
 

  

 

WALKING IN 
BLACK HISTORY 

The 25th Anniversary 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

THE WALKING IN BLACK HISTORY LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT AND TOLERANCE EDUCATION 
COURSE HAS BEEN PART OF THE ERIE COMMUNITY 
SINCE 1992 AND HAS INFLUENCED THE LIVES OF 
MORE THAN 1,200 YOUNG PEOPLE. WALKING IN 
BLACK HISTORY IS A “FREEDOM RIDE” FROM ERIE 
TO BIRMINGHAM, SELMA, MONTGOMERY, AND 
TUSKEGEE, ALABAMA, ATLANTA, GEORGIA AND 
WASHINGTON, DC. 
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Summary 
Walking in Black History is a unique learning experience sponsored and organized by the Urban Erie 
Community Development Corporation/Rev. E. F. Smith Quality of Life Learning Center. This program, 
now in its 26th year, aims to bring the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement to life for low-income 
students through experiential learning. The annual Walking in Black History trip is designed to 
complement and enhance formal book learning about African-American culture and American Civil 
Rights history.  
 
The Walking in Black History Tolerance Education Program (WIBH) has been part of the Erie community 
since 1992 and has impacted the lives of more than 1,200 youth. Today’s children are generations 
removed from the history lived by their parents, grandparents, and great grandparents through the civil 
rights era.  Walking in Black History provides a “Freedom Ride” to Birmingham, Selma, Montgomery, and 
Tuskegee, Alabama and Atlanta, Georgia and formally introduces participants to several southern 
universities of higher education, museums, and historical sites.  Approximately 40 students in grades 6-
12 and 10 qualified chaperones will embark on the trip from June 18th – 23rd, 2018.   
    
Need 
Today youth in Erie face a myriad of social issues that pose challenging problems for Erie's next 
generation. Minority and low-income children face alarmingly disproportionate levels of poverty with 
77% of African-American children living in impoverished households (GECAC). The graduation rate for 
the Erie School District remains lowest in the County, hovering near 73%, which is lower than the state 
and national average. (Erie Vital Signs). According to the Pennsylvania Youth Survey Report (PAYS), Erie 
youth are scoring lower than the state average on several "protective" factors that reduce their 
exposure to risk and higher on "risk" factors that increase the likelihood of drug use, school drop-out, 
delinquency, and becoming a victim or perpetrator of violence.  
 
Some of the most troubling issues include violence, bullying, and low educational achievement. Middle 
school and high school youth report higher levels of bullying than the state average, particularly in 
physical and verbal abuse (Erie County PAYS 2015).  Anecdotal evidence suggests that New Americans 
face higher levels of bullying than their peers, frequently being told “go back to where they came from” 
and are harassed in the hallways, on the bus, and in their neighborhood. Youth in Erie show signs of 
poor school and community engagement because they see too few opportunities or rewards for pro-
social involvement and are negatively affected by family and community disorganization factors. (Erie 
County PAYS 2015). 
 
UECDC’s Tolerance Education Program meets these need in three major ways: children and youth have 
an opportunity to create relationships with other prosocial peers and adults; youth feel recognized and 
rewarded for their contributions to the program; and participation in the program supports civic, school 
and community engagement. 
 
Objectives 
Overall goal:  
The UECDC envisions a change in community and school climate where young people are able to learn 
and participate in an open environment free from violence, discrimination, and hatred. Instead of a 
criminal justice approach that poses a reactive solution to student behavior, this program seeks to 
reduce antisocial behavior and address intolerance through culturally responsive experiential learning. 
The UECDC will facilitate will start the year off as student leaders and embrace a non-violent pledge for 



Page | 2 
 

the school year. The recent reorganization in the Erie School District makes non-violence skill building 
and tolerance education a community imperative.  
 
