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The 2025 Campaign for Black Men and Boys: 
Finding and Embracing Our Unity of Purpose

In 2006, a group of Black thought leaders 
assembled in a room to consider the current 
condition of Black males in the United States. It 
was clear that something significant, sustained 
and eff ective needed to happen to change things, 
but exactly what was yet unclear. After a year of 
wrestling with myriad issues and defi ning the 
struggles imbedded in life circumstance for Black 
men and boys in America, the 2025 Campaign 
for Black Men & Boys was born. A key fact 
undergirding our work is in the year 2025, Black 
boys born in 2007 will be 18 years old. We envision 
for them an America that is much different than 
what Black men currently see and experience. We 
envision a nation that is whole and strong because 
the structural racism that impedes Black male 
progress would have been eliminated, where Black 
males can rightly take their place as a productive 
and thriving part of American citizenry and leaders 
of their communities and families.

The 2025 Campaign exists to advance a vision 
that extends the historic pursuit of social justice 
for our community. Standing on the shoulders 
of our ancestors’ legacy of struggle as well as our 
contemporary need for self-determination and 
community responsibility, we are determined to 
improve quality of life for Black men and boys.

Our vision is comprehensive. Our window of 
opportunity is rapidly closing. The needs of our 
young people are painfully urgent. This work 
requires an unprecedented level of collaboration, 
alignment of resources and clarity of message.
Achieving the policy and advocacy goals in this
document by the year 2025 will only be 
accomplished through engaging a broad base 
of African Americans, working with allies and 
partners, and using well-targeted and suffi cient 

resources – human, financial and spiritual. As a 
campaign, we intend toengage organizations and 
individuals, working in their own communities 
and political arenas, to “own” the campaign’s work. 
This means that our partners and affiliate local 
coalitions must advance the 2025 policy agenda in 
ways suited to local and regional contexts. That is, 
they must customize the policy agenda to respond 
to circumstances unique to the political, cultural, 
economic and social conditions in communities 
around the country. We believe that only through 
a thoughtful, yet urgent response in local 
communities can we build the momentum and
unified voice capable of eradicating the root causes
of economic, social and political inequities.

- Greg Hodge, Community Development 
Associates

Defining the Movement
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THE 2025 DREAM
EDUCATION: 
We dream a world where all 
Black males receive a quality 
education that empowers them 
to be economically productive, 
thus able to support themselves 
and improve the quality of life for 
their families and communities.

EMPLOYMENT & 
WEALTH:
We dream a world where all 
Black males are prepared to 
secure living-wage employment 
based on their aspirations, will 
have equal access to careers and 
professions that will enhance 
economic wellbeing, and will 
have equal opportunities 
to accumulate wealth and 
assets that can be transferred 
to support their families and 
communities.

HEALTH:
We dream a world where all 
Black males live in communities 
that support their healthful living 
over the life span, and where 
Black males are able to enhance 
the health of future generations 
within their communities.

FATHERHOOD & 
FAMILIES: 
We dream a world where all 
Black fathers are knowledgeable, 
informed and prepared to make
positive choices about fathering,
and all Black boys have
relationships with either their
biological fathers or a positive
Black male at every stage of their
development.

JUSTICE, RIGHTS,
RESPONSIBILITIES, 
& OPPORTUNITIES:
We dream a world where Black
males live free with all rights and
responsibilities provided by a
democratic society committed
to justice, equality, due process
and the pursuit of happiness, and 
where Black men and boys are
accountable and engaged with 
self and community.
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I. Introduction

Education should be a pathway to opportunity. 
Yet for many Black boys, schools remain sites of 
dehumanization rather than empowerment — not 
due to lack of ability, but because they are too 
often misperceived, undervalued, and criminalized 
in learning environments meant to nurture them. 
The 2010 We Dream a World report highlighted 
deep disparities in educational attainment, 
disciplinary policies, and access to quality 
learning environments. Fifteen years later, despite 
some progress, these disparities remain deeply 
entrenched.

