Five

Portraits of Extraordinary Everyday People

Introduction

By Marcus Littles

As a kid, I was surrounded by people who spent their
lives serving others, advocating for civil rights, organizing
voters, fighting against injustice, and fighting for access
to opportunity for black people throughout the American
South. I witnessed battles for justice and civil rights on
Alabama farms, on the statehouse steps, in schools, on
campuses, and on the lawn in Washington, D.C. I had a front-row seat to
see extraordinary everyday people change the world.

The significance of all these endeavors was
largely beyond my grasp. I didn’t know I was
literally watching the world change. Instead,
I thought I was merely tagging along with
Granddaddy to the meeting at church, traveling
with Mom and Dad to their conference in D.C.,
or coloring while Grandmother tutored her
students. Unbeknownst to me, I was receiving
a daily education in the principles, practices,
and power of community change.

perspective to see change happen in neighborhoods,
communities, and cities throughout this country.
We can think of no better place to learn, nor any
more qualified teachers, than the change agents
with whom we interface each day.

I have spent my adult years observing change,
too, although now I’m a more intentional student.
And over the last five years I have had the honor
and opportunity to continue my first-hand topflight education, one heightened through my
work at Frontline Solutions. My colleagues can
talk about the ways they’ve been edified, too.
Frontline was founded as an enterprise five years
ago. Two longtime friends of mine, Ryan Bowers
and Micah Gilmer, shared my desire to support the
kind of community leaders I remembered so well
from my childhood. Our first venture served as a
field-wide call for greater philanthropic investment
in African-American males. It was a report called
Why We Can’t Wait, commissioned by the
Ford Foundation.
We are proud of and fondly remember Why We
Can’t Wait and the many Frontline accomplishments
that have followed it. However, our real source of
joy is not our professional output but the people
who have impacted us along the way. Collectively,
we have been immeasurably impacted by and
continue to be grateful for the scores of activists
and scholars, fathers and mentors, partners and
clients who have trusted us with their stories,
lessons, and lives that exemplify the heart of
authentic social change. Frontline has been a
watchtower of sorts that has provided us a unique

We feel that this five-year mark is a fitting moment
to stop, reflect, and celebrate this education. In
part, FIVE is a commemoration, but mainly, it is
a celebration of the transformational leaders and
work that embody social change. This collection
of personal profiles tells the stories of just a few
of the dynamic leaders — Tim McIntosh, Sharlonda
Buckman, Xu Lin, Shirley Mock, and Lucas Diaz —
whom Frontline has been fortunate enough to
know over our first five years. We are grateful for
these leaders and teachers and what they mean
to their communities. Their stories communicate
why Frontline humbly endeavors to help change
happen.

We are grateful for these leaders and teachers and what
they mean to their communities. Their stories communicate why Frontline
humbly endeavors to help change happen.

Sharlonda Buckman

Detroit, MI
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how many local graduates are in attendance. When the question is posed, Sharlonda Buckman’s hand is not
among those raised. That’s an odd thing for someone like Sharlonda— born and raised in Detroit, smart and
well-regarded by former teachers, and now a highly recognized educational leader in Michigan.
But her school career—at least with DPS—was cut short in the ninth grade when she was abruptly removed,
with no option to attend an alternative school.

A situation like this that inadvertently unveils a
blemished past could easily elicit feelings of shame
and withdrawal. But Detroit parents and leaders
know that’s not Sharlonda’s style. If something
exposes her experience with the Detroit school
system, that’s an open door for telling her story.
“I say, ‘I represent the kid that you failed. I
represent the thousands of children who deserve
to make it just like me but didn’t,’” she explains.
The personal memories of her school expulsion,
along with the events that led up to that moment,
are fresh. She remembers how scared she felt as
“a little 85-pound girl” entering a high school full
of bigger, tougher students, and how desperate
was her need for protection. She recalls the
meeting between her mother and school authorities
after she was caught holding a weapon that wasn’t
hers. How ostracized her mom felt, listening to all
those suits tell her how bad her daughter was.

always talk to a crowd, so she decided she’d offer
her testimony first.
That was all it took to open the floodgates. Following
her statement was a stream of about 50 testimonials,
and the next day the principal was removed.
If Sharlonda’s expulsion from high school was a
low point of pain and frustration, the journey since
has offered much more opportunity and hope.
No doubt, her own fight to get the education that
was denied her made the difference. With help
from a tutor, Sharlonda studied for and passed the
G.E.D. test when she was 18. Soon she was on a
postsecondary track that led to a Master’s Degree
in Community Economic Development from
Southern New Hampshire University.
As a beneficiary of youth programming, it made
sense that Sharlonda would want to help lead a

