, skills, and extensive experience of the
COSEBOC administrators in collaboration with key partners in the School District of
Philadelphia (SDP). The participants noted that an important aspect of the collaborative
relationship with SDP district-level and school-level administrators and educators was the
previous experience of the COSEBOC Program Director as an educator and administrator in
multiple schools in the district.

The Program Director played a vital role in creating and maintaining relationships with each
school, as well as identifying the individuals at the district-level and school-level who might
serve as advocates for the program.

Knew the people...knew the terrain...knew how they operate it...able to try to figure out for us,
sometimes not successful, but mostly successful, how to make that happen. A lot of the behind
the scenes things that nobody ever saw, and the conversations that we had, particularly with one
person who is now doing a lot of good work in Philadelphia...conspired with her to get all the
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things that when we moved forward and nobody knew what the behind the scenes work
was...was really to ensure that we got what we needed to move forward.

We needed to connect to schools, and, you know, all the things that happen when you're building
a house and building an infrastructure. That's basically what we were doing. But mapped up
against that was something very different that schools had never heard of before. You know, this
whole idea of boys and young men of color, let's start with that. Being in a space where they pay
attention to who they are, and whose they are, paying attention to, you know, the present,
hearkening back to the past so that they could develop their future. Imagine that in a school
where the mantra is really all about, you know, sit down, read the book, you know, copy notes,
come back, take a test. We do it all over again the next day, kinds of things without really paying
attention to the social and emotional development of our students. So, given that backdrop to try
to make sense of all of that with, you know, people in the district who were, most often, very
resistant to any of that. Because they didn't understand it. You know, we fear what we don't
understand. So trying to help them to better understand what this really might look like in their
buildings, and helping the students...They'd never heard of this before. You know, you gonna talk
about our ancestors? What do you mean by that, you know? All of these things, you know, very
different, just so different from what the norm was, so we had to create our way in a very short
period of time.

Leveraging the funding and commitment provided by SDP leadership, the COSEBOC team
created the Sankofa Passages program to support young men of color through positive and
nurturing school-based learning environments integrating African-centered themes and focusing
on strengthening young men’s attitudes and skills through mentorship, belonging, relationship
building, ritual experiences, and the pursuit of academic achievement.

Selection of the Sankofa Passages Program Facilitators

Early within the development phase of the Sankofa Passages program, the administrative team
recruited, interviewed, and hired ten (10) people to serve as school-based facilitators for the
program. The ten persons selected were BIPOC men from diverse backgrounds from a variety
of professional and academic fields and lived experiences. At the time of their hire, none of the
facilitators were currently affiliated with SDP as educational personnel, although some had
previous experience working in PreK-12 and post-secondary education settings.

Prospective candidates interested in joining COSEBOC submitted their resumes. After
reviewing the resumes, select applicants were interviewed by the COSEBOC administrators to
assess their suitability as facilitators.

The focus group participants noted that the facilitators were chosen based on their passion and
expertise, as well as their potential to support the growth of young BIPOC men. The COSEBOC
administrators focused on creating a diverse pool of individuals with a wide range of personal
and professional experiences who could bring unique skills and perspectives to the role of
facilitator.
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| have an email that | never deleted from January 2011, and that's the first email that | got from
you saying, 'Interested in interviewing.' | highly value that. That's always like a touchstone
memory for me.

It started off with the first interview that | had...that interview there was very different from any
interview | had before that and any interview since. | mentioned that because it ushered me into
what the expectation was for how we were going to communicate just as a team.

Maybe not so obvious, but the participants were the students and the facilitator was the man of
color. And that's really a distinction | wanna make sure that is very present in your report, is that
all of the facilitators, mentor/facilitators were men of color from varied backgrounds...What was
their thing that they were going to help get the young men attached to, that they were also very
good at? What was their passion? And that's how we actually chose them, you know. We didn't
ask them a lot about teaching and learning, because that's not what their role was, you know. We
helped them to learn about teaching and learning as they went through it, but we really wanted
them to be able to be passionate about something that they held dear to them, that they could
help with the young men as they navigated their day.

The facilitators were all college-educated and represented diverse professional and academic
fields, including experience as cultural-arts educators, music educators, community renewal
specialists, folklorists, sports coaches, writers, health and wellness experts, and school
principals. The focus group participants emphasized that the range of expertise, skills, and
interests of the ten facilitators enhanced the opportunities for the group to learn from each other
and collaborate on creative approaches to their collective work in the SDP schools.

Facilitators’ Onboarding Experiences and Relationships within the Sankofa Passages
and YMP Programs

Once the team of ten facilitators was hired, to enhance and expand their experience,
knowledge, and skills to implement and support Rites of Passage (ROP) programs, the
facilitators participated in a month-long ROP program of their own. This facilitator-focused ROP
program included meeting as a full group to learn about each other’s heritage, stories, cultures,
and life experiences; engaging in profound conversations about their own and other’s identity
development, trauma, healing, and well-being; and developing interpersonal relationships and
team dynamics. This ROP program also provided professional development training on rigorous
facilitation and support strategies for working with BIPOC male youth.

We spent a month together getting to know each other, starting with that interview at a very deep
level, who we were as people coming into this work in terms of purpose, in terms of how our
culture, how our heritage informs how we were walking into this work. You see people coming,
walking in, you could tell, ‘Oh, we're from all different walks of life.’” Different ages, different
experiences, different expertise, but the common experience that we had was going very deeply
into this idea that we were doing this with a very strong purpose.

Those first four weeks, | do remember feeling a little bit like a fish out of water. It was a certain
amount of discomfort, but | also had many of us grow. | remember that, even when we were first
talking about our first libation ceremony. Even circle and talking in that format was so different
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because that was...in the Philadelphia public school system, and so it was night and day. You get
the information from the expert, and then you take that away. It was a very Eurocentric model.
Now, coming into this, that was the process, but the content that we were talking about was from
our African and indigenous ancestors, and those first four weeks has taken a deep dive into that,
taken a deep dive into just different aspects. Identifying ourselves from our own perspectives and
our standpoints, the meaning of our name, the meaning of rituals, the importance of ritual for just
a whole entire month.

One of the differences about the Sankofa Rite of Passage program that | have not seen and have
yet to see in a lot of different programs, is that...purpose to create a brotherhood amongst the
facilitators. And | think in creating a brotherhood, a camaraderie, amongst the facilitators focused
around this mission to educate and liberate the minds of young people, | think that was really
purposeful all in itself. It wasn't like arbitrarily we were coming together...it's really about how...to
capture a synergy around transformation and us first, and then being able to facilitate a similar
transformation amongst the young people that we dealt with.

We used to do our retreats at the place where the Nat Turner Rebellion happened, and it was just
an awesome experience. And when you walk away from experiences like that, where you have to
dive deep inside, reveal it, and then come to terms with it, and then move past it, not holding onto
it as a hindrance, but understanding it so that it doesn't happen again in your future. If's a whole
process. Baba was able to talk about the processes of rite of passage from the liminal to
transformation and going through all the way to reincorporation, when we talk about that. And |
think that's really powerful, even for us as facilitators. So any effective rite of passage
programming that happens, that has to happen on a home front.

| think it gave a lot of name and formality in one respect to a lot of things that | was feeling
intuitively. And it gave some experiences to some things that | thought were necessary as it
related to naming my experience, naming my past, and just forcing me to think about my
development. So | think that the exercises that | participated in with YMP, they're easy to transfer.
| was able to experience some things, and really understand the effect, the impact it has on me,
makes it kind of easier to share with somebody else. | think overall, the most important thing is
just confidence. Just knowing that I've been trained by some of the best people. And knowing that
the work that we're doing is powerful. | can trust the work, if that makes any sense. | don't have to
question whether or not this tool is going to be effective. So that helps with confidence. You know
this is going to be good stuff. So I think most importantly, my confidence boosted. And so just the
idea that something can be orchestrated, intentional, and reflect something that was done of the
past, making that real, making that normal, making that something that people can digest, that's
enough, right, just alone? And so to be able to make intentional efforts within my work to call in
certain things to hold space for certain things, I think all that comes from this experience.

It was just a good way of just saying, 'I'm going to recommit myself to the wellbeing of my people
in a very intentional way that | don't think | had done in other spaces.’ And because I've done that,
it's made me be more aware and conscientious that other people's awareness and those kinds of
things.

During the implementation of the Sankofa Passages program in SDP’s schools, the Sankofa
Passages facilitators attended bi-weekly professional development events to expand their
knowledge and skills, engage in reflective discussions, and participate in strategizing to refine
and enhance the program’s design and activities, including co-creating resources that integrated
arts and culture themes and content. These bi-weekly gatherings also allowed the facilitators to
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deepen their interpersonal relationships within the group and with the COSEBOC
administrators.

We came back together as a team. That was really important because at that point, the flavor of
our meeting changed drastically because we weren't in preparation mode, we were now in debrief
mode. We always opened up a ritual all the time. That was a consistent thing that lasted the

entire time, and that always felt like going into an oasis. But what also felt powerful is that we
were able to process how our conversations with principals and teachers are going. That was a
very varied experience. We saw varying levels of success even within our own team, and we
used that time to process the strategy behind how we would communicate with principals,
communicate with teachers.

Every two weeks for a whole day, usually on a Friday. We met every two weeks without fail. The
principals didn't necessarily like that because they really wanted to be able to have you all there
every single day so that you could cover your classes...Every two weeks, we had professional
development. It was important for us to come back together. We could not let them flounder out
there. It was too intense. We had to come back and find strength with each other, so that they
could go out and fight again and to navigate those halls again.

Focus group participants also mentioned the importance of the COSEBOC Young Men’s
Passages program annual gatherings that brought together facilitators and youth from ROP
programs across the United States. While not specifically considered an “onboarding”
experience, participants noted the significance of interacting with BIPOC men from different
regions, cultures, racial and ethnic identities, and ROP experiences, both for themselves and
the youth. Exposure to other persons’ lived experiences, reflections, and talents sparked deeper
personal insights and commitment to the work, as described by the focus group participants.

Those moments were very, very priceless in my mind, because, | mean, in my mind, because
there were just opportunities for us to exhibit the work that we were already doing. You can see
within the character of our young brothers that we have been working with, just the
transformation. And so inside of those, and | probably went to maybe three or four of those
gatherings, what we did was we looked at the theme of what the gathering was, and we tried to
figure out what would be an appropriate presentation that could integrate art, multiple
intelligences, basically. Because | think what was the really important thing is to show that our
young men are not just... As educators, and even in the administration now, we always look at,
okay, all right, what are the academic metrics? We want to see these young people with As and
Bs and GPAs and all of these things. But for us it was artistically, articulation, presentation,
groundedness, character, that embodiment. So we tried to figure out what could be a presentation
that could exhibit all of those things, but then at the same time, show, listen, these kids are
basically changing their trajectory academically as well. So it encompasses all of those things. |
mean, we would come on the stage and young people would give testimonies. They sometimes
did poetry, sometimes they did drumming.

| think the exposure to a network of like-minded, like-spirited leaders, facilitators with regards to
Rites of Passage, that's a key area. Every time we would connect at those convenings, it was as
if we were brothers from birth sort of thing. Just that network of feeling at ease, feeling just
accepted, appreciated. And not only for me in terms of other and the men, but also the young
kings, seeing that we were part of a bigger village was also powerful, profound. I think really the
exposure, the modeling of those convenings, | would take back and model a lot of things that
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were done from the workshops, from hip hop workshops to mindfulness workshops, to yoga,
African yoga. | mean, it was a lot of just really good exposure. Just that network of broadening my
perspective of Rites of Passage programming, curriculum approach, and the people leading
would be areas that | think definitely deepened my bag of tricks. And understanding of how to
model and mirror some of these same things. Yeah, deeply appreciative of the opportunity.