From early childhood through postsecondary 
education, systemic inequities continue to push 
Black boys out of learning environments and limit 
their academic potential. Predominantly Black 
schools are underfunded, employ more uncertified 
teachers, and offer fewer advanced learning 
courses than their white-majority counterparts. 
Racial bias in disciplinary policies fuels the school-
to-prison pipeline as Black boys are still twice as 
likely to face suspension or expulsion as their white 
peers.

Despite some progress, these gains remain fragile, 
as underfunded schools, racialized disciplinary 
policies, and inequitable access to quality 
education still hinder success for young black 
males. Black-majority schools continue to be 
underfunded due to historical policies that have 
long denied Black children an educational system 
that recognizes their full humanity. Even after 
Brown v. Board of Education (Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, 1954), de facto segregation 
persists through redlining, school zoning, and 
inequitable funding models, leaving Black students 

in under-resourced schools with fewer experienced 
teachers and fewer advanced 
learning opportunities. 

Addressing these disparities requires more than 
access; it demands systemic change. Policies that 
dehumanize Black boys must be dismantled and 
replaced with systems and practices that affirm 
their dignity, brilliance, and right to learn. 

In the years following the original report, shifting 
educational policies, increased public attention 
to racial disparities, and new research on trauma, 
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), and 
social determinants of learning have reshaped 
discussions around Black boys’ education. National 
initiatives such as My Brother’s Keeper (2014) and 
the Executives’ Alliance for Boys and Men of Color 
(2013) focused philanthropic and policy-driven 
efforts on improving educational and economic 
outcomes for Black boys and young men. At the 
same time, heightened awareness of the school-
to-prison pipeline, disproportionate discipline 
measures, and the impact of systemic trauma led to 
new conversations about creating more culturally 
responsive and trauma-informed learning 
environments. Initiatives began to fill the gap that 
the original WDAW report recommended “to create 
personalized career and academic counseling and 
support to support postsecondary access and 
success for low-income Black men” (Tsoi-A-Fatt, 
2010, p. 13); however, the long-term impact of 
many of these efforts remains undocumented or 
unpublished.  

Federal and state education policies also evolved. 
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (2015) 
replaced No Child Left Behind and gave states 
more control over accountability measures, 

Education
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impacting how schools serve historically 
marginalized students but does not require 
reporting by gender. This also means that race 
and gender specific data are challenging to attain 
due to differences in reporting standards across 
districts and states. This leaves a tremendous gap 
in benchmarking national trends for Black male 
students. 

Fifteen years after the original We Dream a 
World report, where do we stand?

Areas of Progress
Over the past fifteen years, targeted investments 
and increased awareness of educational disparities 
have led to measurable improvements for Black 
students overall. While a gender gap persists across 
racial groups, with female students outperforming 
male students, and data on nonbinary and gender 
expansive students remains virtually nonexistent, 
there are encouraging signs of progress. These 
gains highlight where momentum is building 
and where further efforts can drive continued 
improvement.

•	 High school completion: The graduation rate 
for Black males has increased significantly. 
Census data show that high school completion 
among Black males aged 25 and older rose 
from 82% in 2010 to 88.5% in 2022.  

•	 College attainment: College degree 
attainment for Black males grew from 16% in 
2010 to 22.7% in 2022, according to Census 
data.

•	 Early education access: Enrollment in early 
education has expanded, with 48% of Black 
3- to 4-year-olds enrolled in early education 
programs. 

•	 Afterschool program engagement: 

Participation in afterschool programs rose from 
14% in 2009 to 18% in 2020, reflecting greater 
engagement in critical early learning and 
enrichment opportunities.

Areas of Concern
Despite these gains, structural inequities continue 
to obstruct the academic success of Black boys 
at every stage of education. Many of the same 
barriers identified in the original 2010 We Dream 
a World report persist, and in some cases, have 
deepened, undermining opportunities for 
sustained progress. 

