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Mary Bacon’s journey from the projects in the South and tenements in the
Northeast to the role of consultant was a varied and exciting one that makes
her uniquely prepared both personally and professionally to address issues

related to the closing the achievement gap between those who are racially, ethnically and
culturally different as well as those who come from the culture of poverty.  Educated in
elementary and secondary parochial schools in New Orleans and Harlem, she earned a BA in
Secondary Education from Fordham University, majoring in Spanish and French, becoming
the first one in her family to graduate from elementary school.   Graduate education was at

Stanford University where she earned an MA in Guidance and Counseling and a Ph.D. in Social Psychology.  Postgraduate work at
San Jose State University in Educational Administration and in Special Education Administration at San Francisco State
University rounded out her educational preparation for the themes that would shape her life’s work.

An experienced teacher, university instructor, counselor, psychologist and school administrator in a variety of educational
institutions,  Dr. Bacon has also served as a Probation Officer in juvenile halls and community-based programs, ending her career in
juvenile justice as a Field Deputy in the California State Attorney’s office.   For the past two decades, she has conducted keynote
addresses and seminars for hundreds of thousands of educators throughout the country and internationally primarily related to
serving the most challenged and challenging youth and families in our educational systems.  Her firm, Images of a Culture, has
served as a consultant to major school districts on the East and West Coasts in implementing multi-year contracts focused on
deconstructing negative beliefs about, attitudes toward and expectations of those who are challenged in the educational system and
providing strategies for fostering institutional change to ensure equity and equal access to educational opportunities for all. 

Dr. Bacon’s wide range of personal and professional experiences provided a wealth of experiences that has contributed to her
lifelong fascination with working with multicultural populations and experiencing the world from the
perspectives of those who bring the rich cultural diversity that characterizes the American
experience.   She has worked with Puerto Rican and other Latino youth and families on the
Lower East Side of New York, with the National Conference of Christians and Jews
throughout New York City, with Mexican and other Hispanic youth in Southern
California, and with African American children and families in urban and suburban
communities throughout the country.  In addition, Dr. Bacon has held leadership
positions in one of the most advantaged communities in Northern California, lived with
families in Spanish-speaking countries, traveled extensively throughout the world, variety
of experiences that all have shaped her unique appreciation of difference that resonates
with audiences to which she presents. 

Just as important, Dr. Bacon is a parent who has managed to maintain a refreshing sense
of humor while addressing the challenges of functioning in a culturally pluralistic society.
In her personal and professional life, it is clear that each of the threads of her varied
background has contributed to her message of strong advocacy for those whose
perspectives and strengths often go unrecognized within the environments in which they
must function.



SSample Presentation Abstracts

The presentation titles noted below are samples of topics routinely selected by various groups throughout the country.
Content may be altered to fit the particular theme of the event and the nature of the audience to which the presentation
will be provided.  Topics may be combined and also adjusted for keynote address of 60-90 minutes in duration as well as
interactive seminars of one hour to a full day.

Keynote Addresses
• Trends, Like Horses are Easier to Ride in the Direction They Are Going:

Educational Leadership for a Pluralistic Society

• Deconstructing Negative Beliefs, Attitudes and Expectations:
Achieving Equity in the Context of Excellence for All

• Ordinary People Doing Extraordinary Things:
Culturally Relevant and Responsive Educational Service Delivery

• Building Fences Around The Mountaintop Instead of Ambulances in the Valley:
A Strength Model for Serving Those Who Come From the Culture of Poverty  

• A Dream Deferred: The Promise of America…Greater Than Its Reality

• Caregivers Need Nurturance Too!
Teambuilding as the Key to Success 

• No Malice Required:
Culturally Relevant and Responsive Strategies for Closing the Achievement Gap

Seminar Sessions
• We Need To Be The Change We Want:

A Conversation with the Presenter

• Them That Gots the Gold, Makes the Rules: 
Building Fences Around The Mountaintop Instead of Ambulances in the Valley

• You Don’t Tame The Angry Lion and Leave the Jungle Unchanged:
Culturally Relevant Behavior Management Strategies

• Every Shut-eye Ain’t Sleep:
Families as Equal Status Partners in the Educational process

• ¡Sí Se Puede!:
Bilingual-Bicultural Approaches to Achieving Educational Equity

• Opportunities Denied: Promises Not Kept:
Reclaiming African American Youth

For further information or to inquire about booking Dr. Bacon for an 
engagement, please contact her at one of the numbers that follow:
e-mail: mbacon6538@aol.com • website: marymbacon.net
(650) 342-0621 (Message) • (650) 218-7700 (C) • (650) 281-9445 (C)