‘I represent the kid that you failed. I represent the thousands of
children who deserve to make it just like me but didn’t,’” she explains.
And she remembers the tagline from a commercial
running at that time—“Kids are our future”—and
how much it contrasted with the message she and
her mother received in that meeting room.
Fast-forward eight years, and there again was
Sharlonda face-to-face with the suits of the Detroit
public school system. A similar situation, but in a
way everything had changed. Sharlonda was now
a parent organizer working with schools for
Warren/Conner Development Coalition, located
in Detroit’s Eastside community. She and almost
250 parents were ready to make the case for the
removal of Joy Middle School’s principal, who
in her words “treated his school like a prison,”
wrecking house and communicating with students
through a bullhorn.
With a signed petition in hand that called for
the principal’s departure, the parent group and
Sharlonda arrived at a school board meeting
ready to raise hell. Yet they had no idea how formal
and intimidating the scene would be. Long after the
meeting started, no one had the courage to step
to the microphone to testify. But Sharlonda could

youth program. At Warren/Conner Development
Coalition, she took charge of youth development
and school organizing. At the time, the coalition
laid groundwork and coordinated with other Detroit
nonprofits as part of the national Rebuilding
Communities Initiative, run by Casey Family
Programs. The parent organizing component of
the initiative proved to be the most successful.

Following her time at Warren/Connor, Sharlonda
was recruited to lead youth development
organizations like Big Brothers Big Sisters and
the Girl Scouts. Meanwhile, her former friend and
Warren/Connor colleague, Tonya Allen, founded
Detroit Parent Network in 2002.
As much as Sharlonda valued working for the
other youth organizations, it was a memory of a
day at Warren/Conner that nudged her in a new
direction toward the Detroit Parent Network. She
remembered mentoring a young man, a good
student who was trying to cope with family issues
and the lures of gang life. Even though she had
wisdom to share with him, she recognized that
that advice really ought to come from his parent
or guardian. “It brought me to this point where I
thought, we can continue and should continue to
work with young people,” she said, “but parents
have the power to change things today. If we could
get parents to that a-ha moment, then they could
make those choices that could change the quality
of life of kids immediately.”

come,” she said. “But if we’re serious about
serving parents, then there were thousands of
parents who wouldn’t walk through our door.
We had to go get them.” DPN staff learned from
their director that “getting them” meant doing
old-school organizing and knocking on doors.
Hundreds of them.
The door-to-door visits greatly expanded DPN’s
outreach. In Sharlonda’s first year, the core team
and other part-time staff connected with several
hundred households. Detroit parents received the
message that DPN was “there to support, not to
judge.” They signed up for trainings and support
groups, then they gave back to the organization
by growing and refining the parent programs.
Today DPN’s core programs include support
groups, parenting classes, curriculum on academic
advising, and Facilitator Speaker Training (FST).

So in 2005, when Tonya Allen’s move to the
Skillman Foundation created an opening for the
DPN executive director, Sharlonda applied.
Her new organization had a great vision, but it
also had a small staff that was reaching a small
constituency. Sharlonda decided DPN had to reach
more parents. “When DPN was created, we
realized that some parents would automatically

FST shows parents how to be effective public
speakers; for Sharlonda, it’s also DPN’s unofficial
speaker recruitment system. It’s from this crop of
trainees that she pulls the best DPN advocates,
bringing them with her to Lansing, Michigan, to
help her push and prod state legislators on an
urgent policy issue.
DPN programs vary, but the common thread to
them all is they foster networking and mutual
support. Trainees may enter a DPN building as
strangers to each other, but that quickly changes.
“When this door closes at 8 p.m., you should

