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t h at  w e  h a v e  a  B l ac k  p r es i d e nt ? ”t h at  w e  h a v e  a  B l ac k  p r es i d e nt ? ”   

…is the question that João Vargas uses to challenge his college classes.  
The youth in the juvenile justice system are proof that we are not “post-
race.”  Austin is 55% white, 30% Chicano, 10% Black, and 5% Asian, yet 
the population of Gardner Betts is 70% Chicano, 20% Black, and 10% 
white. Similarly, across the nation Latinos and Blacks are disproportionately 
locked up. Co-Facilitator Rene Valdez has commented that going through 
the juvenile detention system has become a twisted “rite of passage” for 
Black and Chicano youth today. Forty years after the Black Power and 
Chicano liberation movements, this pattern of lockdown seems to be the 
U.S.’s institutionalized way to control Black and Brown communities and to 
train their kids to know what will happen to them if they slip out of line–to 
reinforce the message that they are not self-determining, and to pre-empt 
any notions of liberation and organized rebellion. The prison philosophy of 
reformism that prevailed when raúlrsalinas was incarcerated in the 1960s-
70s (where libraries and creative writing classes were promoted in prison) is 
now history.  Today’s mantra is “zero tolerance,” to feed the insatiable 
hunger of the prison construction industry. That is why: 

I shouldn’t be here ‘cause 
I have too much potential.  —Homer H. 

If the U.S. were truly a meritocracy, these youth wouldn’t be incarcerated 
because they are sharp and intelligent. Instead, mean teachers were a 
common complaint from all participants. In the heyday of high stakes 
standardized test scores and cookie-cutter education, the school system is 
not equipped to recognize students’ individual talents and styles of learning, 
nor meet their needs. What does it say about our country that it deprives 
poor Black and Brown students of adequate educational opportunities?  
That instead of nurturing the talents of its youth, it locks them up? 
 SOY youth are aware of the injustices they have been dealt, as is 
evident in their poems. And they express a desire to change them for the 
benefit of their family, friends, and the people who live in their ‘hood: 

Prayer 
 

I’m locked up ‘cause there’s 
No movement in my space. 

I can’t see my family or friends 
And it’s a disgrace. 

I can’t see the sunlight or 
Smell the fresh air. 

I’m in a green suit and can’t 
Go nowhere 

Except the gym, to exercise, 
but It’s a negative feeling and 

vibe. 