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fact that African Americans in general and African American males in particular  

are overrepresented in the disciplinary system, in special education programs for the 

learning disabled, the emotionally disturbed and the behavior disordered and ultimately in 

the criminal justice system is not surprising given the unique characteristics that many of 

these young people bring to traditional authority-oriented school and societal 

environments.  In a school system where success is determined less by one’s innate 

ability than by their willingness to “play the game”, the search for identity may  

collide with the typical demands of achieving academic proficiency in the manner  

that educators desire. This presentation will focus on creative approaches to  

addressing student behavior and instruction for a population that often gets  

more messages about their inadequacies than their ability to conquer any obstacles  

they must face. 
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The World from the Perspective of 
African-American Youth 
Beyond the Deficit Model 

 

 
 

The Culturally Different: 
An All-Inclusive Definition: 

…That group of people whose way of being  

is different from that which  

the traditional environment rewards… 
 

“When you come to comfort the disturbed, 

you often disturb the comfortable.” 
Author Unknown 

 

 

If you truly advocate for those who don’t fit in the system, 

you must be making those who are satisfied 

with the way things are, uncomfortable… 
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       GOAL:  Excellence in the Context of Equity 
 

        BELIEF:  In the Inequality of Human Beings 

 

       OBSTACLE:      Cancers of Racism, Sexism, Classism 

                                              Elitism 
 

       OUTCOME: Desegregation: The Semblance of Equality 

 

       VEHICLE:         Creating “Minorities” in a Society  

                     Where “Majority Rules” 

 

  

DILEMMA OF ELITISM 

A society that must perpetuate  

an underclass to survive 

 
THE ONLY QUESTION IS: 

WHO WILL BE IN IT??? 
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African American Youth  
Challenged by and Challenging to the System 

 

• Power of the Youth Culture 

 

• The Culture of Privilege as Normative 

 

• Premature Exposure to Negative Experiences/Influences 

 

• Impact of Community Characteristics/Influences 

 

• Commercialization of the African American Youth Culture 

 

• Impact of Community Characteristics/Influences 

 

  • Conflict in Societal/School Expectations 

 

• Denigration of Alternative Cultural Norms 

 

• Female-dominated Schools: A Cultural Mismatch 

 

• Emphasis on Order and Control 

 

• Education for Docility 

 

• Future vs. Present Orientation 

 

The American Dream: A Nightmare??? 
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SYSTEMATIC MISEDUCTION 

of 

African American Youth 

 

• External descriptors of their lives as excuses 

 

     • Refusal to share the power; focus on  “blaming the victim” 

 

• System that perpetuates an underclass 

 

• Absence of culturally responsive interventions  

 

  • Emphasis on deficiencies rather than assets 

 

Belief:   Strengths not Deficits 

Goal:   Empowerment not Powerlessness 

Limitations:  Our Vision / Expectations 

 
“If you can show me 

how I can cling 

to that which is real to me, 

while teaching me a way into the larger society, 

Then, and only then, 

will I drop my defenses and my hostility 

and I will sing your praises and help you to make the desert bear fruit.” 

Ralph Ellison 
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Race and Ethnicity 

 

DIVERSITY AND MULTICULTURLISM: 

WHAT IT IS NOT?       WHAT IT IS… 

What it is Not…. 
 

� Ignoring cultural differences 

� Desegregation / proportional representation 

� Isolated information about cultures 

� Culturally relevant holidays 

What it is… 
 

� Celebration of difference 

� Vision of the world through the lens of culture 

� Culture as a vehicle for service delivery 

� Affirmation of strengths 

� Survival skills socialization 

Providing an Historical Context for Learning 

 

Until lions have their own historians, 

 the hunters will always be glorified.. 
African Proverb 
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Steps to Empowering the Powerless 
 

Acceptance   Accommodation               Affirmation   

 

Step 1:  Courageous Conversations: Confronting Ourselves and Then Others 
The “courageous conversation” must go beyond platitudes such as “All children can learn.” to the 

willingness to explore preconceptions, stereotypes, beliefs and attitudes that impact our 

expectations for student achievement and behavior.  However variable the cultural characteristics 

within groups, it does not nullify the existence of cultural influences on students’ behaviors and 

those of educators that are common or that characterize many within groups that have had similar 

journeys.  It is imperative that educators understand these realities and be willing to engage in 

honest dialogue about their impact on the kind and quality of services offered.   

 

Step 2:  Connect Emotionally, not just Cognitively 
The “courageous conversation” about race requires an emotional as well as an intellectual 

commitment, a willingness to open oneself up to explore some previously unexplored sensitive 

issues that can make individuals vulnerable.  Because many are hesitant about dealing with 

cultural descriptors for fear of stereotyping, over-generalizing or being judged, they compensate 

for these dangers by trying to ignore or deny the existence of the very differences that must be 

taken into consideration to address the unique needs of the populations served. Transformation 

must begin in the heart, not in the head… 

 

Step 3: Seeing the World From Multiple Perspectives 
To truly develop culturally responsive approaches to service delivery for those who are different 

from us, it is essential that we suspend our perceptions of the world and try to vicariously 

experience others’ journeys in contrast to our own.  Even if we come from the same racial and 

ethnic background as those we serve and have overcome adversity ourselves so therefore think 

we understand what they feel, we must realize that our current success is a significant part of our 

own personal journey that shapes how we perceive the adversity that others currently face.  If we 

have conquered it, it impacts how we evaluate its power in shaping our identity and self-worth.  