“As much as we’re doing in Detroit,
it’s not enough, quick enough for
me,” she says. “Because every

day, even while we’re
sitting here, kids are
failing. And that’s not fair
’cause it’s not their fault.
This is an adult problem that we
need to fix for our kids.”
have someone else that you can reach out to —
that thinks like you, wants to move ahead with you,
and supports you,” she says. Or to put it another
way, DPN is the network of support that the
Buckman family needed so badly when Sharlonda
faced expulsion.
DPN has grown exponentially since 2005. Operating
on a $2.6 million budget, the network is composed
of 2,600 paid members and last year it served more
than 25,000 parents. Three years ago, that growth
sparked a partnership with Detroit Public Schools
on its parent engagement.
To Sharlonda’s surprise, DPS agreed to hire the
network to create several Parent Resource Centers
in various Detroit neighborhoods. The vision for
the centers emerged from a simple process of
listening to parents: “It’s like that old adage with
the doctor and the patient that says, ‘Listen to
the patient; they’re telling you what’s wrong with
them.’ For seven years parents had told DPS they
want local access.”
Does this partnership with DPS mean that this
grassroots operation could be co-opted by the
System? No, because she and her colleagues are
hyper-vigilant about preserving their watchdog

status. “We fight every day to maintain our
identity,” she says. “I regularly remind [DPS] that.
‘You bought a service, not an organization,’ I say.
They know when to push and when to back off.”
By connecting on a deep level with parents and
providing value for them, DPN has caught the
nation’s attention through its innovative approach
to education advocacy and parent engagement.
Under Sharlonda’s leadership, the organization
essentially has become part of every major
education reform initiative happening right now
in Detroit.
For the sake of the city’s children, Sharlonda
wouldn’t want it any other way.
“As much as we’re doing in Detroit, it’s not enough,
quick enough for me,” she says. “Because every
day, even while we’re sitting here, kids are failing.
And that’s not fair ’cause it’s not their fault. This is
an adult problem that we need to fix for our kids.”

Xu Lin

Philadelphia, PA
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It was Wei Chen on the other end of the line. His voice quivering, he barely could hold back the tears.
For Xu Lin, one of many job requirements as a youth organizer is being “on call” for a moment like this.
His friend Wei had just informed him that Asian students at South Philadelphia High School were being
attacked by classmates. Now the students looked to their older peer to lead a decisive responsive.

“The whirlwind of that December day ended when Xu left the hospital at
one in the morning. But really, his work was just beginning.”
It was December 3, 2009, and throughout the
school day groups of South Philly High students
had sought out and assaulted their Asian
classmates in classrooms, the hallways, and
the cafeteria. Even though the school day was
officially over, Xu suspected that the students
still would not be safe on the walk home.
As a former student who attended a Philly high
school just a mile from South Philly High, Xu had
seen school violence against Asians firsthand. He
knew how ugly a scenario like this could get. “One
time, I had gone to the hospital to visit a friend,”
he remembers, “and on the way out there was a
Chinese student coming in on a stretcher. He was
covered by blood and tears.”
Over the course of the previous year leading up to
December 3, the school’s Asian-American students
had suffered threats, robberies, racial slurs, and
other forms of harassment. Acting as student
advocates, Xu and others appealed to South
Philly High’s leadership to promote a safer school
climate. It was the adults, they said, who needed
to respond to violence when it occurred, especially
when a racial group was being singled out. But the
Asian community didn’t get the response it wanted
from school leaders. And on December 3, in the
wake of an earlier incident whose details remain
fuzzy, everything came to a head.
Xu was floored when he arrived. He was confronted
again by the sight of blood. One student had a
broken nose; the other had bruises all over his
body. Even though South Philly High’s principal
and school security were at the scene, they were
more focused on getting students and their
concerned parents off school property than they
were about calling 911. Xu put his foot down. “I
said, ‘No one’s leaving.’”
For the next several hours, Xu and other leaders
operated in triage mode. By the end of the day,
30 students had suffered attacks, and seven of

them had been sent to the hospital. Xu, who is
fluent in English as well as the Fujian and Mandarin
dialects, accompanied them to the hospital to serve
as advocate and translator.
The whirlwind of that December day ended
when Xu left the hospital at one in the morning.
But really, his work was just beginning. As
a community organizer for the Philadelphia
Chinatown Development Corporation, he and
other organizers like him shared responsibility
for the safety and well-being of the city’s Asian
youth, which is made up largely of Chinese,
Cambodian, and Vietnamese immigrants.
The days that followed were spent wrestling with
a pressing question: if these attacks happened on
the school’s watch, wouldn’t they happen again?
Several courses of action seemed on the table for
students and parents: Should the students return
to school and hope for the best? Avoid another
conflict by transferring to other schools? Should
they fight back?

It seemed a long shot that consensus could be
reached. Then again, Philly’s Asian activists
were involved in the discussions, and they had
a longstanding reputation for organizing and
winning battles. One well-known group was Asian
Americans United (AAU), which for 25 years
had united residents of Chinatown in different

struggles, including staving off the threat of
aggressive mega-developments like slots casinos
and sports stadiums. Xu had known AAU since
his own high school days as a newly arrived
immigrant from China’s Fujian Province. With his
mentor from AAU, he was able to visit different
states and learn how other groups managed their
community organizing.