I mean, I'll never forget, we went to New York for one of the convenings...kings from South Bronx,
Flatbush, Brooklyn, and there was 80 kings from different neighborhoods there. And at one point
we were just, the young folk were just talking about what they refer to in this neighborhood and
that neighborhood. It was just so beautiful that they were just sharing just the joy of being young
brothers, but how they were talking and refer things were different based on the slang and the
vernacular. But that to me though, those are things that those young men they'll never forget and
they don't forget. And now that | know them as young men, they refer back to those trips.

During the focus groups, participants described these shared experiences as positive
contributions to their personal and professional lives, creating a close-knit, family-like dynamic
that for some individuals continued long after the programs ended.

What | got from it was friends for life, let me start with that, a whole new perspective on the
education of our children and how that could really be incorporated if only people would pay
attention and make sense, and how that could really happen within the larger context of
education in schools, because it's really not a hard thing to do. People are so ingrained in what
they think it ought to be that they can't hear the voices of other people and how might this work in
a school setting. | saw that, plus | saw it really helped me tap into my own understanding of self.
Yeah, really. | continue to do that even to this day. All the things that we learned along the way
with each other still resonates with me, still is part of my larger day, and still, | still say my
affirmations every morning.

Focus group participants also shared how the COSEBOC ROP activities helped them connect
more deeply with nature and appreciate the positivity in nature. Through rituals and outdoor
activities, they gained an appreciation for the restorative power of the natural world.

And it was a great opportunity for me to gain another level of trust and understanding within
working with the community. It was a great opportunity for me to really understand more about my
overall health and wellness, and how | relate to the earth in the spaces that | occupy. So it was a
real great experience. | think it was a two or three day retreat, and we slept tents and was outside
a lot. It was a pretty grounding experience. Having the rites of passage, for example, that was a
good way to reconnect with nature...l think in a real practical sense, my relationship with nature.
In a real practical sense, where | grew up, we were taught to have an awareness about various
things in nature that could be of danger to you. | think that when the emphasis goes on just
awareness of the danger, you miss out on some of the goodness of what it means to be in nature
for your own healing. And so having the rites of passage, for example, that was a good way to
reconnect with nature. It's the first time | ever slept outside in a tent, things like that. So I think that
was really, really important.

The ritual of ancestral intelligence. That we have all that we need within us. And if we literally can
get grounded with the earth and draw upon the energy of the earth as a way to cultivate and be
aware of the greatness in us, as we look then to the stars, the sun, the sky to receive more
energy and allowing us to tap into that internal life force energy of our ancestors. I'd say that was
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a big journey of the evolution. | don't think it was just one workshop. | think it was just going back
and then seeing and modeling these different things, of opening the power of how to open and
not only acknowledge the land, acknowledge your relationship to the land. Acknowledging past
but also future. In doing that it actually provides in the spirit of Sankofa that clarity of vision. And
you can do that when you can get natural, so to speak. And so those rituals of in proximity to
land, the rituals in terms of value, | mean anchoring, again, not these capitalistic Eurocentric
values of me, me, me |, I, I. But Ubuntu, | am because we are, because | am made the circle
being broken. That was modeled more so than just, | think sometimes now | am much older, and
you see people who talk the talk but whose life aren't in alignment, or who clock in and clock out,
or just do it. And this really is legacy work...and being able, | think more important than anything
else is the consistency of the people in the village that when children can see that adults go
through these different seasons and they're nested in these values, that you can still thrive
because how you show up every day, through every season. And the power of how you're
connected to your brotherhood, your sisterhood, your family community.

Facilitators’ Experiences in Schools with Students, Teachers, and Administrators

During the focus group discussions, the participants shared a variety of experiences they
encountered working in school settings as part of the Sankofa Passages and YMP programs.
For example, in one all-boys school, the principal generously supported the Sankofa Passages
program. He personally addressed the young men program and actively participated in ROP
activities alongside the young men.

Similarly, one participant highlighted the significant support received from a school's academic
advisor, which greatly facilitated the work with the young men. Being part of the advising and
recruiting team was described as a crucial element, as it enabled the facilitators to gain insights
into the young men's backgrounds and experiences.

Actually the most unsung hero of our school and of my other school that we went to, was the
academic advisors.The principal was cool. That was beautiful. But, the unsung hero of both of the
programs that | was in was the academic advisor. And, | felt as though we were a part of that
team. We need to be a part of the academic counseling advising team. We needed to be a part of
the counseling team and a part of the recruitment team that brings the kids into their school so
they know that the program is in their school and if their parents want their students to be a part
of the program. The recruitment part of the kids, that was actually the hardest part of it all
besides... The academic advisor actually was the boots on the ground that could tell us, That kid
will be good in your program. That kid will be good in your program. That kid, if you run them, just
know that there's going to be a lot of work with that person because of their life. Those
confidential conversations about what families are going through and stuff like that. That was the
most important because we don't know if somebody's going through something, they can't make it
through the program. Or, we thinking they're not showing up or doing anything because they don't
like us personally or they don't like the program or the style of the program. It's just because
they're going through stuff. That was the main thing. So, having those deep conversations with
the academic advisor and school counselor and whatever other person that could deal... Or,
social worker if they got one. That worked.
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Facilitators’ Experiences with the Termination of Funding and Implementation of the
Sankofa Passages Program

Focus group participants described challenging experiences when they were informed of the
sudden disruption (ending) of program funding. Some participants recounted challenges they
faced just weeks before the start of the program's planned fifth year. The school district, facing
financial constraints, abruptly terminated their contract, completely discontinuing funding for the
Sankofa Passages program.

This news came as a shock and had negative impacts on those who had invested significant
time and effort in building strong relationships with the young men, as well as the young men
who felt left behind.

Here's why it was so devastating and such a shock because out of that fourth year, first of all, we
had gotten this big grant that we wrote and we got it approved for. It was more money than we
had at the first two years and the subsequent two additional years that they gave us. They added
more schools. The kinds of activities, | believe, that we were having with the young men and the
facilitators themselves in terms of their own, going deeper into their curricula and professional
development around self was really starting to reap benefits.

When that happened, | became completely disenchanted with education. It was out of the trauma,
how traumatic of an experience that was...| remember it was five days. We have five days to
leave, and just get everything that we've accumulated, the relationships that we developed. That
part's done the most, not being able to walk back into our schools and the impact of that. It was a
few years before | even was able to step into a school again and just put that experience in its
proper place because it felt like rejection when that happened.

It was something we all wanted to do, but we just came from various backgrounds, and we were
all only there for a year. So it seemed like it was a pilot program that went really well, servicing
young black and brown men, which we all know is the group of people we need to be servicing,
showing extra love to. It's like this candle, this something was waved in front of them for a year
and then never heard of again.

Educators' reaction to the disruption was remarkably supportive, in contrast to some educators’
initial reluctance to collaborate with the program when it was first introduced.

| remember this so distinctly, we were preparing, we were a week out, | think, a week or two
weeks out from starting our fifth year. Get a call to say that the school district had canceled our
contract. Now, we're preparing. | think we had a week to prepare because they were going into
the schools the next week, these are the facilitators and we have to figure out what all of that
represented. The principals were having a fit. They could not even believe that the school district
had done this. They were calling, they were writing, and that's all testimony to the power of this
program. These principals were beyond belief that this program had been canceled. They didn't
give us any time to get out.

Focus group participants noted that the program was not allowed to inform the students or bid
them farewell, a situation they described as detrimental to the students.
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For us, the saddest thing was leaving the boys because then it was like, Yo. Even the ones that
we left, they were like, ‘What happened to y'all?” We had to tell them the truth. The district was
looking for money. We had that particular amount of money that they wanted. We just got hit real
bad. It was a sad situation because we just left a lot of young men hanging.

Yeah, and more important and more importantly, to the children, to the students. We did not get
an opportunity to do an exit with them. We just did not have an opportunity. They told us no, we
could not meet with them, and | think that that was hugely damaging. | heard reports that the kids
were going nuts in the school when they found out that we were no longer there. Yeah, that was
very damaging, not only to the program, but to the students who really relied on something that
they had become accustomed to over five years, all of a sudden it's no longer there. It was really
almost like a death.

Theme 2: Shaping Young Men’s Identities
Students’ (Alumni) Experiences with the COSEBOC Rites of Passages Programs

Focus group participants shared that the COSEBOC ROP programs allowed them to cultivate
bonds with their peers and share meaningful experiences together. Team-building activities
allowed the students to consult with each other through questioning and open discussion. Focus
group participants described the programs as creating opportunities for mutual cooperation and
support, understanding ancestry, and giving back to the community.

Influence on ldentity, Intentionality, and Community

Across the focus groups, four types of influence on identity development were highlighted during
the discussions: (1) Brotherhood; (2) Empowerment; (3) Asset-Based Thinking; and (4)
Community Building.

Brotherhood. The ROP programs cultivated a sense of brotherhood (or manhood as some
focus group participants referred to the concept) for young men of color. This aspect of the
programming was described as a critical, intentional element of the experience.

Well, | think when we think about educational settings, the typical teacher-student relationship, it's
very platonic. There's no real connectivity. Sometimes maybe it's because the teacher... | mean, |
don't know, they may be afraid or they might not want to delve deep. But with our young people
now, in order to really achieve success in our young people, you have to get to know them, you
have to love them, you have to respect them. You have to build a relationship. They want to see if
you're going to be there. They want to see if you really care. A lot of our young people don't have
the tolerance for another person that's just going to come in their life and then walk away or be
cynical or be sarcastic. | mean, our young people, and especially our young brothers, they might
not be able to articulate it, but they know when you're being sarcastic. They know when you don't
care about them. They know when you don't love them. And so the relationship building is crucial.
It's key. If you really think that you're going to want to transform or change the trajectory of our
young people, you have to be vulnerable within yourself to be honest with them, and that's how
they will open up to you. But as a facilitator, as the elder, because eldership is key in all of this,
you know what | mean? You have to show eldership, which exudes responsibility, commitment, all
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of those things. Once that is established, then that relationship can flourish, and then you'll see a
change in the young brothers that you deal with. But if not, then you're going to see the streets,
because it's just, why would you trust someone that is not really interested in your wellbeing? And
that's what's about.

So I saw a different type of relating to one another as men from a warm, gentle place that | had
never really seen before. Especially again amongst themselves, but especially when they dealt
with the elders. It was a very different type of reverence. | don't recall a lot of aggression, if you
will, in those type of relationships. | heard about family responsibilities. | heard some of these
young men coming from spaces where they were the peace in their house because everything
else was chaotic. And | heard how they were able to transform spaces, how some of them were
looking at the siblings, that kind of stuff. But | think my observation had to deal with how they
acted amongst each other. And again, it was a lot of respect being shown amongst the peers of
the same group, but definitely amongst the elders. Lot of respect.