The powerless who are still immersed in it often cannot see the light beyond the tunnel and need 

to be guided -not judged- by those who have. 

 

Step 4: Adopt a Strength rather than a Deficit Model 
Acceptance of the different characteristics that those who are challenging to and challenged by 

the system bring is a necessary but not a sufficient condition to help them achieve success in an 

environment that is alien to their way of being.  Accommodations for those differences by 

altering various aspects of the service delivery system are also important but not sufficient.  

Affirmation of the strengths that those who are different bring is a prerequisite to preserving the 

identity and integrity of the populations served as they try to integrate the discrepant information 

that they receive from the multiple worlds in which they must function. 

 

Step 5: Identify Strategies that Build on Prior Knowledge 
The recognition that young people bring as much to the teaching/learning process and they bring 

valuable skills that can serve as bridges to acquiring what we have to share is critical to securing 

buy-in and to motivating as well as anchoring learning.   
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     Decreasing Powerlessness Through Communication 

 

        The Importance of Literacy as a Survival Skill  

 
“To presume that reading itself will transform conditions that 

plague young men such as poverty, alcohol and drug abuse, crime, 

and irresponsible fathering is recklessly naïve; however, to ignore 

the potential of active literacy for ensuring that fewer adolescent 

males become nowhere kids is equally naïve.” 
  

By William Brozo (2002) 

 

 

“While many of the students in my school were growing into the 

neighborhood, finding permanent lodging in the spiraling turmoil, I 

was able to chart a different course.  Caring teachers with high 

expectations helped me read my way out.  They helped me push 

against the currents of the environment in which I lived.  They did 

not limit their aspirations for me because my pants were too short.  

They did not lower expectations for me because my lunch 

application told them I lived below the poverty line.  Instead, they 

required me to read that basal textbook, as well as the local 

newspaper, historical documents, poetry, and literature.  These 

teachers had Harvard dreams for students living in hellish 

instruction.  Literacy was thrust upon me in rich and meaningful 

ways, not because I was a wonderful student, but because the 

teachers believed I deserved nothing less.  I was a young 

adolescent being apprenticed toward success.  Literacy, based on 

concepts of culture, community, and caring, was the vehicle to that 

success.” 
 

Alfred Tatum, Ph.D. 

Teaching Reading to African American Males 
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Putting My Best Foot Forward 
Culturally Relevant and Responsive Strategies for 

Empowering African-American Youth in the School/Community 

 
What specific interventions can you design to create learning communities that are more 

responsive to the needs of African American students while maintaining the focus on excellence 

for all?  As you reflect on the presentations today, jot down ideas about how you might address 

some of the critical elements below.    

Elements to Incorporate 
•   Promote strategies for creating a culture of high expectations for all 

• Use curriculum materials and strategies that reflect the priorities of African 

American youth 

• Ensure that literacy and the ability to communicate in a variety of settings is a 

priority in service delivery 

• Focus on relationships: Teambuilding/creating a sense of family 

• Provide opportunities for inter-group interaction in the instructional process 

• Reward persistence in the face of failure/provide opportunities to correct errors 

• Ensure culturally relevant and culturally responsive approaches to leadership 

• Present a collaborative approach to selecting school and classroom rules that 

preserves student identity 

 

Curriculum materials/strategies______________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Culturally relevant instruction _______________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Socio-centric/Teambuilding focus ____________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Rewarding persistence/Learning from errors____________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Creating cultures of high expectations_________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Exposure to accessible role models/mentors____________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Reflections 
As you consider the presentation you have just heard and reflect upon your own beliefs, 

attitudes and behaviors and those of your colleagues relative to African-American youth 

in the school setting, what do you need to: 

 

Start?  What can I/we do to improve the quality of our work? 

Focus on ME ______________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Focus on US  _______________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Stop?How have my/our behaviors not been consistent with this vision? 

 
Focus on ME _______________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Focus on US  ________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 
Continue?      What am I/are we doing right? 

 
Focus on ME  _______________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Focus on US  ________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 
What support do I/we need to Start/Stop/Continue the work? _______________ 

 

__________________________________________________________ 
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If you control a man’s thinking, 

you don’t have to worry about his action. 

If you determine what a man shall think, 

you don’t have to concern yourself about what he will do. 

If you make a man feel that he is justly an outcast, 

you don’t have to order him to the back door. 

He will go without being told and if there is no back door, 

his very nature will demand one…” 

 

Carter G. Woodson 

1933 
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