•	 Early education equity: While Black children 
are the most likely to be enrolled in public 
preschool, they are the least likely to attend 
high-quality programs, limiting school 
readiness and early development.

•	 Literacy & numeracy gaps: By fourth grade, 
only 11.8% of Black boys achieve reading 
proficiency. By eighth grade, more than half 
(53.7%) score Below Basic in reading. Black 
boys remain underrepresented in gifted and 
talented programs and overrepresented in 
special education placements, reflecting 
systemic bias in how potential and need are 
assessed.

•	 Ongoing academic challenges: The COVID-19 
pandemic disproportionately impacted Black 
communities, both economically and in 
terms of health, placing many families under 
prolonged stress. Black students continue to 
grapple with post-pandemic learning loss 
and elevated rates of chronic absenteeism. In 
2022, 39% of Black students were chronically 
absent – 40% higher than white students 
– exacerbating achievement gaps and 
complicating long-term recovery. 
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•	 Discipline disparities: Although there have 
been some reforms in school discipline, Black 
boys, who make up only 7.7% of public school 
enrollment, account for 18% of expulsions. 
They are still twice as likely as white boys to 
face suspension or expulsion, perpetuating the 
school-to-prison pipeline. 

•	 College enrollment and completion: 
Undergraduate enrollment for Black men has 
dropped by 22% since 2019. Among those who 
do enroll, 44% leave college without earning 
a degree – the highest rate of any racial or 
gender group –  raising serious concerns about 
long-term economic mobility and opportunity. 

While the data show areas of progress, persistent 
racial gaps highlight an urgent need for systemic 
change. The following sections will examine how 
these disparities unfold at different stages of 
education and identify solutions that affirm Black 
boys’ dignity, brilliance, and right to learn.
.

II. Early Education and School 
Readiness Gaps

Investments in early childhood education have 
been shown to boost school readiness, narrow 
racial achievement gaps, and improve long-term 
outcomes such as educational attainment, career 
opportunities, and lifetime earnings. Yet Black 
children continue to face unequal access to these 
vital programs.
In 2022, about 48% of Black 3- to 4-year-olds were 
enrolled in public or private preschool programs. 
Black children had the highest enrollment in public 
preschool (37%) but one of the lowest in private 
preschool (10%). Despite strong participation, 
Black children still face limited access to high-
quality early education (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2024a).
Although publicly funded early education 
programs like Head Start have expanded, they do 
not often reach all eligible Black children. Only 
54% of eligible Black children are served by Head 
Start preschool (Hardy et al., 2020). Many Black 
and Hispanic children live in neighborhoods with 
too few available slots, making access highly 
competitive. While the average white Head Start-
eligible child lives in a neighborhood with 60 
eligible children per center, Black and Hispanic 
children face competition from nearly 90 and 100 
peers for these same services (Hardy et al., 2020). 
This  “Head Start Center gap” of 30 or more children 
significantly restricts access for Black and Hispanic 
families. These challenges are further compounded 
by the fact that Black households are the least 
likely to have a Head Start center located within 
their immediate community, adding logistical 
barriers to enrollment.
Even when Black children are enrolled in early 
education, the quality of programs varies 
significantly by geography. Access to Head Start 
is highly uneven across states.  For example, 
Mississippi, the District of Columbia, and 
Kansas serve about two-thirds of eligible Black 
preschoolers, while states like Arizona, Nevada, and 
Colorado serve only one-third or fewer (Hardy et 
al., 2020). Although the number of Head Start slots 
has remained relatively stable since 2013, these 
racial and geographical disparities continue to limit 
access for many Black children across the nation.
During the 2020-2021 school year, 61% of the 
country’s 17,821 public school districts offered 
public pre-K programs serving 1.2 million children 
(Office of Civil Rights, 2023). However, Black 
children remain underrepresented in state-funded 
pre-K programs and even when enrolled, these 
children attend schools that fail to meet national 
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quality standards, reinforcing learning disparities. 
Just 4% of Black children in public Pre-K attend 
programs that meet 9 of the 10 quality standards 
developed by the National Institute of Early 
Education Research (Gillispie, 2019; Iruka et al., 
2021). This stark disparity underscores the urgent 
need for greater investment in high-quality early 
learning environments that equitably serve Black 
children.