Through trip participation, the following measurable objectives will be met: 

 Participants will learn previously unknown information about African-American history, 
heritage, and culture in the United States, with a focus on the Civil Rights Movement 

 Participants will learn about the use of non-violent protest strategies in the face of violence and 
injustices brought about by racially motivated prejudice and hatred 

 Participants will learn conflict resolution skills and strategies for dealing with peer pressure, 
violence, and other unproductive behaviors 

 
Evaluation 
The participants are provided with both pre and post program surveys to measure their responses and 
changes in attitudes brought about by the experience. This year as in past trips, the students will be 
assigned to write an essay about how they have been affected by the experiences they have on the trip 
and what they learned. The best essays will be read at a reception planned for September, 2017. The 
reception is an opportunity for the trip participants to come back together in fellowship and share what 
they learned about themselves and civil rights history with their parents and the community.  
 
Uniqueness  
The Walking in Black History trip is a truly a unique way to emphasize moral and ethical values especially 
among our city’s youth. WIBH represents an effort to use the life and philosophy of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement to teach tolerance, respect, and understanding among youth and 
adults alike. The negative influences of violence, drugs, crime and anti-social behavior are all addressed 
by supporting a positive sense of identity, demonstrating the value of education, and learning tools for 
non-violent conflict resolution. 
  
Additionally, WIBH is designed to raise awareness of African-American accomplishments and inspire 
youth to rise above obstacles facing them in their daily life. They offer a non-violent alternative to 
problems facing youth today and promote appreciation for important figures in Civil Rights history.   
 
Also importantly, this program offers a unique experience to New American children who comprise a 
growing population in Erie, oftentimes are not as familiar with Civil Rights history as American students.  
They also experience bullying at school and are ostracized by other students. More than 70% of the 
students attending youth programs at UECDC were born in Africa or are children whose parents were 
born in Africa. WIBH represents an opportunity both for learning and for breaking down cultural 
barriers.  
 
Audience 
Youth age 12-18 are chosen through a competitive selection process which includes teacher 
recommendations, an interview, and an evaluation of school grades, attendance, and behavior. Students 
who attend public, private or charter schools in any school district in the Erie area may apply. 
 
Project Leader 

Mr. Gary Horton has been the Executive Director of the UECDC for fourteen years and has led the 
Walking in Black History trip since the late 1990’s. He has worked to include students from all cultural 
and racial backgrounds in the trip each year. Over the years, the close relationships he has built with the 
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host individuals and organizations have allowed for private mayoral receptions, church gatherings, and 
behind the scenes experiences that make for an unforgettable week.  The trip has always been about 
black history and culture, with an emphasis on tolerance education. Mr. Horton has also increased the 
resources available for the trip, allowing it to continue every year at no cost for students.  

Organizational History  

In 2002 the Urban Erie Community Development Corporation (UECDC) merged with the Reverend E.F. 
Smith Quality of life Learning Center as a single 501(c)(3). Activities carried out by the UECDC continue 
under the name “Reverend E.F. Smith Quality of Life Learning Center.” The Rev. E.F. Smith Quality of Life 
Learning Center (QLLC) was originally created in 1993 as a faith-based organization whose objective was 
to address the disproportionate amount of poverty and crime concentrated in the Southeast section of 
the City of Erie.   

UECDC Mission Statement 

The mission of the Urban Erie Community Development Corporation (UECDC) is “to accomplish what is 
greater by increasing the capacity for economic self-sufficiency through cutting edge educational 
services and training; by empowering youth to build their skills and grow to their potential; and by 
inspiring the community to take steps towards creating a better future for its people and organizations.”  

Population and Demographics 

The UECDC serves primarily low-income/economically disadvantaged individuals, many of whom are 
New Americans (immigrants and refugees). The majority of UECDC’s clients have been resettled here 
from countries around the world including but not limited to: South Sudan, Somalia, Eritrea, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi, Tanzania, Kenya, Liberia, Bhutan, Iraq, Ukraine, and Bosnia. 
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Families accessing services at the center speak many different languages including Arabic, Bantu, 
Burmese, French, Hindi, Kess, Kirundi, Mai Mai, Mandarin, Nepali, Spanish, Somali, Swahili, Kiswahili and 
Tigrayna. 

 Within a five mile radius of the center, there are ten low-income/Section eight housing 

developments with 1,598 family units. 950 of these units are within one mile. The majority 

of the clients the UECDC serves live in public housing near the center, and a full 80% of 

children in the after-school program live in public housing.  