The ritual, the idea of coming together. One of the little phrases that they use was, 'What hood we
rep? Brotherhood.' You know, so that they developed a sense of you're not in this by yourself, you
know, that when we get together, this is a brotherhood in this, in this room, you know? The fact
that they were with other young men was powerful. You know, the fact that they were with a man
who helped guide their thinking equally as powerful. Some of them had never engaged in having
discussions in that way before, practically never, you know, probably was only punitive, you know,
that they had a conversation with another man period, you know. Schools most often are
inundated with women. (laughs) So coming to space where you get a chance... you know, casting
no dispersion on women, it is what it is, sometimes you have to sit with another man to better
understand what a man is.

Empowerment. The COSEBOC programs’ mission to educate and empower young minds was
unique and purpose-driven. Focus group participants noted the importance of providing
opportunities for young men to express their true selves, discover their identities, and
understand their lineage and ancestry. They stated that it was essential not only to focus on
teaching the history of oppression and enslavement, but also to highlight the triumphs over it
and to delve into thousands of years of African history as part of their identity development.

We always talk about people who, especially in the current educational system, they get taught
about enslavement all the time. But the historical context shouldn't start with enslavement.
There's hundreds of thousands of years before enslavement. So we try to emphasize but not
negate the enslavement period, because we know that that is a part of who we are and that we
triumphed over that, and we are still triumphing over oppression and...the struggle. But there's
hundreds of thousands of years before that that we have as well that we have to take in
consideration as a part of who we are, as a part of our identity. The premise is that once you get
that and you understand that, then you're not limited by the messages that the media or any other
social media, all of these things would tell us that we are. We have a limitlessness on the
potential that we have for the future. And we've seen that. We've seen that in a lot of the young
folks that we deal with.

It was just the right place at the right time with COSEBOC that had standards calibrated to
centering the experiences of black boys. And then the aspect of Rites of Passage really aligned
on that. I think it was just realizing this is part of our culture, our heritage and embedded and
aligned with schools. | saw that in particular, black, brown boys would go farther faster anyway in

22



knowing more about who and who they are, connecting them to the cultural diasporic culture and
network of men and women in the community. And so yeah, COSEBOC just accelerated all of
that, gave me more language tools from that team. We brought them to I think five or six
consecutive COSEBOC convenings. | would always bring my kings there too, and they would be
able to go deeper, in particular the walk of fame and all the things that the brothers would do out
there. It was just a wonderful partnership collaboration.

Under the power of purpose is a key role understanding that you come from a people with
purpose, that your purpose is for you to figure out as you understand who and whose you are.
And so lifting up and sharing, understanding your history, your her story, your family history, let
alone your own, what are those things that feel good? It's self, brotherhood, sisterhood, family,
community are the circles. And then looking at that through the diaspora. And for them really to
acknowledge as they begin to understand who they are within the diaspora, and all those different
historical contexts. That journey is, they'll get clear around what their purpose is, but that may not
necessarily happen. | think it's just, it's taking them through the process of transformation.

My role in it, was my identity was formed to be a leader. | was the one to kind of bringing the cold
heart brothers together...We always say it was a privilege to be in the group, it was not a
requirement. My job is to say, we got a great thing there. We changing, you don’t feel any sort of
any uncomfortablility, you are not growing. The fact that you are pushing against this
uncomfortability, you are not embracing the change. Something | am being part of, be as a leader.

Asset-Based Thinking. An important element of the ROP programs and the approach to
facilitation was the positive perspective on the young men, seeing their potential rather than
focusing on their deficits. This perspective reinforced the sense of community and provided a
foundation for realizing empowerment through personal growth.

We went camping. We took them to New York. We took them to Boston. We took them to
Chicago. We took them to Mississippi. | mean, we took them to places where they were going to
experience different neighborhoods and different scenes.We were in Philly and we were in Old
City which is the historical part of Philadelphia...Germantown where the Battle of Germantown
Revolutionary War is. But, that part right there is where a lot of African-Americans lived at in the
1800s, coming in off the port. That was our neighborhood. There was a lot of historical stuff. We
went to the African American History Museum, and then we went on a black historical tour in their
own city. Things that a lot of these gentlemen didn't even know that existed in their own city.
Some of them never been outside their block or neighborhood. We just exposed them to so
much.

We will get the list of students, Oh, how nice it is to receive our list of students already. Oh, okay.
This is the list of students that you wanted to suspend or already have suspended?’ We would
basically get everyone's hit list, like the most wanted squad in the school, which, hey, we rode
with it because when we did our thing with them, and this happened to be basically the loudest
ones at a bunch, it's like now you're seeing the loudest ones at a bunch, they're doing mantras in
the middle of the auditorium, so the impact was very powerful in terms of the young men seeing
themselves in a positive light as opposed to a negative light.

And the real leading indicators that lead to lifelong success are cultural identity, self-efficacy,
belonging, and collective responsibility. The other traditional metrics only may measure one
specific point in time, but they don't measure success. In particular our community | think, but a
king that knows who and who he is, and still, don't get me wrong, we're still teaching the writing
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arithmetic. We still teach, but you're not leading with that. That's disguise the vegetable, so to
speak. When you are aligned to just a different purpose and a different approach to content, |
think all those other skills you can accelerate really, because there's meaning and purpose for the
child, for the young person that the facilitator's doing. And YMP has always modeled that in the
spirit of the cultural prosperity, the cultural legacy. That pedagogy | think was always affirming,
empowering.

Community Building. The sense of community within the ROP programs extended to the
relationship between facilitators, young men, and COSEBOC administrators. Focus group
participants described forming lasting relationships and focusing on building a strong community
within the school.

| think the relationship part like that is the most important. And, | think it's just because of the way
that we built that community. We built a sense of community within the school.

It's very interesting because in the African sense of the word, a teacher is more than just for one
year, we have them for our whole lives. And a lot of our young people, even from Sankofa, still
communicate with me on social media and they're doing big things.

Theme 3: Ritual in Academic Spaces
Tension and Challenges in Educational Spaces

The focus group participants described how the COSEBOC Sankofa Passages program’s
approach challenged the conventional educational system. It emphasized the importance of
developing young people, in particular boys of color, in social, emotional, and cultural
competencies which were a departure from the traditional teaching pedagogy and academic
testing approach found in most public schools. Focus group participants described how schools
that prioritized academic content over social emotional learning could be initially very skeptical
of the program.

In order to reach our young people it's not just about teaching math, science, and these skills, but
you can't expect young people, especially boys of color, to excel academically unless they're
grounded in their social and emotional and cultural competencies.

At the same time, our program is needed now because of the violence and the things. But, here's
the problem. We were the pioneers. There were other programs, but we were integrated with
salaries within the school district in a time where...We were in. We were the pioneers. We weren't
the prototype. We were the program. | see other programs and they're nothing compared to what
we did. Nothing. Literally, we had it right in our hands and there was more that we could have
done to keep it within the district or keep it within Philadelphia and keep it going. I think that was
the most important thing. Literally, people can look at the model that we did and it worked. Me
and my partners talk about it all the time. It worked. It really worked. | didn't see it being anything
outside of being great. It was just an awesome program. All the kids got...We have the formula
basically. We have the formula. You have the formula. Take the data and please start it all over
again. Do it all over again.
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Nevertheless, focusing on identity development, the two COSEBOC ROP programs intended to
uncover and strengthen young men’s true selves, empowering young men to embrace their
identities and boost their confidence and masculinity.

What we've noticed is that when young people, especially young men of color, because they're so
very powerful, but | feel like there's a demasculinization of that power, and for a lot of the young
men, they feel like they are inhibited from that because they are constantly... It's almost wrong for
them to feel a masculine, a male, energy in terms of who they are. And so it's a lot of
empowerment of that, of who you are in terms of identity in terms of your gender, but then also
who you are in terms of your lineage and your ancestry.

These were the young men that, when we came to the schools, we asked for a particular type of
young man, a man, a young man who maybe had been incarcerated, and was reentering into the
school, the one who was suspended so many times that they were ready to, you know, exit him
from the building, the ones who were super smart...had so much potential, but you know, they
showed otherwise. You know, these were the, these were the students that we were interested in
because they were always, in my estimation, the ones more overlooked than others, you know.
You know how schools are. You know they wanna support the ones who, you know, march to the
beat, and will do the right thing regardless of whether they want to or not. But these were the
recalcitrant children, you know. These were the ones who, you know, might've wanted to do it
right, but something got in the way that day.

Navigating Resistance in Schools

Focus group participants described instances in the Sankofa Passages program where
philosophical and pedagogical conflicts arose in school settings. For example, a participant
described an episode when school leaders were resistant towards indigenous, historical cultural
content. To bridge these gaps, facilitators strategically engaged with school leaders, with the
goal of fostering understanding and ultimately resolving conflicts.

Yeah. Our principals will have moments. Sometimes they'll be helpful and sometimes they
weren't, but | do remember our very first meeting. We were sitting in an assistant principal's office,
and another assistant principal came in and said, ‘Why are you talking about...the indigenous
people from the Caribbean, they're all extinct.’ Legit, this came out of someone's mouth. That was
a line across the sand, and so we needed to deal with that in a political way. That was the political
aspect, because here you have someone who is pulling a lot of strings, and philosophically,
they're not aligned with what our work was, but we still needed to work with them. We had to deal
with that in a way that was very strategic, lend an open ear, understand where that person was
coming from. That person was traumatized and their trauma was being poured in on us and the
work that we were doing.

I think, for me, a large lesson is that it's really important for the facilitators to know what potential
mine fields they're walking into and to put their own ego and their own personality aside. This is
just being very transparent. We had folks who walked in there, 'My way or the highway', and you
got a principal who, they're not going to lose that fight because that's the person who does the
announcements in the morning and at the end of the day, and so their ego, if your ego is high,
then their ego is going to be up here and they can take you down. They can completely just ice
you out in a school, and so for any potential facilitators, it's important to know how to navigate
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conflict, how to navigate when the principal has a different plan than you, but there's ways to be
able to bridge their plan with your plan.

Oftentimes when you get a community of very passionate folks together, that can also bring
conflict, and so to always be conscious. So this is a lesson that I've particularly learned...Deal
with it quickly, don't let a fester, have the conversation, squash the conflict, because the result of
that is that your relationship is going to be stronger within your own internal team, so then, when
we go into these schools together, we're even stronger and we're able to help other people deal
with their own conflicts.

As time went on, we started documenting our successes and recreating that as time went on.
Even at the same school, we would have to have the conversation with the leadership the next
year, because they would have all these new priorities to say, 'No, we're still here. We still have
young men who are willing to come with us, so don't forget about them, and so you would have to
revisit.

Yeah, every year was like starting all over again because they tend to forget for the long haul.

‘Oh, just for this year, then we'll move on.’ But no, we have to keep reminding them. Yeah, you
really made a point about each school being very different from the other schools. For every
group of facilitators who worked in whatever number of schools that we had, every school was
just very different. The way that they operated was different. It had a large part due to who the
people were in that school, as well as how the organization was of that school, where you would
have a principal who was very open and supportive. You could see it in the building and how they
operated. But for those, where you had to cross your Ts and dot your Is...it was very different,
but..found a way to create a space for these young men that they didn't have to deal with that. We
came up with strategies to be able to allow that to happen, but it was difficult. It was difficult.