“Don’t downplay this as another

All of this had led to what Xu calls a “political
awakening.” Soon he was organizing his peers to
demand the safety of Asians at his Furnace High
School. And then they successfully pressured the
principal to authorize a safety patrol of the school.

racial tiff between schoolkids. One

of your schools is failing
to take responsibility for
its students’ safety.”

Now, in December 2009, a movement was growing
over the course of daily meetings at AAU’s office in
Chinatown’s Folk Arts – Cultural Treasures Charter
School. Xu and other leaders fully supported the
first major decision the students made, which was
to boycott their school until the School District
of Philadelphia guaranteed their safety. Fifty
students waged a boycott that lasted eight days. It
eventually forced a meeting with Superintendent
Arlene Ackerman in which the students voiced
their complaints to the district’s top leadership.
Their message was crystal clear: “Don’t downplay
this as another racial tiff between schoolkids. One
of your schools is failing to take responsibility for
its students’ safety.”
More actions followed and Xu pressed on,
attending rallies and marches and testifying
before the School Reform Commission. The
Philadelphia Human Relations Commission also
held public hearings. The activists even appealed
to the U.S. Justice Department, which launched
an investigation into the attacks in spring 2010.
It eventually concluded that the equal protection
rights of the Asian students had been violated.
Moreover, the School District had to submit to
federal and state oversight on protecting South
Philly High students from racial bias.
Xu, who is now a youth organizer for AAU, is
proud of his critical role in the organizing victory,
but beyond the campaign successes he values
the newfound unity that developed among
the different Asian groups and communities.

“Organizations had never worked together like
this on this scale,” he says. “For the students,
it was the first time that Vietnamese and
Chinese were talking to each other.”
Should school violence strike again at a high
school, Xu will likely be one of those people on
call. But life as a youth organizer is not always
as hectic as it was in December 2009. That is
not to say there is still plenty of work to do. Xu
still runs student workshops and meetings,
a central component of the organizing and
mentoring that have become his passion.
“I really like workshops and discussions on
oppression in our society,” he says. “I’m interested
in power dynamics. I like challenging the ideas
that young people learn. And then some of them
change and challenge their peers.”

“I really like workshops and
discussions on oppression in our
society,” he says. “I’m interested
in power dynamics. I

like
challenging the ideas
that young people learn.
And then some of them change
and challenge their peers.”

Shirley Mock

Jackson, MS
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antebellum farm and hunting ground where Shirley Mock was a girl. There, after a pheasant hunt,
her mother would serve hors d’oeuvres in the Big House, while the girl and her younger siblings
sat out front of their sharecropper’s home, plucking feathers.

Her mother, Fannie Bell, told her very little of what
went on in the Big House. Only that her food had
been enjoyed and that at some point the women
had gone into one room and the men into another
to discuss things and smoke cigars. Perhaps she
didn’t know herself, or perhaps she just didn’t want
to let on to her curious adolescent daughter. The
girl was always asking to let her help. She could
carry a tray of fancy food. Fannie Bell said no.
Shirley had a sweet tooth and would sit for hours
eating pecans, breaking them open one against the
other in her palms. One day her mother brought
her a sack of them home from a gathering; they’d
been given out as party favors, and if she was
trying to appease her daughter, the act had an
unintentional and opposite result. There, folded
among the nuts, was a flyer advertising a yet
more secretive meeting, this for the Cottonmouth
Moccasin Gang of the Klu Klux Klan. From that
moment on, the girl’s isolated life in the country
became another narrative.

“Until then, a burning
cross was just a beautiful
light,” she remembers. “We would
see it on the hill and we would go
to bed feeling safe.”
“Until then, a burning cross was just a beautiful
light,” she remembers. “We would see it on the hill
and we would go to bed feeling safe.”
It was 1962, and once she started asking questions
at school, life in rural Adams County soon became,
for her, life in a segregation state. Fifty years later,
the implications of being born in this place are
well settled in her, and yet there is something that
sits her up straight in her galley seat above the
legislators who decide things.

