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Historical Context

“Education in our country is the social service equivalent of Katrina. Part of the challenge
that we face in this nation is that we have to confront the fact that we have systems that
are designed essentially to fail kids,” states Geoffrey Canada in his address at the Social
Justice Leadership Conference (Newport, 2011). Canada has an innate ability to blatantly
state the problems facing communities in this country. However he is not just talking; he is
doing something about it.

Growing up in Harlem himself, Canada had struggles as a young person. The 1950s in the
United States was a time of dichotomy. Although it was time of economic wealth, it was
also a time of racism and inequalities for the African American communities. Financial
security didn’t apply to black women, let alone divorced black women. When Geoffrey was
still young, Mary Canada left Geoffrey’s father who was an alcoholic. She struggled to
support her four sons. Despite her financial situation she instilled the value of education in
her children. She limited television, made them study and kept them privy to the civil rights
struggles that their community was facing (A&E, 2011). Growing up in Harlem was
challenging.




Early on, Canada knew that there was a ranking order in the South Bronx. He highlights
this in his book, Fist, Stick, Knife, Gun: A Personal History of Violence in America (1995).
Canada tells a story about how his two older brothers were playing at the park one day.
The younger of the two boys, took off his jacket. A boy at the playground threatened the
Geoffrey’s brothers and took the jacket. When they arrived home and were telling the
story to their mother, Geoffrey watched in surprise. His mother told the boys to go back a...
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