To effectively navigate resistance within schools, focus group participants noted how the
COSEBOC administrators implemented networking strategies, connecting with individuals who
endorsed the program's concept and mission in the Philadelphia school system.

But over time, | think the value of what was going on in the spaces that we occupied in these
schools, it was very evident to everyone in that building that something was going on with these
young men that was positive. That they saw it in the way that they operated in the classroom,
their behaviors, how they talked, all of those things over the years really presented themselves.
As we went into our second, third year, they renewed us in the second year into two more years,
because we had two years really to prove ourselves. That was really the basic part of that grant
at the beginning, was that we had two years to prove yourself. They got such positive feedback
from administrators and from teachers in the building...that positive and support from the
teachers in the building, that they'd renewed us without us having to rewrite anything for the next
two years.

In terms of the teachers and the whole issue around caring educators even though they might not
know how to attach themselves to what emotionally children are feeling on a given day. | can't tell
you how many times I've heard teachers say, 'That's not my job.' But what we did, we're able to
do over the long haul, and we were actually getting ready to bring this into the next iteration of
this, was to tap into a group of teachers in each school who saw the value in this work and
wanted to be able to adapt some of the strategies and some of the ways that we engaged with
the students in their own classrooms. We actually had a number of teachers in the school who we
call partner teachers, who, on a regular basis, we had them come together to give us feedback on
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their experiences, the students who we had in the group, how can we better support the teachers
in their efforts to recognize and then to initiate on a very cursory level activities and strategies that
would show the students in their classrooms that they were important to them.

What we found out over the four years, and as we hoped, well what we thought would be our next
two stellar years, was that we had developed some really good relationships with the teachers in
the building. They knew our names. They knew the students. If we came with a question, they
support us and we support them. That was not the case when we first started, nor the first, |
would say the first year and a half going into the second year. It was difficult, but we were
persistent with it, and we didn't let it hamper nor detract from what we felt could happen in terms
of relationships with the people in the buildings and with the students.

The focus group participants described the importance of communicating to district-level and
school-level audiences that the Sankofa Passages program was not simply another "mentoring
program for boys” or a platform for discussing young men's problems. Instead, the program
aimed to promote young men’s social and emotional learning, building cultural foundations and
improving identity development.

When | think back to Sankofa, that right there is foundational to much of what | do. For me, when
I reflect on our time working in the school district of Philadelphia, oftentimes with facing high
levels of resistance, indicating that we were doing work that was valuable, but also indicating the
forces that we were against. | think oftentimes to that, and I'd use it as inspiration and also as a
life lesson in terms of how empowering it is for people, but also when we're embarking something
that is so valuable for our youth, that there are oftentimes forces that will come out of the
woodworks to stop what we're doing.

Ritual Experiences

Ritual activities such as opening sessions, circles, workshops, poetry, and ancestor stories
played crucial roles in the ROP programs.

It could be something as simple as we would do an affirmation. Men of the past living in the
present, preparing for the future. So sharpen your mind, tune your ears, so you know what you
see, understand what you hear, minute by minute, hour by hour. When you lose your story, you
lose your powers, so sharpen your eyes, tune your ears so you know what you see, understand
what you hear, minute by minute, hour by hour. When you know our story, you know our power,
Sankofa. And you got these young men yelling Sankofa! It could be something as simple as that.
You know what | mean? Sankofa! That's important. It could be something as simple as that.

It's much more than just handing somebody a handbook or just doing a workshop. They've
offered a set of consistent routines and rituals that have really been the bomb in how black,
brown, API, indigenous people are nested in a very toxic ecosystem where the culture is toxic.
How then do you get healing, that balm? You get it through those routines and rituals, you get it
through organizations and institutions like COSEBOC and the work of their Rites of
Passage...connecting it to brothers throughout the diaspora and sisters. And | think when our
young people can see that too, be it in me and others who folks that come and go, but the ritual’s
the same, the routine is the same, just it gives kings or young people more consistency and
continuity when the one constant, in particular school systems is change. And in these systems it
doesn't reflect their greatness, it doesn't acknowledge their greatness. So, the more important to
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have Rites of Passage programs...that become that consistency, that continuity and provide
those routines and rituals that provide stability for our young people.

Young men had the opportunity to give testimonies before audiences of peers, facilitators,
program administrators, and others at YMP annual meetings and other COSEBOC events.
Focus group participants noted the strength of the testimonies and the transformational
influence they had on students’ personal growth and engagement in school.

The testimonies were very strong around the transformation. So there would be some young men
that would be sharing their narratives of who they were prior to the program, and then the process
of their transformation, how it was not only impactful to their own healing and their own
self-concept and their own feeling of self-worth, but also how it translated academically.

Circles Experiences

Circle activities were also described as integral parts of ROP daily routines. For example, in the
Sankofa Passages program in SDP, within each school facilitators organized morning circles
before the start of classes and at the end of the school day. In these circles, the facilitators
implemented rituals and activities designed to connect the young men with their ancestors and
have open discussions about challenges and struggles.

The focus group participants noted that the specific activities within these circles varied
depending on facilitators' unique backgrounds and skills. For instance, one facilitator was an
expert in drumming and he utilized this skill to engage the young men; another facilitator
excelled in martial arts (Kung Fu) which he integrated into the program.

We would often times circle up three times a week, sometimes more. We transitioned into doing it
every day. | remember that in some of our meetings, there would be some severe conflicts
between the young men. Conflicts that they don't really have a basis on anything except for the
fact and conflicts developed for whatever reason. But oftentimes, after we had our opening rites,
we had our libations, we ate our oatmeal. We shared very similar ancestors that we wanted to
bring into the circle. | remember one example, two young men shared that they lost someone just
that day before. One of them a brother, one of them a close friend, and the beef was quashed
because of their mutual understanding of how difficult it can be growing up in North Philly. That's
a very obvious case.

| think the most glaring example would be those stories about those young men from Philly that |
was telling you about earlier. | think drumming gave them some breathing techniques, gave them
some opportunities to kind of meditate in ways that took them out of some of the things they
experienced. | think some of the chants and rituals allowed them to repurpose, and put words in
place that could provide them with some guidance, some of the things that they experienced. So
yeah, | think with the circles, circles are very powerful for sharing. I think YMP uses a lot of
circles, a lot of huddles, these kind things help with building social support that is necessary for
healing as well.

Circling session, you get to dig deep, there is no surface you can dig. We were sitting, we do our
normal ritual (ashe). We greet anyone, nothing interrupt, anything in the circle. After ashe, we
cited words of affirmation. We will do what are some things you are grateful for. But in this circle
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you are going to look inward, what is that one thing hold you back from being great. What is the
one thing that is holding you from getting to the next level...It was in that moment where | feel
love and support and realize that was the time to give back. | don’t know how, but | have the
courage and desire to give back...My identity was cultivated that it was okay, you are not in the
world by yourself, there are people in this world that loves you and you just gotta embrace it.

Theme 4: Trauma and Healing
Surfacing and Honoring Trauma

Across the focus groups, the participants described how the ROP programs assisted students to
navigate challenging situations that arose both within and outside of the school environment.
For example, one school faced serious gang violence that originated outside of school that
contributed to in-school conflict. The Sankofa Passages program played a critical role in
keeping students safe and mediating violent incidents. The focus group participants explained
how the Sankofa Passages program facilitated dialogues to help the young men process and
address the trauma resulting from such violence. Moreover, the program extended its support to
help students who were involved in physical fights and/or who faced suspensions/expulsions to
confront and deal with trauma.

We had young men who went, right now, that went on to have families and stuff like that. But, a
lot of them really, really needed just deep conversation about manhood at that particular time in
their life. | mean, our school was... It was some serious gang violence. It was some serious
situations where, at one point, as far as | remember, it was all hands on deck because it was a
violent situation that happened. But, it was like we went upstairs to get our boys to bring them
downstairs, and then it was just a big brawl. And, all the men in the building just handled the
situation. And then, we had a conversation about it. Even though it came from outside of the
school and brought in, we was able to at least mediate and have a conversation with the guys on
what was going on. Now, what happens after that, after school's over with, after... weekend or
whatever, that's on them. We were hoping at the time that they could take it and take that
information and use it. Like, listen, | don't need to be around these particular guys or, listen, let
me mediate this situation because it was my fault or it was your fault. Manning up to the situation,
as they say.

Dealing with Trauma

The focus group participants emphasized ritual as a primary strategy for helping young men
process and heal from trauma. They noted that the rituals provided a framework for the young
men to articulate their traumatic experiences and embark on a journey of healing. Through clear
guidance and structure, the Sankofa Passages and YMP ROP rituals aimed to support the
students in confronting and processing trauma.

| remember [Name Redacted] was sharing his story, and this was really where the rites of
passage also live, because this is a vulnerable moment. They're sharing these painful
experiences in audiences of 500 people or so, and just the courage to be able to reveal aspects
of their narrative where they were feeling most vulnerable was the greatest sign of strength for
many of them to be able to demonstrate. It wasn't inposed on them, they got to choose what

29



narrative that they wanted to share. And many of them chose to share some of those vulnerable
moments.

I mean, | just really feel like there aren't too many people that have a deep understanding of what
it is and how powerful it can be for our communities. | feel like Sankofa Passages was the realest
rite of passage program that | had that was actually in a school, because you have rite of
passage programs that are outside of the school, and if it's a community-based rite of passage
program, a lot of times you have more liberties because it's not connected to a public institution.
But | just feel like the power of what we do, it's definitely needed in our communities. It's needed
for our brothers. It's needed in our jails for our brothers. It's needed in the homeless shelters for
our young brothers. It's needed in a lot of different places. How do | do that? | haven't figured that
out. I'm hoping...we can create and we can figure out how we can get programs or similar rite of
passage programs to people like what we did with Sankofa Passages.

| think to recognize that not all young men are coming to the journey at the same stage in their
life. | personally, as a young man, | did not experience some of the traumas as direct as some of
the young men that I've seen in the YMP program. Some of the young men from Philadelphia,
some of the young men from New York. Some of the traumas that they've personally endured. |
saw this program give them another sense of purpose. | saw this program give them the strength
to not be overcome by some of these situations, that I'm pretty sure a lot of people really would
have been double victim to. So I've seen how for young people who really experienced some
serious traumatic experience, and they really need grounding, I've seen how this work has
allowed them to connect to something bigger than themselves and find themselves even when
they could be at times where their immediate space may not be affirming them, this was a refuge
for them. | saw that. And so | saw young men identify with names, and ideas, that would cause
them to reshape their character and how they act in spaces. And so these were things that | was
privy to the time that | was able to see YMP with young men.

Yeah, | mean, | think ritualizing just that trauma's normal. | mean, the reality is you can't be black
in this country and not experience trauma. It's like, 'Hey, look man, as much as we are creating a
safe space for you to be in your highs and your lows through all your seasons, it is that
consistency and the rituals of checking in and making sure you're okay.' | think just allowed our
young kings. | mean, we offered, and | think COSEBOC and YMP, there was a, from self,
brotherhood, family, community, we modeled a consistency in a through line that as we went
through our trauma, as we go through being black in this country where the moment you turn on
television, you turn on the radio, when you go to school, it's an assault and it's an attack. And the
more melanin you have in your skin, the harsh it is, right? So if then you have systems and
structures though that are nested throughout the diaspora, that have rituals that are checking in
with you, that are giving you, dapping you up, that are celebrating you, that are a place that you
can break bread. | think that more than anything was just we provided a through line, and it was
intergenerational, it was multiracial and it was cross-functional. So, it was validation,
acknowledgement of what we were doing is the right thing. And so those rituals we would always
do check-in, we would always close out. There's the rituals of libation, of closing out and
ceremony, of giving thanks. | think that level of consistency and connected tissue I just think went
far.

