
It’s 8:15 on a sunny Thursday morning in Englewood, 
one of Chicago’s most impoverished neighborhoods.  The 
streets are gritty and young, Black males who live here are 
more likely to go to prison than to college.

A sharp contrast to the gritty and grim statistics this  
morning are neatly dressed Black boys in bright red ties, 
crisp white shirts, khaki pants, and new black blazers.  
They are students at the new Urban Prep Charter Academy 
For Young Men, the city’s first all-boys public high school 
in decades.  “I heard about the opportunities here to go to 
college and to have a fresh start,” says 15-year-old  

freshman Terrence Murphy.  “I don’t want to see myself  
out there on the corner.  My dream is to one day be a  
successful Black man and in a position to give back to the 
community.”

Terrence is among 150 African-American students selected 
through a lottery to be a part of the first freshman class of 
the independent public high school.
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Students of Urban Prep Charter Academy for Young Men in Chicago adhere an to academic program based on discipline.



Created by a group of African-American professionals 
with a mission to save Black boys, Urban Prep is part of 
Chicago’s controversial Renaissance 2010 plan to replace 
troubled schools with newly designed ones. 

What’s happening in Chicago is part of a nationwide 
movement to create predominantly African-American,  
all-male academies in urban school districts across the 
country.  Providing nurturing alternatives to traditional 
schools, these public and private academies hope to offer 
Black boys a better chance to succeed in their lives.

For Terrence and his classmates, the majority of whom  
are from single-parent, low-income families, this is their  
big chance to get out of the ghetto, and overcome the  
stereotypes and low expectations that plague many  
African-American males today.  “My mother talked to me 
about the real world and told me that a lot of people think 
that we are not fit for this world,” says Marlon Marshall, 
a 14-year-old freshman at Urban Prep and the eldest of 10 
children.  “I will be the first to go on to college in my fam-
ily.  I want to make my mother happy.”

With the motto “We Believe,” the school takes a no- 
nonsense, businesslike approach to setting up students for  
success.  All students are referred to formally by last 
names.  “We want to establish respect right away,” says 
Tim King, the 39-year-old founder who greets each student 
with a handshake.

At the daily “community meeting” in the auditorium,  
Urban Prep students stand in straight rows according to 
their respective “pride” or group to listen to acknowledge-
ments and to address concerns.

Students who arrive late must also acknowledge them-
selves, report to the front of the stage and apologize to the 
entire class.  Before attending an eight-hour day of  
English, math, science, and school activities, students 
stand in straight rows to shout the school creed: “We are 
college bound.  We are exceptional—not just because we 
say it, but because we work hard at it.  We will not falter in 
the face of any obstacle placed before us…We never fail 
because we never give up.  We make no excuses.”

King and his team of 25 (mostly) African-American male 
teachers and administrators vow to mentor each student 
until all eligible graduates are accepted into college.  “I’m 
here to be one of the best role models these young men 
can have,” says Dion Steele, an Urban Prep social studies 
teacher.  “They need to see other Black men who aren’t 
rappers or ball players.  They need to see that they  
have options.”

With declining achievement at its lowest point in decades 
among African-American males nationally, proponents say 
single-gender schools are slowly being embraced in some 
urban education circles to provide African-American boys 
with more structured, supportive environments of smaller 
class sizes, less distractions and more African-American 
male role models.  “To give these boys a chance, we have 
to catch them earlier and earlier if we don’t want to lose 
them forever,” says David Arnold, head of George Jackson 
Academy in the East Village of New York City, an all-boys 
independent school.  In 2003, the school opened with 52 
boys in the 4th and 5th grades.  Today, there are 120 boys 
in grades 4 through 8.

Named after George Jackson, the late African-American 
Hollywood filmmaker, Motown mogul and Harvard alum 
from Harlem, the academy focuses on preparing bright 
boys from low-income families and will graduate its first 
class in 2007.  “If we catch them and hook them, formal 
education will be seen as a creative opportunity for  
success.  If we don’t, more of these boys will be relegated 
to oblivion, not seen and not heard.”

Black male students who thrive in these single-gender  
academic settings often have demonstrated higher test 
scores, graduation rates and acceptance into college than 
their public school counterparts.  “The leadership of this 
country is going to come from this population when you 
look at the demographics.  It’s becoming more and more 
diverse,” Arnold says.  “We have to provide more places 
like these to validate these young men.”

In other cities like Detroit and New Orleans, where the 
Black male murder and unemployment rates are among the 
highest in the nation, some all-boys schools appear to be an 
antidote with a focus on neat dress, discipline, leadership, 
scholarship and citizenship.  Established in 1951 to edu-
cate young men from Black Catholic families, the private 
St. Augustine High School in New Orleans has produced 
nine judges, local leaders and a long list of alumni who 
have returned over the years to teach the next generation.  
Last June, the school graduated 175 seniors, the majority 
of whom were accepted to college.