 UECDC is located in Census Tract 15 (East Ave. to Bird Dr., Buffalo Rd to 12th St.) and is 

where most of UECDC’s clients live.  This is the 2nd poorest census tract in the City of Erie 

with a poverty rate of 58% and an unemployment rate of 18%.  

 75%-100% of all 3rd, 8th, and 11th graders are basic or below basic in math, reading, and 
science. A small minority of ELL students are qualifying even as proficient on the state 
mandated PSSA tests. These standardized test scores highlight the need for quality 
programs and enrichment activities. 
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Additional Information 

To see pictures from previous WIBH trips please visit:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xX8U6afz5AM 
 
The following is the expected 2018 itinerary: 
 
Monday June 18th: 5 PM Departure 
 
Tuesday June 19th: Birmingham, AL 

 Breakfast at Cracker Barrel 

 16th St. Baptist Church http://www.16thstreetbaptist.org/ 

 Birmingham National Civil Rights Museum https://www.bcri.org/index.html 

 Kelly Engram Park 

 Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame http://www.jazzhall.com/ 

 
Wednesday June 20th: Selma, AL 

 Alabama State University Tour 

 Civil Rights Memorial Freedom Shrine 

 Rosa Parks Museum (Selma, AL)  http://www.troy.edu/rosaparks/ 

 Voting Rights Museum and Institute http://nvrmi.com/ 

 Edmund Pettus Bridge 

 Beulah Primitive Baptist Church 

 
Thursday June 21st: Tuskegee, AL 

 Tour of Tuskegee University campus 

 George Washington Carver Museum http://www.tuskegee.edu/ 

 Moton Field – Tuskegee Airmen 

 City of Tuskegee Mayor’s Office 

 Reception Picnic  - Superintendent Sandra Taylor 

 
Friday June 22nd: Atlanta, GA 

 The King Center for Non-Violent Social Change http://www.thekingcenter.org/ 

 Spelman College http://www.spelman.edu/ 

 Morehouse College http://www.morehouse.edu/ 

 Dinner, departure to DC 

 
Saturday June 23rd: Washington DC 

 MLK Jr. Memorial http://www.nps.gov/mlkm/index.htm 

 Return to Erie 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xX8U6afz5AM
http://www.16thstreetbaptist.org/
https://www.bcri.org/index.html
http://www.jazzhall.com/
http://www.troy.edu/rosaparks/
http://nvrmi.com/
http://www.tuskegee.edu/
http://www.thekingcenter.org/
http://www.spelman.edu/
http://www.morehouse.edu/
http://www.nps.gov/mlkm/index.htm
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Summary 
 
The Urban Erie Community Development Corporation (UECDC) is a 501(c)3 nonprofit corporation with a 
mission to promote economic growth and revitalization through small business development and the 
creation of employment opportunities in the urban Erie area. The UECDC at the Rev. E.F. Smith Quality of 
Life Learning Center assists low-income residents of Erie to increase their capacity for economic self-
sufficiency through the provision of educational services, employment training and preparation for 
skilled employment. They also operate an afterschool program serving upwards of 150 youth, most of 
whom are New Americans (resettled refugees) from countries all over the world including Kenya, South 
Sudan, Eritrea, Liberia, Tanzania, Nepal, Puerto Rico, and Iraq. 
 
Donations to support Walking in Black History or inquiries regarding student applications should be 
made to: 

Urban Erie Community Development Corporation 
2046 East 19th St. 
Erie, PA 16510 
814-899-3904 

Gary Horton, Executive Director 

ghorton@uecdc.org 

or 

Veronica Rexford, Program Director 

814-806-0979 

vrexford@uecdc.org 

 

Adult Basic Education 

GED Prep and Testing 

English as a Second Language 

Youth Leadership Development 

Impact After School Program 

Cheza Qua Amani – Dance for Peace Cultural Dance 

Robert Barney 21st Century Opportunity Lab 

Walking in Black History 

 

2046 East 19th Street, Erie, PA 16510 814-899-3904 

Urban Erie Community Development Corporation Facebook/UECDC Walking in Black History  

mailto:ghorton@uecdc.org
mailto:vrexford@uecdc.org
http://www.uecdc.org/
https://www.facebook.com/UECDC/