Healing Experiences

The COSEBOC ROP programs helped facilitators and students deepen their connections,
whether to nature, their peers, or their own life purpose. The focus group participants described
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how the ROP programs provided opportunities for the young men to listen to and relate with
peers going through similar challenges, thereby allowing them to acknowledge shared
experiences, learn how to navigate difficult situations, and engage in healing.

It might not be that we find a solution to those things, but in the end, just being able to talk about it
is healing. Being able to articulate it is healing. Being able to see that I'm not the only person
that's dealing with this trauma is healing. We would give them a white feather and they would put
it inside of a little pouch as a talisman and as a reminder to not hold onto negativity, but to release
it as a way in which you can be healed from it. That's how we deal with trauma. We deal with it
through ritual. Young people, if they don't have ritual, they're going to create their own rituals and
it's not going to be healthy. So we're giving them ways in which to deal with the trauma that
they're dealing with and to come to terms with who they are so that they can be the best that they
can be.

One focus group participant noted that healing had become the central point in their own
liberatory work. The person described it as not only contributing to spiritual growth, but also
shaped their perspective towards the world and the intensionality of the space in which they
operate.

Over time, it's worked itself into a space where it's become really the focal point of my work. My
liberatory work now is around healing. At one point in time, my work may have been around
informing people about conditions. And at this stage, my work is really around healing. Healing
has become the priority. It's the thing that | find most gratifying. So | had never even really thought
about healing as a thing before the rites of passage and having my own experience. | just think
overall spiritual connections and orientations to the world and to the space | operate, my
intentionality, all that.

Theme 5: Impact of Rites of Passage
Student Transformational Impact

The COSEBOC ROP programs had profound and long-term influence on the lives of the young
men served. During the focus group discussion, some people noted that they maintained
communication with the youth, more than a decade later.

They will definitely tell you that the trajectory of their lives has changed as a result of that
particular program.

Literally, we were seeing the results...He said, ‘| was one of your Rites of Pass kids.’ I'm like, ‘Oh,
wow.’ It took me through a loop. But, this just didn't happen once. It happened more than
once...The one thing that was most important is that they remembered the program. They
remember being in a safe space. | asked those questions. And, the one guy was like, especially
the guy who sat there, he was like, ‘Sharpen your eyes, tune your eyes.’ | was like, ‘Know what
you see. Understand what you hear.” That relationship really... That one floored me because |
was like, ‘Wow, now I'm dealing with a whole other generation.’ He's one generation now. There's
other outcomes where I've met young guys where they just say, ‘| remember the program. | was
in a bad space and you just got me to understand who | was much more than anything. And, my
mom and dad, or my mom or my grandma can remember me talking about the program in school
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and not understanding. But then, realizing as | got older, as | got older, who | started to become.’
And, it was because of our program. They realized... They're not insecure about themselves.
They're able to speak up for themselves. They're able to understand who they really, really are.

| know from my kids, um, it helped them build relationships. It helped them become better men. It
helped them become something. | know some of the kids that | was part of, they still reach out of
me. We're still friends to this day. We still hang out and talk together. And he [another facilitator]
continued on working in the school even after Sankofa was gone and | know that kids are still
reaching out to him talking about remembering the work that we did with them, so | think we
definitely laid our groundwork in the buildings that we were in, in that short period of time.

In some schools, the impact extended beyond the young men to teachers, influencing their
interactions with the Sankofa Passages facilitators, teaching peers, and the larger student
population.

We weren't necessatrily trying to deal with teaching strategy, that was not what we were trying to
do. We were trying to help the teachers to understand the impact of the way that they entered into
the classroom with children who were already traumatized just getting to school many days, how
you handle that to be able to then teach those kinds of things. Part of the grant actually was
regular meetings with teachers around there. We actually had started that in the fourth year, and
it was so hugely successful. Teachers were dying to come to these meetings and we had guest
speakers. They were teaching teachers strategies, they were sharing resources with them, they
were telling them ways in which, and then we would come back in feedback sessions to engage
in that. Teachers saw in just a few weeks really how what if they were intentional about that, how
it really changed the trajectory of their classroom. We were really now starting to pay attention to
the whole issue of, we can't do this alone in a school, we have to have the others who are
engaged with kids on a more consistent basis than us to be able to use some of these, so that
when they're coming to us, we can go a little bit deeper with the students.

Inspired by the Sankofa Passages program's success, some teachers replicated elements of it
for other students in their classrooms.

In terms of the students, we started to see a rise in grades and being more accepting of the
teachers in the classrooms. Helping them to better understand that is the teacher regardless of
whether you like them or not. If you want to do this, then you have to do that. And then saying to
the teachers, ‘Here's some things that we're learning that you might want to incorporate into what
you're doing every day.” A prime example of that was because as a result of them seeing the
ritual that we did, there were several teachers who started before they even entered into a lesson.
They designed their own little ritual in their classrooms. It didn't have anything to do with Sankofa.
It was what they felt they wanted to do in their classroom to start the day, to start the lesson, to
start the session.

For example, one teacher initiated a similar mentoring program for young women of color.

Another impact, from the teaching standpoint, we met a lot of teachers who felt that they didn't
have a path forward to engage in socio-emotional learning, to engage in just human interaction,
but because we fought so hard to create spaces specifically for that, we had teachers who felt
empowered. We had teachers who felt engaged. | truly believe we had teachers who probably
said, ‘Okay, I'll stick around and do this work.’ I'm thinking about [Name Redacted]. She started a
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mentoring program for young ladies based exactly off of what we were doing with all the magic
and the gifts that she brings to the table. In addition to being a core teacher actually having the
young men in her class, somehow, some way, she fostered the same exact thing for young
ladies. Her entire day was defined by rights of passage, which was amazing, not only from a
structural standpoint, but from the standpoint of teacher engagement, because thinking about it
today, that has a lot of challenges. Teachers leave because they don't feel like they're able to live
their purpose as teachers.

One focus group participant applied ROP principles to their work with student athletes, noting
improvement in the students’ approach to learning and self-discovery.

| used the Sankofa Rites of Passage program and the after school program with student athletes.
And when | did it, | saw a change in the young men's approach to learning, their excitement about
learning about themselves. And what | also saw was the conflict that what they were learning
about themselves was outside of the scope of the curriculum that was being presented within the
school. So as much as it was applauded that they were excited about what they were learning, |
think the issue was they were learning more than what they were supposed to be
learning...'Cause | think a lot of times we're talking about kids that are coming from traumatic
experiences who need something, who need, who need, who need, who need. | put this with
athletes and there's a different connotation of pride when you present something for a person,
because this is to make you better versus you in need. This is to make you better. And so | think
for my athletes, it was pride for them to come to the sessions because it wasn't study hall, it was
something else. They got new information they learned about themselves, and they got an
enriching experience and they wanted to come to us. So it was something that was prideful.

Developmental and Academic Impact

Focus group participants noted that the Sankofa Passages program contributed to reduced
suspension rates, enhanced academic engagement, increased attendance, and improved
graduation rates in participating schools.

In addition to academic impacts, focus group participants described how young men
experienced holistic growth across various domains in the Sankofa Passages and YMP
programs, including their personal and professional lives. Young men gained valuable insights
and skills for navigating the complexities of educational systems and institutions.

What we were able to do with the 444 program is to take 44 young brothers with four caring
adults, and those four adults actually were responsible for not only the academic, because we
had a math and a science teacher as two of those four, but the other two were the rites of
passage facilitators who were really responsible for meeting the academic, social, and emotional
needs of these young brothers dealing with issues of suspension and expulsion and attendance.
And what we were able to do through that, through every metric that we had, was to be able to
bring those young people significant changes in all of those areas.

| know for a fact that we prevented students from being disengaged from the schools that we
were working in by following that path. The long-term impact of that is that they stayed inside their
school and they graduated on time, 90% graduation rate. As opposed to walking around and
coming back and trying to figure out if they're got to get their GED when they're 21, 22.
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And over the months, you started to see changes in behavior, you started to see them coming
rather than us hunting for them, you started to see them asking questions, you know because
most often they would just sit there and be passive. But we wanted them to engage, so you
started to see the engagement. You started to see them coming with things that they had to learn
in school to get support. So as they did that, we started to figure out what our next steps would be
based on them. So as a result of what they brought, we crafted and honed and, you know,
created ways to take them to the next level, so to speak.

| remember in the next few years, years two, three, and four, we were structuring ourselves into
classrooms in partnership with teachers, teaching core subjects with the facilitators being there
with the students the entire day. What that allowed us to do is to support in the classrooms,
academically, but also socially, emotionally. | remember we would sometimes, oftentimes actually,
we would oftentimes help resolve conflicts between students and teachers in healthy ways, and
so that involved mediating, preparing them for mediations and sitting down, and so that power
imbalance wouldn't get out of control, which often led to students being suspended...To see that
level of success...that let us go into new schools and target folks and get us target very quickly,
and the principals, they would say, ‘Wow! This is really, really powerful how you're able to
structure this together.’

We started to see real big differences. And, and beyond that, the administrators of the building,
you know, because they were watching us and asking a lot of questions. They were watching to
see if these young men would get suspended from school or if they were getting in trouble
outside of school. And at first because they didn't know us and they wanted to do exactly what
they were doing before they met us, but over periods of time, you started to see them going to
class on a regular basis, the relationships with their teachers changed, the relationship with their
peers changed. They became more interested in, 'What am | gonna do with my future?' They
became more interested in getting a job. All the things that they wanted to learn more about...
music in a different way, they wanted to be able to go and travel. You know, the things that were
opening up for them was huge. Some of them only knew the radius from school and their
neighborhood. But by doing some things with us and traveling with us a whole new kind of world
was opening up for them.

| think what was important for us, and | think equally validated and appreciated within YMP and
COSEBOC was the power of academic discourse and to be able to present and represent
whatever it is you may believe or feel with evidence in such a way that the audience members
would understand and be moved to do something. And so | think for us, every time we would go
out to COSEBOC YMP as maybe different from others, we always presented and not just like we
would presented COSEBOC, we presented school board meetings, at city council meetings, at
the United States Department of Education, at the White House. We leveraged this as an
opportunity just to bust up or break this myth that our young kings can't facilitate or it's only this
particular style of king that demonstrates academic discourse or it can do these presentations.
And so | would take kings from below 1.0 GPA to some that had some a 4.0, but our preparation
to present that they would be able to understand how to write an argumentative essay, create a
presentation that was literally able to tee up down what the topic is, substantiate what those facts
were, and make a case that engaged the audience in such a way that it was patrticipatory. These
are skill sets that professionals in Fortune 500 companies have to do. They have to be able to
sell, they have to be able to communicate, articulate whatever there is, to know their audience.
And so I'd say what we had to do in the classroom preparation around academic discourse,
reading complex texts, argumentative writing, how to understand breakdown in argument, and
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then make a case and get people to understand why that is the way it is. Our kings in terms of
being able to debate or substantiate and make a case were just as competent as any group in IB
pathway, or folks that were taking concurrent enroliment. | say all this to say that we was always
about getting these kings ready, but yet not changing who they were. Just understanding in
different places there's different tones, there's different energies, there's different frequencies.
And the earlier you can understand that and not question yourself that you don't have what it
takes, if you actually do. And then what do you need to do to make that case or make that
argument and what the methodology is in constructing a case and substantiating that through
writing, through oration and through a presentation. | mean, it was always the expectation that
they could do it.