As a registered lobbyist and Government Relations
Consultant for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Shirley
Mock attends every session of the state legislature.
She sits on a carpeted box with no seat-back
and looks down at the people in leather chairs,
listening to what is said and to what is not.
To a new legislator, she might appear like a
grandmother along for the field trip, because
all around her in the galley are schoolchildren.
(Without fail, the children are consistently
amazed at how the lawmakers interrupt each
other, and the messes they make around them.)
But her listening is always a readiness to act, and
the petitioning she does on behalf of the NAACP
is nothing less than a defense of the children and
teachers who surround her.
“It’s my job to find out as much as I can about all
the issues,” she says.
Those issues are as varied as the facets of a
single Mississippian’s life. Issues such as early
childhood health, education, nutrition and food
taxes, the juvenile justice system, broadband
access, workplace safety, payday lending, and
Voter ID, could affect those field trip students
at each stage of their lives, from the access to
vegetables in their community grocery, to the
kinds of jobs available to them, to the ways
they’re able to save for old age.

But when she decided to take up the causes of the NAACP, her identity at
the Capitol Building was suddenly changed, and in some cases it was as if
even the “Shirley” was dropped because, “someone who has my

interests in mind will look me in the eye, but someone
who doesn’t have my interests in mind, he looks
through me.”
For 30 years she worked for BellSouth/AT&T,
retiring as a Vice President of Government
Relations in 2001. She remembers how with AT&T,
it was as if the company was her last name as she
stood in the lobby of the statehouse. Oh, there’s
Shirley with AT&T. The company seemed to be
everyone’s friend in the statehouse. It even hosted
banquets. Along with her husband, Morris, she’d
raised three boys, and they thought they might
retire in Natchez, Mississippi.
But when she decided to take up the causes of
the NAACP, her identity at the Capitol Building
was suddenly changed, and in some cases it was
as if even the “Shirley” was dropped because,

“someone who has my interests in mind will look
me in the eye, but someone who doesn’t have my
interests in mind, he looks through me.”
She came to the statehouse as a young mother,
but she was not the first in her family to have
business at a state legislature. Her grandfather
was a custodian at the statehouse in Baton Rouge,
La. “So when I first came here, my best friends
were the custodians,” she remembers, “and they
still are.”
She greets them all when she enters, the officer
standing by the metal detector, the janitors on the
third floor. On the wall are framed photos of all the
legislatures dating back to the 1940s. Passing by
the early ’70s photos, she remembers those people,
those days. The photographs show only a handful
of black members, whereas today that number
is 50, with 37 in the house and 13 in the senate.
That percentage is among the highest minority
representation of any state legislature in the
country. Still, the outcomes for black Mississippians
remain statistically near the bottom in every
national category, including in nutrition, obesity,
education, incarceration, and life expectancy.
“If we have that many [black elected legislators],
you would think that we’d be focused more on
issues that people assume to be issues of color,
but it’s not that way.”
But the issues, to her, are obviously not about
color. “When we say we’re for children, it is for
children of all colors,” she says. “And when we’re
talking about healthcare or the elderly, it’s for the
elderly of all color. When we talk about poverty,
we have just as many poor white people as poor
black people.”
She understands why even members of the
Black Caucus will roll their eyes when an NAACP
representative walks in the room. She, of a quiet
voice and a serene disposition, represents a
challenge to fight the hardest battles. “They say
I’m being a troublemaker,” she says, “And that I
want to sell them down the river.”
For instance, all across the state payday lenders
are fleecing their communities with what seem to

an outsider as criminally unjust interest rates. Still,
when the NAACP helped draft a bill to address the
issue, some of the very legislators who represent
the poorest areas voted against reform. “When
[lenders] give a lot of money, people don’t mind
sitting on their hands,” she says.
For her, success in the Mississippi statehouse is not
usually equated with progress. Instead of hearing
laws being debated that could improve people’s
lives, most of her work involves detecting the
regressive, ideological measures whose passage
would actually make life harder. “The victories are
the things we’ve been able to stop or slow down,”
she says, citing a successful effort to block a Voter
ID requirement.
After so many years under those high frescoed
domes and so much chatter, she is a hard one for
the big players to charm. “Power?” she asks. “I
think they’re fooling themselves. Yes, they help
orchestrate people’s lives and they have power
to change the laws, but at the end of the day, I
think they’re questioning their own power. I’m not
impressed. I guess I’ve been doing it too long.”

Lucas Diaz

New Orleans, LA
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a novelist. Born to Puerto Rican parents, his family had immigrated to New Orleans from the Dominican
Republic when he was seven. Now in high school, something in that simple story and subtle prose
rung a chord in him, one that wanted to see people, through the telling of a story, brought beyond
their differences.