A. School Proficiencies in 
Reading and Math

Early academic proficiency in reading and math is a 
critical predictor of long-term educational success. 
Yet Black boys – particularly those in underfunded 
schools – face systemic barriers that limit their 
access to quality instruction and support in these 
foundational subjects.

Long-Term Disparities
The 2010 We Dream a World Report highlighted 
that in 2009, Black boys were three times more 
likely than their white peers to lack basic skills in 
math and reading. Over the past decade, these 
gaps have persisted and, in some cases, have 
widened.

(Call out Box)The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) measures student 
performance in subjects like math and reading, 
categorizing achievement into four levels: 
Below Basic (minimal understanding), Basic 
(partial mastery), Proficient (solid competency), 
and Advanced (superior performance). These 
categories help track trends over time and 
highlight disparities across student groups.

NAEP data from 2024 shows that Black boys remain 
disproportionately in the Below Basic category 
for reading and math, with little progress towards 
proficiency.

By 4th grade, only 11.8% of Black male students 
achieved reading proficiency, compared to 26.6% 
of white male students (U.S. Department of 
Education Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2024b). In math, 
just 17% of Black male fourth graders scored at or 
above Proficient, compared to 41% of white male 
students (U.S. Department of Education Institute of 
Education Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2024a).

By 8th grade, these gaps widen further: 53.7% 
of Black boys scored Below Basic in reading, 
compared to 27.8% of white boys (U.S. Department 
of Education Institute of Education Sciences, 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a, 
2024b).

The following table, where red indicates 
decreases in proficiency and green indicates 
gains, illustrates that between 2009 and 2024, 
there were substantial declines in 8th-grade 
math performance among Black male students, 
with many shifting from the Basic and Proficient 
levels into Below Basic. Proficiency in both math 
and reading drops significantly between 4th and 
8th grade for Black boys, with few advancing to 
Proficient and even fewer to Advanced.
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These patterns reveal not just a failure in 
literacy education but a failure to recognize and 
incorporate the cultural strengths Black boys bring 
to learning.
Expanding Definitions of Literacy
National data show that Black boys remain 
overrepresented in the Below Basic category for 
reading, but this does not fully reflect their literacy 
potential. Black literacy traditions that emphasize 
oral storytelling, fluency, and verbal expression — 
are strongly developed among Black children and 
correlated with future reading success (Stevenson 
& Ross, 2015).
“I have learned that there is healing power in 
literacy to protect Black boys from harm no matter 
how often trouble strikes. There is also beauty in 
texts across the disciplines for Black males.” (Tatum 
et al., 2021)
Despite these strengths, traditional literacy 
assessments rarely measure oral fluency or 
debate-based comprehension, reinforcing deficit 
perspectives of Black male literacy. Many Boys 
who struggle with traditional writing assessments 
demonstrate their understanding through oral 
expression, whether through rap-style narratives, 
debates, or verbal analysis (Stevenson & Ross, 
2015). Yet these literacy forms are routinely 
excluded from standardized assessments, limiting 
how Black boys’ skills are recognized, valued and 
nurtured in school environments.
State Literacy Reforms: Progress and Gaps
In response to early literacy disparities, some states 
have adopted targeted policies aimed at improving 
reading outcomes. Since 2010, 22 states have 
passed legislation to support literacy development 
(Education Commission of the States, 2024). 
Alabama, for example, now requires individualized 
reading improvement plans for students identified 
as needing support  (Fischer & Syverson, 2020). 
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