There is a need for this work. There is still a need. It came from my heart to watch brothers
between high school and college. Cause you have that niche and support and not have that
support, in the same way that you had it for so many years, it’s hard. My freshmen year was hard.
From a social impact level. Because | didn’t have safe spaces that | can go to. This work is not
only needed on the high school and elementary level, certainly needed in the college level as
well. Many people would appreciate. The work is impactful. The work is absolutely impactful. The
reason is impactful is because it was intentional, it was really intentional.

ALUMNI SURVEY FINDINGS

This section of the report provides a summary of the responses to the Alumni Survey
administered in spring 2023. The survey findings of the four topic areas are presented using
descriptive statistics and narrative summaries: (1) Ritual Community; (2) Critical Relationships;
(3) Radical Healing; and (4) Academic Achievement.

The survey was distributed to facilitators and student-alumni of the two COSEBOC Rites of
Passage programs, Sankofa and YMP. Those groups included a total of 177 individuals. A total
of eight (8) individuals responded to the survey. Of those eight respondents, six (6) completed
all portions of the survey.

Topic 1: Ritual Community

The ritual community subscale was designed to capture ten interrelated behavioral and
attitudinal indicators encompassing shared values, well-being, belonging, and cultivating
relationships (see Visual 1). All of the seven respondents who completed this section of the
survey indicated their agreement or strong agreement with items describing their ritual
community as providing a safe space (100%), caring about well-being (100%), and sharing a
vision of the future (100%).

A more moderate pattern of agreement was found for items related to sharing common values
(total of 86%), acceptance (84%), cultivating honest relationships (83%), and sharing a sense of
solidarity (86%). Three items were reverse-coded to capture negative reactions in experiences
of ritual community. For these items, there was a general pattern of moderate to strong
disagreement with statements concerning not being listened to (total of 80%), not being allowed
to speak (66%), and feeling marginalized (83%).
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Visual 1: Ritual Community Statements

The following statements will be about experiences with your ritual community. Please indicate the extent to which you agree
or disagree with each statement. My ritual community ...

Count % of responses

provided a safe space to be vulnerable. 6 33% 673
shared a vision of the future. 6 50% 50%
. Strongly Disagree . Disagree Meither Agree/Disagree . Agree . Strongly Agree Unsure or Ni&

=
jur)

Topic 2: Critical Relationships

Two subscales were designed to capture indicators of the related identity constructs of
relationship to self and self-understanding.

Relationship to Self

The relationship to self subscale consisted of five items gauging the impact of ROP experiences
on the development of critical relationships to self, community, family, and reciprocal
relationships to family and community (See Visual 2). The pattern of responses across these
five items was strong in indicating agreement that participants felt that there was an impact on
these critical relationships (range of total percent agree and strongly agree from 85% to 100% of
the seven respondents).

Self-Understanding

The self-understanding subscale was composed of four items to capture respondents'
experiences related to a facilitation of self-understanding as the result of participating in ROP
(see Visual 3). The six respondents to this subscale, all strongly agreed (100%) with the
statements on “understanding of my culture” and “understanding of myself.”

w
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Visual 2: Critical Relationships: Relationship to Self

Below is a set of statements related to the development of critical relationships. Please indicate the extent to which you agree
or disagree with each of the following statements.My rites of passage experience influenced ...

Count % of responses

my relaticnship with my community. 6 17% 83%
my community’s relationship with me. 7 14% 14% T1%
. Strongly Disagree . Disagree Meither Agree/Disagree . Agree . Strongly Agree Unsure or N/A

=

7

Visual 3: Critical Relationships: Self-Understanding

Below is a set of statements related to better understanding critical relationships. Please indicate the extent to which you
agree or disagree with each of the following statements.My rites of passage experience influenced ...

Count % of responses

o

my understanding of my culure. 100%

my understanding of myself. 100%

o

my understanding of my community.

3
8

my understanding of my family. 6

3
8

. Strongly Disagree . Disagree Meither Agree/Disagree . Agree . Strongly Agree Unsure or Ni&

=
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Topic 3: Radical Healing

Two subscales were designed to capture indicators of radical healing related to the constructs of
revitalizing cultural identity and facilitating intention setting.

Revitalizing Cultural Identity

The revitalizing cultural identity subscale consisted of six items to capture the impact of ROP
experiences on elements of personal, cultural, and community engagement (See Visual 4). The
pattern of responses to these six items demonstrated a trend of strong agreement (totals of
100% of the seven respondents) across five of the six indicators: community involvement,
making informed decisions, speaking truth, facing challenges, and pursuing a better quality of
life. For the item focusing on awareness of systems of oppression, eighty-six percent (86%)
agreed or strongly agreed, with 14% strongly disagreeing.



Facilitating Intention Setting

The facilitating intention setting subscale consisted of seven items exploring the impact of ROP

experiences on the development of capacity to engage in intentional, personally meaningful

work, and attitudes that enable values-driven deliberation (See Visual 5).

All of the six respondents (100%) agreed or strongly agreed with the statements related to

meaningful action, connection to personal history, connection to culture, reciprocal trust, and
optimism. For the item related to hopefulness, eighty-three percent (83%) agreed or strongly
agreed. For the item related to trusting others, sixty-seven percent (67%) agreed or strongly

agreed.

Visual 4: Radical Healing: Revitalizing Cultural Identity

Below is a set of statements about ways in which your rites of passage might have prepared you for future outcomes. Please

indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements.My rites of passage experience

hved in my

make informed decisions that affect my life.
speak my truth.

face the challenges of adulthcod.

pursue a better quality of life.

become aware of systems of cppression.

. Strongly Disagree . Disagree

Visual 5: Radical Healing: Facilitating Intention Setting

prepared me to ...

Count

6

6

% of responses

17%

14%

33%

Neither Agree/Disagree . Agree

g

g

. Strongly Agree

67%

67%

509

57%

Unsure or N/A

=

Below is a set of statements about ways in which your rites of passage might have encouraged you to feel, believe, and/or act

in certain ways. Please indicate the degree to which you feel that your rites of passage encouraged you for each of the

following statements.My rites of passage experience encouraged me to ...

take meaningful action.

feel connected to my history.
feel connected to my culture.
feel hopeful.

believe that others can trust me.
feel optimistic.

feel like | can trust others.

. Somewhat

B notacan

Count

6

6

AModerate Amount . Alot

% of responses

17%

17%

Ed

Ed

10096

B83%

B83%

67%

g
g

50%

17%

. ‘ery Much

Unsure or N/A

1

50%

=
=
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Topic 4: Academic Achievement

One four-item subscale was created to capture respondents' self-reported experience with ROP
as a scaffold for future academic successes (See Visual 6). Six respondents completed this
subsection of the survey.

For the item related to influencing aspirations to higher education, sixty-seven percent (67%)
rated the item as a lot or very much, with 33% unsure/not applicable. For the item engagement
with lessons in classes, sixty-six percent (66%) rated the item as a lot or very much. For the two
items attending school regularly and graduating from high school, fifty percent (50%) rated as a
lot or very much.

Visual 6: Academic Achievement
To what extent did your rites of passage experience influence your desire to pursue the following academic outcomes? Please

indicate the extent to which you believe your experience influenced each outcome for each of the statements below.My rites of
passage experience influenced my desire to ...

Count % of responses

aspire to higher education. 6 17% 509 33%
graduate from high school. 6 33% 17% 509
. Mot At All Somewhat A Moderate Amount . Alot . “ery Much Unsure or MN&

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The team at Creative Research Solutions acknowledges the limitations of this retrospective
impact evaluation and prudent use of the evaluation findings to guide current and future
program development.

Due to the small number of survey respondents and focus group participants, not all potential
perspectives, experiences, and insights about the Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s
Passages programs are represented. It should also be noted that retrospective evaluation
designs typically rely on historical recollection and extant documentation as the primary data
sources. These tend to be necessarily limited to accessible archival documents and the memory
of persons who can reasonably be contacted and volunteer their participation.

However, within the boundaries of these limitations, the retrospective impact evaluation
surfaced key insights and recommendations for potential next steps. The key insights and
recommendations are provided to spark additional discourse and reflection by the COSEBOC
organization as it continues to promote, implement, and evaluate its Rites of Passage programs
and events.
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Key Insights

Across the focus group discussions and survey responses, participants overwhelmingly praised
the two COSEBOC Rites of Passage (ROP) programs, Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s
Passages (YMP), and the individuals who were involved in their creation and implementation.
During the focus groups, COSEBOC administrators, facilitators, and student alumni shared
profound experiences and insights about their time in the Sankofa Passages and YMP
programs.

The COSEBOC ROP programs’ activities and events engendered personal and academic
growth for the BIPOC young men and created enduring interpersonal connections across the
COSEBOC administrators, facilitators, and students. The authentic, creative, and intentional
design and staffing of the two programs contributed to revitalized cultural identity and
self-understanding for facilitators and students, and deeper connections to their peers and
broader community.

Community of Support and Caring. By providing safe spaces in which BIPOC youth and
adults could come together for rituals, self-exploration, visioning, and scaffolded interpersonal
discussions, the COSEBOC ROP programs created a culture of caring, acceptance, honesty,
commonality, and solidarity.

Relationship Development. Essential to personal growth and transformation are the formation
and nurturing of relationships with one’s self, peers, family, and community. The COSEBOC
ROP programs formed brotherhoods of BIPOC youth and adults within schools, neighborhoods,
regions, and across the country, with many relationships continuing over a decade later.

Cultural Identity and Healing. The COSEBOC ROP programs explored the revitalization of
cultural identity in conjunction with healing, empowerment, and asset-focused action. Focus
group participants noted how the programs shaped their connection to personal history and
culture, empowered them to face and overcome challenges, and promoted reciprocal trust,
commitment, optimism, and hope that they have carried forward in their lives.

Academic Achievement. The COSEBOC ROP programs contributed to students’ academic
and professional aspirations and outcomes. Specifically, the Sankofa Passages program was
described as positively influencing students’ post-secondary and professional aspirations,
approach to learning and curiosity, interactions with teachers, academic engagement and
achievement, behavior, attendance, and graduation rates.
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Recommendations

Through the review of COSEBOC Rites of Passage archival program documents,ongoing
consultations with the COSEBOC administrators and advisors, and discussions with the focus
group participants, the Creative Research Solutions’ team has identified recommendations for
consideration:

Leverage strengths of the COSEBOC Rites of Passage program designs;
Expand collaborations with educational institutions, local organizations, and
communities;

Diversify funding partners and resources; and

Engage brotherhood of COSEBOC ROP program administrators, facilitators, and
student alumni.