Now 42, he says it’s the publication of that first
novel he’s still after. Along the way he has lived out
an unlikely tale, one that has seen him champion
those same kinds of underdogs that inspired
Steinbeck to sit at his typewriter.
As a young man Lucas went the way of an aspiring
writer. He found odd jobs and wrote at night. He
worked at a touristy Manhattan restaurant and
lived out in New Jersey with an uncle until the
cold became too much for him, so he came home
and started working toward an MFA. He’d gotten
into Gabriel García Márquez and was after a prose
that was lush and characters that made you look
in the mirror.
Along the way he had a son, and he got a steady
job writing grants for Dillard University. Then the
big storm, Katrina, happened, and in the months
after he started seeing more people who looked
like him. Before, Hispanics made up a small fraction
of the city’s population, but when the place dried
out, it was Latinos who came to clean and repair.
“I said, ‘What are these people doing walking
this street? What are they doing THERE?’” he
remembers, because as a man of lighter skin,
“there were certain streets where you just didn’t
go.” Almost as a reflex, he visited the Hispanic
Apostolate, and he left with the rector’s blessing
to start an organization to help Latinos.

Even though it was obvious to most
people that an engaged community
could better challenge government
to improve things, he figured out
quickly that “people want

things to be better, but
they don’t want change.”

He called it Puentes, which in Spanish means
“Bridges.” Four months later he had obtained a
$25,000 seed grant and founded four organizational
branches: one for Housing and Education, another
for Civic Engagement, followed by Leadership
Development and Advocacy. He was working 18
hours a day, seven days a week, not stopping to
consider that at the beginning of that year he’d
never even considered running a non-profit. At
night, he was walking into Latin dance clubs with a
foldout table trying to get people to register to vote.
“This was not my dream at all,” he says.
The vision steering Puentes was that local
government could and should be doing more for
the city’s underprivileged, and that the way to make
that happen was an engagement approach with
New Orleans officials that worked from the ground
up. The reason the aims of Puentes broadened so
quickly is as obvious as a Mid-City pothole.
“It’s so hard to live here,” Lucas says. “So many
things just don’t work.”
Drawing on his vocational will to bring people
together, Lucas’ most persistent challenge was
to help folks actually bridge their differences and
work together. Establishing better community
dialogue between the city’s Latino, black and
Vietnamese residents was the underlying goal
beneath each Puentes department, although Lucas
never underestimates the challenge of getting
people to overcome their sense of otherness.

“The way we are trained is to trust the tribe,” he
says. “So getting past that is really tough.”
Minorities have, what he calls, “hybrid identities.”
They occupy one space when they’re with each
other, and another around white people. “It’s the
minority groups who have to figure out how to
relate to the majority,” he says.
Even though it was obvious to most people that
an engaged community could better challenge
government to improve things, he figured out
quickly that “people want things to be better, but
they don’t want change.”
In his research of other communities, Diaz came
across two approaches that have helped different
racial groups bridge their differences. You can
build trust by putting them in a room and letting
them share stories. (And because this is New
Orleans, they should also share food.) And even
better, you can give them a challenge to work

“We’re saying, ‘We’re tired of

these backroom deals. We
don’t know how you make these
decisions.’”
on together. Using this method, Puentes helped
Latinos and Vietnamese form a language action
coalition that successfully advocated for services
in their own languages.
Then came another opportunity, one that was
even further from his plan. New Orleans had a
new mayor, Mitch Landrieu, and he was said
to be a forward-thinking man. Landrieu wanted
government to work more closely with the people,
and he was going to do something about it.
When the call came to Lucas that he should put
his name in the hat to head New Orleans’ first ever
Office of Community Engagement, he had to laugh
at the prospect. This was a job for an institution
where secrecy and deception is legendary. Then
again, the opportunity was something to consider.
This was a chance to learn the inner workings of
government. He could become an insider for a
while and then take the knowledge he gleaned
back out to the streets.
In the end it was Landrieu who inspire him to take
the position. “This guy is completely hands-on,”
Lucas says. “He has an intentional curiosity about
what works and what doesn’t.”
Sitting in an unadorned office in City Hall,
Lucas doesn’t hide that he doesn’t much care
for government. He doesn’t say it outright, but
he sits back in his chair and looks at you with a
look that says you’re in on his secret. He’s been
on the job six months, and he figures he’ll give
it a year or two, and then get back to working in
neighborhoods.