In Detroit, a 60 percent high school dropout rate among 
Black males was the impetus for the Rev. James Perkins, 
and his wife, Linda, to establish the Benjamin E. Mays 
Male Academy for 38 students in pre-kindergarten through 
third grade in 1993.  The school has since grown to 121 
students in pre-kindergarten through sixth grade.  “Build-
ing their self-esteem is critical,” says Linda Perkins, the 
school’s administrator.  “In the worst neighborhoods, they 
see a lot of wasted lives on their way to school.  We want 
them to know that their race is so much more than that.  
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We’ve created a culture where the boys know that being 
smart is a good thing.”

Adds Rev. Perkins:  “If we can build a boy, we don’t have 
to repair a man.”

Several of Mays’ graduates are now attending major  
colleges and universities, including Morehouse, the  
University of Michigan and Northwestern University.

A new national report by the Schott Foundation for Public 
Education indicates that 55 percent of African American 
male students do not graduate in four years.  Much of the 
problem is concentrated in a few large cities, including 
New York, Chicago and Detroit.  Public school districts 
with high concentrations of African-American students 
tend to have racially segregated schools, suspend and expel 
more Black boys than Whites, and assign Black boys to 
special education programs that prevent them from gradu-
ating with their peers.  

As early as the third grade, African-American boys are 
turning off to education in epidemic numbers, studies 
indicate.  For many of them, being smart and excelling 
academically doesn’t receive the respect that it should.   
 

Instead, many Black boys are hiding their intelligence, 
being labeled as having behavioral problems, and conse-
quently, are languishing in an educational system with low 
expectations.  The consequences of widespread, deep and 
systematic failure to educate African-American males are 
well known—high unemployment and imprisonment rates, 
little chance to attend and graduate from college and unsta-
ble families, the Schott study found.

In its second year in Philadelphia, the all-boys Young Men 
Leadership School at Fitzsimons High School with an en-
rollment of 649 students is being transformed from chaos 
into a calm climate, where male students are learning to 
trust one another and find confidence in themselves.  “We 
know what hasn’t worked,” says Benjamin Wright, the 
school’s regional director and superintendent.  “Parents are 
trying to find alternatives.”

Anna Figueroa, a parent and president of the Victory Home 
and School Association, is a believer.  “I’ve seen dramatic 
change.  It was very rowdy.  What they see outside of these 
[school] walls is that they can never make it.  Here, they 
have a chance.”
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At the Urban Prep Charter Academy For Young Men in Chicago, founder Tim King (above) greets each student with a  
handshake and refers to all male students by their surnames.



The turnaround is evident in Thomas Boyd, 17, a  
Fitzsimons senior, who initially didn’t adapt to the strict, 
no girls rules.  His routine was to regularly come late to 
school and was suspended for his behavior.

“It was difficult to deal with at first,” Thomas says.   
“Without girls, it helps you to stay focused.  I saw  
myself becoming a leader and a young man who wanted 
to show the world who I really am… It is an honor to be 
at the school.”  He graduates next fall and plans to attend 
Howard or Georgetown University.

The National Association of Single-Sex Schools estimates 
that about a dozen single-sex, predominantly African-
American schools exist around the country.  Supporters of 
these schools also point to the nation’s historically Black 
colleges and univerisities, which still produce the majority 
of the nation’s Black degree-holders, educators and physi-
cians, among other leaders.

Opponents of single-sex schools, including sociologists Dr. 
Kenneth Clark, whose pioneering research on the effects 
of segregation on Black children helped sway Supreme 
Court opinion in the landmark Brown v. Board of Educa-
tions case, say these schools promote the resegregation of 
American schools.  

“The new rationale for segregated schools is that separa-
tion based on gender, race, religion, and sexual orientation 
is beneficial for the students and society,” says Jonathan 
Turley, the J.B. and Maurice Shapiro Professor of Public 
Interest Law at George Washington University in  

Washington, D.C.  “These recent experiments appear to 
be based on a new view that separate is not just equal but 
superior… It is a dangerous conceptual shift.”

Wright of Philadelphia disagrees.  “If we don’t do the work 
of changing how African-American males think, talk and 
live, this country can prepare for [civil] war,” he says.  
“The beauty of single-sex education is that students can 
focus on making sure they become the young men they 
deserve to become.”

The debate continues as the number of all-male African-
American academies increases.  For many students, they 
offer a promise for a brighter future.  Anthony Ponder, an 
Urban Prep student, puts it best: “I want to be extraordi-
nary and an example for other people in my community.”  
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For further information on Urban Prep Academies:   

Urban Prep Academies  
420 North Wabash Street, Suite 203 

 Chicago, Illinois 60611 
312.276.0259  

www.urbanprep.org