Interestingly, one evaluation participant framed the “call to action” for the future of COSEBOC
Rites of Passage programs as

Specifically, the work is really about taking this ancient, timeless practice and deploying it in the
time space that we live in now. That comes with its own level of complexities around it, but our job
is to make it something that's accessible, tangible, and real. It might not look like it did 10 years
ago, 20 years ago, but real time, it's about the engagement. It's about asking and engaging the
community intergenerationally and always the proverbial question of, who are we now? Whose
are we? What is our mission? How do we accomplish it? And what are the tools that we need to
be able to engage so that 21st century competencies can be influenced by timeless wisdom.

Leverage strengths of the COSEBOC Rites of Passage program designs. As noted earlier,
the development and implementation of the Sankofa Passages program was described as a
highly energetic, creative, engaging, and deliberate design, drawing upon the knowledge, skills,
and extensive experience of the COSEBOC administrators and facilitators. The activities of the
Young Men’s Passages program were highlighted for their significance of interacting with
BIPOC men from different regions, cultures, racial and ethnic identities, and ROP experiences.
Exposure to other persons’ lived experiences, reflections, and talents sparked deeper personal
insights and commitment to the work. As COSEBOC reflects upon future work, the Sankofa
Passages and Young Men’s Passages program designs provide strong foundations to explore
and expand.

Expand collaborations with educational institutions, local organizations, and
communities. An essential component of the COSEBOC Rites of Passages programs is the
strategy of establishing collaborative relationships with a variety of entities including, but not
limited to, educational systems, community organizations, regional and state agencies, and
national associations. The COSEBOC administrators and the networks of facilitators and alumni
are well positioned to access their professional and personal networks to establish connections
with potential partners to support BIPOC youth and adults.
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Diversify funding partners and resources. At the time of the Sankofa Passages program’s
work in the School District of Philadelphia (2010-2014), the primary source of funding was a
grant/contract with the district. When the district canceled the contract just before the start of the
fifth-year of the program, the Sankofa Passages program immediately ceased all staffing and
activities in the participating schools. As noted above, extensive collaborative partnerships can
contribute to diversified funding opportunities and implementation resources for regeneration of
district-level and school-based programs, as well as community-wide rites of passage and
BIPOC initiatives.

Engage the brotherhood of COSEBOC ROP program administrators, facilitators, and
student alumni. The COSEBOC ROP programs had profound and long-term influence on the
lives of the young men it served, as well as the program administrators and facilitators. The
brotherhood of COSEBOC is a unique asset of shared values, knowledge, and commitment that
can continue to contribute to the design, implementation, review, promotion, revitalization, and
institutionalization of COSEBOC programs and services.
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APPENDICES

Creating the COSEBOC Rites of Passage Programs

The COSEBOC team created the Sankofa Passages and Young Men’s
Passages (YMP) programs to support young men of color through
positive and nurturing learning environments integrating African-centered
themes and focusing on strengthening young men’s attitudes and skills
through mentorship, belonging, relationship building, ritual experiences,
and the pursuit of academic achievement.

Development of the Sankofa Passages
Program

We needed to connect to schools, and, you know, all the
things that happen when you're building a house and
building an infrastructure. But mapped up against that was
something very different that schools had never heard of
before. You know, this whole idea of boys and young men
of color, let's start with that. Being in a space where they
pay attention to who they are, and whose they are, paying
attention to, you know, the present, hearkening back to the
past so that they could develop their future. Imagine that in
a school where the mantra is really all about, you know, sit
down, read the book, you know, copy notes, come back,
take a test...kinds of things without really paying attention
to the social and emotional development of our students.
So, given that backdrop to try to make sense of all of that
with, you know, people in the district who were, most often,
very resistant to any of that. Because they didn't
understand it. You know, we fear what we don't
understand. So trying to help them to better understand
what this really might look like in their buildings, and
helping the students.

Selection of the Sankofa Passages
Program Facilitators

Maybe not so obvious, but the participants were the
students and the facilitator was the man of color. And that's
really a distinction | wanna make sure that is very present
in your report, is that all of the facilitators,
mentor/facilitators were men of color from varied
backgrounds...What was their thing that they were going to
help get the young men attached to, that they were also
very good at? What was their passion? And that's how we
actually chose them, you know. We really wanted them to
be able to be passionate about something that they held
dear to them, that they could help with the young men as
they navigated their day.
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Experiences and Relationships within
the Sankofa Passages and YMP
Programs

One of the differences about the Sankofa Rite of Passage
program that | have not seen and have yet to see in a lot of
different programs is that purpose to create a brotherhood
amongst the facilitators. And | think in creating a
brotherhood, a camaraderie, amongst the facilitators
focused around this mission to educate and liberate the
minds of young people, | think that was really purposeful all
in itself.

Experiences and Relationships within
the Sankofa Passages and YMP
Programs

| think the exposure to a network of like-minded,
like-spirited leaders, facilitators with regards to Rites of
Passage, that's a key area. Every time we would connect
at those convenings, it was as if we were brothers from
birth sort of thing. Just that network of feeling at ease,
feeling just accepted, appreciated. And not only for me in
terms of other and the men, but also the young kings,
seeing that we were part of a bigger village was also
powerful, profound.
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Development of the Sankofa Passages
Program

We needed to connect to schools, and, you know, all the things that happen when you're
building a house and building an infrastructure. But mapped up against that was
something very different that schools had never heard of before. You know, this whole
idea of boys and young men of color, let's start with that. Being in a space where they
pay attention to who they are, and whose they are, paying attention to, you know, the
present, hearkening back to the past so that they could develop their future. iImagine
that in a school where the mantra is really all about, you know, sit down, read the book,
you know, copy notes, come back, take a test...kinds of things without really paying
attention to the social and emotional development of our students. 5o, given that
backdrop to try to make sense of all of that with, you know, people in the district who
were, most often, very resistant to any of that. Because they didn't understand it. You
know, we fear what we don't understand. So trying to help them to better understand
what this really might look like in their buildings, and helping the students.

Selection of the Sankofa Passages
Program Facilitators

Maybe not so obvious, but the participants were the students and the facilitator was the
man of color. And that's really a distinction | wanna make sure that is very present in
your report, is that all of the facilitators, mentor/facilitators were men of color from
varied backgrounds...What was their thing that they were going to help get the young

men attached to, that they were also very good at? What was their passion? And that's
how we actually chose them, you know. We reaily wanted them to be able to be
passionate about something that they held dear to them, that they could help with the
young men as they navigated their day.
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Experiences and Relationships within
the Sankofa Passages and YMP
Programs

One of the differences about the Sankofa Rite of Passage program that | have not seen
and have yet to see in a lot of different programs is that purpose to create a
brotherhood amongst the facilitators. And | think in creating a brotherhood, a
camaraderie, amongst the facilitators focused around this mission to educate and
liberate the minds of young people, | think that was really purposeful all in itself.

I think the exposure to a network of like-minded, like-spirited leaders, facilitators with
regards to Rites of Passage, that's a key area. Every time we would connect at those
convenings, it was as if we were brothers from birth sort of thing. just that network of
feeling at ease, feeling just accepted, appreciated. And not only for me in terms of other
and the men, but also the young kings, seeing that we were part of a bigger village was
also powerful, profound.
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Shaping Young Men'’s Identities

The COSEBOC Rights of Passage (ROP) programs cultivated a sense
of brotherhood for young men of color. The COSEBOC mission to
educate and empower young minds was purpose-driven by providing
opportunities for young men to express their true selves, discover their
identities, and understand their lineage and ancestry. An important
element of the ROP approach was the positive perspective on the
young men, seeing their potential rather than focusing on their deficits.

This perspective reinforced the sense of community and provided a foundation for realizing

empowerment through personal growth.

Survey respondents agreed that their rites of passage experiences positively influenced their
relationships with their communities and families, and their families’ relationship with them. They
also agreed that the experiences positively influenced their understanding of themselves and

their families, communities, and cultures.

Influence on Identity, Intentionality, and
Community - Brotherhood

The ritual, the idea of coming together. One of the little
phrases that they use was, 'What hood we rep?
Brotherhood.' You know, so that they developed a sense
of you're not in this by yourself, you know, that when we
get together, this is a brotherhood in this, in this room,
you know? The fact that they were with other young
men was powerful. You know, the fact that they were
with a man who helped guide their thinking equally as
powerful.

Influence on ldentity, Intentionality, and
Community - Empowerment

But the historical context shouldn't start with
enslavement. There's hundreds of thousands of years
before enslavement. So we try to emphasize but not
negate the enslavement period, because we know that
that is a part of who we are and that we triumphed over
that, and we are still triumphing over oppression
and...the struggle. But there's hundreds of thousands of
years before that that we have as well that we have to
take in consideration as a part of who we are, as a part
of our identity. The premise is that once you get that and
you understand that, then you're not limited by the
messages that the media or any other social media, all
of these things would tell us that we are. We have a
limitlessness on the potential that we have for the future.

Influence on Identity, Intentionality, and
Community - Asset-Based Thinking

And the real leading indicators that lead to lifelong
success are cultural identity, self-efficacy, belonging,

47



and collective responsibility. | think all those other skills
you can accelerate really, because there's meaning and
purpose for the child, for the young person that the
facilitator's doing. And YMP has always modeled that in
the spirit of the cultural prosperity, the cultural legacy.
That pedagogy | think was always affirming,
empowering.
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Influence on Identity, Intentionality,
and Community - Brotherhood

The ritual, the idea of coming together. One of the little phrases that they use was,
‘What hood we rep? Brotherhood.' You know, so that they developed a sense of you're
not in this by yourself, you know, that when we get together, this is a brotherhood in

this, in this room, you know? The fact that they were with other young men was
powerful. You know, the fact that they were with a man who helped guide their thinking
equally as powerful.

Influence on Identity, Intentionality,
and Community - Empowerment

But the historical context shouldn't start with enslavement. There's hundreds of
thousands of years before enslavement. So we try to emphasize but not negate the
enslavement period, because we know that that is a part of who we are and that we
triumphed over that, and we are still triumphing over oppression and...the struggle. But
there's hundreds of thousands of years before that that we have as well that we have to
take in consideration as a part of who we are, as a part of our identity. The premise is
that once you get that and you understand that, then you're not limited by the messages
that the media or any other social media, all of these things would tell us that we are.
We have a limitlessness on the potential that we have for the future.
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Influence on Identity, Intentionality,
and Community - Asset-Based Thinking

And the real leading indicators that lead to lifelong success are cultural identity, self-
efficacy, belonging, and collective responsibility. | think all those other skills you can
accelerate really, because there's meaning and purpose for the child, for the young
person that the facilitator's doing. And YMP has always modeled that in the spirit of the
cultural prosperity, the cultural legacy. That pedagogy | think was always affirming,
empowering.
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Ritual in Academic Spaces

The COSEBOC Sankofa Passages program’s approach challenged
conventional educational systems in emphasizing the importance of
developing young people, in particular boys of color, in social,
emotional, and cultural competencies. The COSEBOC Rites of
Passages (ROP) programs uncovered and strengthened young men’s
true selves, empowering young men to embrace their identities and
boost their confidence and masculinity. Youth participated in rituals and

activities that contributed to their personal growth and engagement in
school and allowed them opportunities to engage in open discussions about challenges and

struggles.

Survey respondents agreed that their ritual community provided a safe space, cared about their
well-being, and shared a vision of the future.