Looking out over the Superdome at the old
gridded city, he reflects on how he came to sit in
what he calls “the Tower.” It’s obvious looking
at him that his heart is somewhere far below
the eight floor. He reflects on his early days in
the city. “The stuff I experienced as a kid, all the
humiliations from not speaking English . . . all that
turned into an interest.”
On the weekends he goes to visit his mom, who’s
still working odd jobs. Naturally, she’s very proud
of him, although Lucas says he’s just going to
stay in City Hall long enough to get a “visceral
understanding” of how it all works, then he’s going
to share all that know-how with the ones for whom
government doesn’t work well.

But while Lucas is here, he’s intent on laying
the groundwork for a city government that is
connected to the lives of regular people. His first
objective is to draft a civic engagement roadmap
for government, establishing minimum standards
for excellence in public participation. The need
could not be any greater for this roadmap: because
an official public engagement plan has never been
in place, citizens have notoriously heard about big
community changes only after a new policy has
taken effect.

When he announces his plan, there’s an artist’s
conviction in his intent, a quality in his eyes, and
a certainty in his voice. “I want to create a whole
cadre of people who are better equipped to engage
government,” he says.

“We’re saying, ‘We’re tired of these backroom
deals. We don’t know how you make these
decisions.’”
With Landrieu’s signature on what Lucas calls a
“Thirty-page Philosophical Statement,” each arm
of government, from building inspectors to public
works to law enforcement, will have to seek early
input from constituents when a change is being
considered, and at each step in the drafting of a
policy the city will ask people to contribute their
opinions. It seems so basic, yet Lucas believes it’s
a foundational measure without which his work
in City Hall, and the efforts of the ones who will
come after him, would be meaningless.

“I want to create a whole cadre of
people who are better equipped

to engage government,”
he says.

Tim McInTosh

Durham, NC
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as a friendly place where people — men predominantly — engage in the lost art of conversation. The barber
often is the most gregarious guy in the room.
Only the good barbers are dedicated to really knowing their regulars. That goes for Tim McIntosh,
owner of Renaissance Barbershop in Durham, North Carolina. And he has gotten to know Darryl Lester
during many haircuts and conversations.

One day, the topic of discussion was Darryl’s job.
Darryl was able to demystify for Tim a lot about
his work as a consultant for philanthropists.
Philanthropy, he explained, isn’t the rarefied
profession that people assume it is. At least it
shouldn’t be.
Darryl explained that Tim, someone involved in
his community and who knows local issues, was
clearly suited for philanthropy. In fact, he ventured
that Tim could help Darryl start the philanthropic
vehicle he was organizing in the Raleigh-Durham
area, a giving circle called the Next Generation of
African-American Philanthropists (NGAAP).
It should be noted this conversation happened
long before Tim was honored as the “Barber
Philanthropist” by the Association of Black
Foundation Executives. At that time Darryl’s
assessment of Tim, a self-described “everyday
person,” seemed odd. How could philanthropy
be for him? Darryl needed first to convince the
barber that being a regular guy is an asset and
not a drawback, and that there are many worthy
efforts outside the mainstream, whether they
are giving circles of modest means or tiny
grassroots groups just starting out.
Darryl eventually got through to Tim, and in
founding NGAAP they helped inspire several
giving circles, all of them connected through
the Community Investment Network. Tim also
co-founded A Legacy of Tradition (A LOT), a
giving circle made up of African-American men
who address education issues facing young
men and boys. The Renaissance Barbershop
served as the original point of connection for
the A LOT crew, although mutual bonds have
grown more intricate over the many hours of
strategizing and searching for the right grantees.
Now that Tim’s got a few years under his belt as
a philanthropist, he’ll quickly point out that having
a million bucks in the bank is hardly a serious
requirement for giving circle membership. But
what is critical is that personal investment of
“time, talent, and treasure,” a motto he shares
with many of his colleagues in the Community
Investment Network. Tim’s own rationale for his

Darryl needed first to convince the
barber that being a regular guy
is an asset and not a drawback,
and that there are many worthy
efforts outside the mainstream,
whether they are giving circles of
modest means or tiny grassroots
groups just starting out.

increasing opportunities for others. In addition to
the barbershops he owns, Tim co-manages Park
West Barber School, which opened in Durham
in 2006. The school’s students include those
for whom the barber credentialing process and
associated fees are obstacles to becoming a barber
or opening a barbershop. Park West, which now
has three locations, offers financial aid to barber
students, who include ex-offenders looking for
steady employment.

But what is critical is that
personal investment of
“time, talent, and treasure,”
a motto he shares with many of
his colleagues in the Community
Investment Network. Tim’s own
rationale for his giving is simple:
“I want others to have the same
opportunity I had.”
giving is simple: “I want others to have the same
opportunity I had.” He also credits the example
set by his mother. A schoolteacher for 35 years,
she sometimes dug into her own pocket for the
supplies her school couldn’t provide.
The giving circles are not Tim’s only outlet for
his compassion. In fact, he has found barbering
and barber training to be a great platform for

Another initiative of Tim’s is the Barber Foundation,
which he explains is the “community umbrella
under which we have strategic partnerships with
other community folks.” Through these two
engines, it’s been fairly easy for a good idea to take
flight. The Barber Foundation’s Health Awareness
Day stands as a great example. After hearing
an NPR report about the alarming rates of high
blood pressure and diabetes among black men,
Tim thought, why not offer incentives for men
to get their blood pressure checked? And after
connecting with the Nursing Department at North
Carolina Central University, Tim’s barbershop
set up a special day for the community on which
it gave over 100 blood-pressure screenings in
exchange for free haircuts.

Becoming the next Bill Gates isn’t
on Tim’s radar. It’s not what he’s
expecting of Park West students or
his philanthropist colleagues, either.

“I don’t want them to run
out and start a foundation,”
he says. “I want to expose
them to being part of the
community. Some catch on
quicker, some take longer, but at
least I know they’ve been exposed
to it.”

However, in some ways it is the stories in which
Tim isn’t directly involved that are most inspiring
and show the impact the school and foundation
are making on emerging leaders. Recently, one of
Park West’s students organized a hair show for
students, with the proceeds supporting a community
organization. Here, as in other instances, Tim’s
input was minimal. “They take the baton and run
with it,” he says.
Becoming the next Bill Gates isn’t on Tim’s radar.
It’s not what he’s expecting of Park West students
or his philanthropist colleagues, either. “I don’t
want them to run out and start a foundation,” he
says. “I want to expose them to being part of the
community. Some catch on quicker, some take
longer, but at least I know they’ve been exposed
to it.”
And that exposure can lead to great things. “They
catch the bug,” he says. “It feels good; they see
the potential in helping others.”

Postscript
Along with being fans of the five leaders profiled here, we also admire the
organizations, conferences, and agencies through which they serve their
communities. Here is a brief overview of those entities:
Detroit Parent Network (DPN) is a premier parent organization that transforms
parents to make Detroit a better place to raise and educate children, and it works
to improve parent involvement in education by offering workshops, practical tools,
written materials and leadership development, all designed to build a constituency
of powerful parents for change. Sharlonda Buckman is DPN’s executive director.

detroitparentnetwork.org
Asian Americans United (AAU) was founded in 1985. Its mission is to “build
leadership in Asian American communities to build their neighborhoods and unite
against oppression.” AAU has worked in Philadelphia’s Asian American communities
and in broader multiracial coalitions around quality education, youth leadership, anti-Asian violence,
immigrant rights, and folk arts and cultural maintenance. Xu Lin has served as AAU’s youth organizer
since 2010.

aaunited.org
The Mississippi State Conference of the NAACP helps carry out the national
organization’s mission “to ensure the political, educational, social and economic
equality of rights of all persons and to eliminate racial hatred and racial
discrimination.” The Mississippi State Conference stood on the forefront of the
civil rights movement in Mississippi and today consists of 112 units, including
branches, college chapters, and youth councils. Shirley Mock serves as an MS
NAACP consultant.

naacpms.org

The Mayor’s Office of Neighborhood Engagement in New Orleans exists to improve
public participation across all city government. Lucas Diaz serves as director. He
also co-founded and is past director of Puentes New Orleans, a Latino community
development organization created to address the needs of Latinos in the aftermath
of Hurricane Katrina. In the years since, Puentes has been working to promote social
change through active civic engagement and policy and advocacy.

puentesno.org
The Park West Barber School, located in Durham, North Carolina, teaches an
11-month curriculum in barbering that prepares students to sit for the state license
exam. Tim McIntosh is Park West’s co-manager. He also is a member of Next Generation of African
American Philanthropists (NGAAP), a group of individuals who pool their contributions and strategically
invest in improving the quality of life for African Americans in North Carolina’s Triangle Region.
parkwest.edu, ngaapfund.org
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