Navigating Resistance in Schools

| think the value of what was going on in the spaces that we
occupied in these schools, it was very evident to everyone in
that building that something was going on with these young
men that was positive. That they saw it in the way that they
operated in the classroom, their behaviors, how they talked, all
of those things over the years really presented themselves.

Ritual Experiences

It could be something as simple as we would do an affirmation.
Men of the past living in the present, preparing for the future.
So sharpen your mind, tune your ears, so you know what you
see, understand what you hear, minute by minute, hour by
hour. When you lose your story, you lose your powers, so
sharpen your eyes, tune your ears so you know what you see,
understand what you hear, minute by minute, hour by hour.
When you know our story, you know our power, Sankofa.

Circles Experiences

Circling session, you get to dig deep...in this circle you are
going to look inward, what is that one thing that holds you back
from being great? What is the one thing that is holding you from
getting to the next level...It was in that moment where | felt love
and support and realized that was the time to give back. | don’t
know how, but | have the courage and desire to give back...My
identity was cultivated that it was okay, you are not in the world
by yourself, there are people in this world that love you and you
just gotta embrace it.
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Navigating Resistance in Schools

I think the value of what was going on in the spaces that we occupied in these schools, it
was very evident to everyone in that building that something was going on with these
young men that was positive. That they saw it in the way that they operated in the
classroom, their behaviors, how they talked, all of those things over the years really
presented themselves.

Ritual Experiences

it could be something as simple as we would do an affirmation. Men of the past living in
the present, preparing for the future. So sharpen your mind, tune your ears, so you know
what you see, understand what you hear, minute by minute, hour by hour. When you
lose your story, you lose your powers, so sharpen your eyes, tune your ears so you know
what you see, understand what you hear, minute by minute, hour by hour. When you
know our story, you know our power, Sankofa.

Circles Experiences

Circling session, you get to dig deep...in this circle you are going to look inward, what is
that one thing that holds you back from being great? What is the one thing that is
holding you from getting to the next level...It was in that moment where | felt love and
support and realized that was the time to give back. [ don‘t know how, but | have the
courage and desire to give back...My identity was cultivated that it was okay, you are not
in the world by yourself, there are people in this world that love you and you just gotta
embrace it.
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Trauma and Healing

The Sankofa Passages program played a critical role in keeping
students safe and mediating violent incidents by facilitating dialogues to
help the young men process and address the trauma resulting from
such violence. Ritual was used as a primary strategy, providing a
v framework for the young men to articulate their traumatic experiences

and embark on a journey of healing. The COSEBOC Rites of Passages

(ROP) programs provided opportunities for the young men to listen to

and relate with peers going through similar challenges, thereby allowing
them to acknowledge shared experiences, learn how to navigate difficult situations, and engage
in healing.

The survey respondents agreed that the rites of passage experience prepared them to become
involved in their communities, make informed decisions about their lives, speak their truths, face
the challenges of adulthood, and pursue a better quality of life. The survey respondents also
agreed that the rites of passage experience encouraged them to take meaningful action, feel
optimistic, feel connected to their histories and their futures, and believe that others can trust
them.

Dealing with Trauma | saw this program give them another sense of purpose. | saw this
program give them the strength to not be overcome by some of these
situations, that I'm pretty sure a lot of people really would have been
double victim to. So I've seen how for young people who really
experienced some serious traumatic experience, and they really need
grounding, I've seen how this work has allowed them to connect to
something bigger than themselves and find themselves even when they
could be at times where their immediate space may not be affirming
them, this was a refuge for them.

Dealing with Trauma The reality is you can't be black in this country and not experience
trauma. It's like, 'Hey, look man, as much as we are creating a safe
space for you to be in your highs and your lows through all your
seasons, it is that consistency and the rituals of checking in and making
sure you're okay.' | think that more than anything we provided a through
line, and it was intergenerational, it was multiracial and it was
cross-functional. So, it was validation, acknowledgement of what we
were doing is the right thing. And so those rituals we would always do
check-in, we would always close out. There's the rituals of libation, of
closing out and ceremony, of giving thanks. | think that level of
consistency and connected tissue | just think went far.

Healing Experiences It might not be that we find a solution to those things, but in the end, just
being able to talk about it is healing. Being able to articulate it is
healing. Being able to see that I'm not the only person that's dealing
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with this trauma is healing. Young people, if they don't have rituals,

they're going to create their own rituals and it's not going to be healthy.
So we're giving them ways in which to deal with the trauma that they're
dealing with and to come to terms with who they are so that they can be

the best that they can be.
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Dealing with Trauma

I saw this program give them another sense of purpose. | saw this program give them the
strength to not be overcome by some of these situations, that I'm pretty sure a lot of
people really would have been double victim to. So I've seen how for young people who
really experienced some serious traumatic experience, and they really need grounding,
I've seen how this work has allowed them to connect to something bigger than
themselves and find themselves even when they could be at times where their
immediate space may not be affirming them, this was a refuge for them.

The reality is you can't be black in this country and not experience trauma. It's like, 'Hey,
look man, as much as we are creating a safe space for you to be in your highs and your
lows through all your seasons, it is that consistency and the rituals of checking in and
making sure you're okay.' | think that more than anything we provided a through line,
and it was intergenerational, it was multiracial and it was cross-functional. So, it was

validation, acknowledgement of what we were doing is the right thing. And so those

rituals we would always do check-in, we would always close out. There's the rituals of

libation, of closing out and ceremony, of giving thanks. I think that level of consistency
and connected tissue | just think went far.

Healing Experiences

It might not be that we find a solution to those things, but in the end, just being able to
talk about it is healing. Being able to articulate it is healing. Being able to see that I'm
not the only person that's dealing with this trauma is healing. Young people, if they don't
have rituals, they're going to create their own rituals and it's not going to be healthy. 5o
we're giving them ways in which to deal with the trauma that they're dealing with and to
come to terms with who they are so that they can be the best that they can be.
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Impact of COSEBOC Rites of Passage Programs

The COSEBOC Rites of Passage (ROP) programs had profound and
long-term influence on the lives of the young men served. The Sankofa
Passages Program contributed to reduced suspension rates, enhanced
academic engagement, increased attendance, and improved graduation
rates in participating schools. In addition to academic impacts, young
men experienced holistic growth in their personal lives.

In some schools, the influence extended beyond the young men to

teachers, contributing positively to their interactions with the Sankofa Passages facilitators,
teaching peers, and the larger student population. Inspired by the Sankofa Passages program's
success, some teachers replicated elements of it for other students in their classrooms.

Transformational Impact

They will definitely tell you that the trajectory of their lives
has changed as a result of that particular program.

Transformational Impact

In terms of the students, we started to see a rise in grades
and being more accepting of the teachers in the
classrooms. A prime example of that was because as a
result of them seeing the ritual that we did, there were
several teachers who started before they even entered into
a lesson. They designed their own little ritual in their
classrooms. It didn't have anything to do with Sankofa. It
was what they felt they wanted to do in their classroom to
start the day, to start the lesson, to start the session.

Transformational Impact

Another impact, from the teaching standpoint, we met a lot
of teachers who felt that they didn't have a path forward to
engage in socio-emotional learning, to engage in just
human interaction, but because we fought so hard to
create spaces specifically for that, we had teachers who
felt empowered. We had teachers who felt engaged. | truly
believe we had teachers who probably said, ‘Okay, I'll stick
around and do this work.” She started a mentoring program
for young ladies based exactly off of what we were doing
with all the magic and the gifts that she brings to the table.
Her entire day was defined by rights of passage, which was
amazing, not only from a structural standpoint, but from the
standpoint of teacher engagement, because thinking about
it today, that has a lot of challenges. Teachers leave
because they don't feel like they're able to live their
purpose as teachers.

Developmental and Academic Impact

| know for a fact that we prevented students from being
disengaged from the schools that we were working in by
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following that path. The long-term impact of that is that they
stayed inside their school and they graduated on time, 90%
graduation rate. As opposed to walking around and coming
back and trying to figure out if they're got to get their GED
when they're 21, 22.

Developmental and Academic Impact

| remember in the next few years, years two, three, and
four, we were structuring ourselves into classrooms in
partnership with teachers, teaching core subjects with the
facilitators being there with the students the entire day.
What that allowed us to do is to support in the classrooms,
academically, but also socially, emotionally.

Developmental and Academic Impact

You started to see them going to class on a regular basis,
the relationships with their teachers changed, the
relationship with their peers changed. They became more
interested in, 'What am | gonna do with my future?' They
became more interested in getting a job. All the things that
they wanted to learn more about... music in a different way,
they wanted to be able to go and travel. You know, the
things that were opening up for them were huge. Some of
them only knew the radius from school and their
neighborhood. But by doing some things with us and
traveling with us a whole new kind of world was opening up
for them.

Developmental and Academic Impact

There is a need for this work. This work is not only needed
on the high school and elementary level, certainly needed
in the college level as well. The work is absolutely
impactful. The reason is impactful is because it was
intentional, it was really intentional.
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Transformational Impact

They will definitely tell you that the trajectory of their lives has changed as a result of
that particular program.

In terms of the students, we started to see o rise in grades and being more accepting of
the teachers in the classrooms. A prime example of that was because as a result of them
seeing the ritual that we did, there were several teachers who started before they even
entered into a lesson. They designed their own little ritual in their classrooms. It didn't
have anything to do with Sankofa. It was what they feit they wanted to do in their
classroom to start the day, to start the lesson, to start the session.

Another impact, from the teaching standpoint, we met a lot of teachers who felt that
they didn't have a path forward to engage in socio-emotional learning, to engage in just
human interaction, but because we fought so hard to create spaces specifically for that,
we had teachers who felt empowered. We had teachers who felt engaged. | truly believe
we had teachers who probably said, ‘Okay, I'll stick around and do this work.’ She started

a mentoring program for young ladies based exactly off of what we were doing with all
the magic and the gifts that she brings to the table. Her entire day was defined by rights
of passage, which was amazing, not only from a structural standpoint, but from the
standpoint of teacher engagement, because thinking about it today, that has a lot of
challenges. Teachers leave because they don't feel like they're able to live their purpose
as teachers.
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Developmental and Academic Impact

I know for a fact that we prevented students from being disengaged from the schools
that we were working in by following that path. The long-term impact of that is that they
stayed inside their school and they graduated on time, 90% graduation rate. As opposed

to walking around and coming back and trying to figure out if they're got to get their

GED when they're 21, 22.

I remember in the next few years, years two, three, and four, we were structuring
ourselves into classrooms in partnership with teachers, teaching core subjects with the
facilitators being there with the students the entire day. What that allowed us to do is to
support in the classrooms, academically, but also socially, emotionally.

You started to see them going to class on a regular basis, the relationships with their
teachers changed, the relationship with their peers changed. They became more
interested in, 'What am | gonna do with my future?' They became more interested in
getting a job. All the things that they wanted to learn more about... music in a different
way, they wanted to be able to go and travel. You know, the things that were opening up
for them were huge. Some of them only knew the radius from school and their
neighborhood. But by doing some things with us and traveling with us a whole new kind
of world was opening up for them.

There is a need for this work. This work is not only needed on the high school and
elementary level, certainly needed in the college level as well. The work is absolutely
impactful. The reason is impactful is because it was intentional, it was really intentional.
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