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For 25 years, Sherry Merritt has 
volunteered at Airway Heights Cor-
rections Center, supporting the Afri-
can American Literature Program and 
helping build bridges between com-
munity, culture, and incarcerated men 
seeking knowledge and growth. Mer-
ritt will be recognized for her long-
standing commitment to education, 
identity development, and community 
care through her work inside the insti-
tution.

Over the decades, the program has 
also been supported by dedicated 
community members and educators, 
including Dr. Bob Bartlett, the late 
Sandy Williams, and other local vol-
unteers who contributed their time 
and knowledge to sustaining the work 
alongside Merritt. As the AALP has 
evolved and taken root, older partici-
pants encourage younger men to join, 
viewing the program as an opportuni-
ty to learn, grow, engaging in cultural 
learning as a pathway toward personal 
growth and positive life choices.

In this conversation, Merritt reflects 
on how the program began, what she 
has witnessed over the years, and why 

Sherry Merritt on 25 
years of service through 

the African American 
Literature Program

SHERRY MERRITT MORGEN FLOWERS MABLE DUNBAR GAYE HALLMAN

WOMEN LEADING IN SPOKANE

WOMEN WHO LEAD  COMMUNITIES THAT RISE,

‘REACH ONE, 
TEACH ONE’

By April Eberhardt
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Gaye Hallman is the kind of woman 
who turns survival into service, and 
pain into purpose. Formerly incar-
cerated, she knows firsthand what it 
means to rebuild a life while carrying 
the weight of other people’s assump-
tions. She also knows what it takes to 
keep going anyway.

Now based in Spokane, Hallman 
is the founder of A Woman’s Worth, 
a nonprofit established in 2022 that 
centers healing, restoration, and re-
entry support for women impacted by 
trauma and incarceration. Her work 
is rooted in faith, community, and the 
long, patient practice of trust–creating 
spaces where women can be seen, be-
lieved, and supported without being 
reduced to what they’ve been through.

Hallman is a visionary and a bridge: 
between who women have been and 
who they can become with renewed 
strength; between isolation and be-
longing; between a past that tried to 
define them and a future still waiting 
to be claimed. Her story reminds us 
that we are not the sum total of our 
mistakes, and that transformation 
often begins when someone dares to 
believe a different ending is possible.

From 
incarceration 
to advocacy
Hallman’s mission to 

help others begin again

By April Eberhardt 
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For generations, leadership in public 
education has been shaped by narrow 
ideas of who holds authority, whose 
voice carries weight, and what power 
looks like in schools. Women–particu-
larly Black women–have long done the 

By April Eberhardt
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For more than 26 years, Mable Dunbar 
has worked in Spokane supporting survi-
vors of domestic violence while educating 
the community about trauma, healing, and 
accountability. Her work extends beyond 
emergency response and focuses on long-
term restoration, helping individuals un-
derstand their value, confront shame, and 
break intergenerational cycles of abuse.

Dunbar believes communities must 
move beyond awareness toward re-edu-
cation by learning how trauma affects the 
mind, body, and spirit and understanding 
how silence, stigma, and even religious mis-

understanding can keep victims trapped. 
Mable C. Dunbar, Ph.D., is the Founder and 
President of the Women’s Healing and Em-
powerment Network (WHEN). She holds 
a Ph.D. in Family Mediation as well as a 
Master’s degree in Education and Counsel-
ing Psychology.

Dr. Dunbar is a Certified Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapist and a Clinically 
Certified Domestic Violence Counselor. 
Through programs that serve families, 
youth, and individuals seeking change, she 
continues to advocate for healing rooted in 
compassion and truth.

Q: How did you come to Spokane?
Dunbar: My husband and I were pa-

storing in Michigan, and a friend invited 
me to come here and talk about domestic 
violence issues because that was some-
thing they were involved with. After that, 
because the need was so great and there 

Quiet consistency, possibility 
and visibility affirm the power 

of Black woman leader
Who inspires you?
“I think everybody could say their 

grandmother inspires them, which is true. 
My grandma was like a reading was a 
huge thing for her. She would read to me 
and we’d read together, and she just kind 
of created this legacy of caring about 
academics,” Flowers said.

Flowers points to historical leadership 
that modeled courage and conviction.

“I love Shirley Chisholm. I love the idea 
of being unbought and unbossed, being 
able to do what you think is right, values 
driven, making really good moves on 
behalf of the people that you serve.”

Meet Spokane 
International Principal 

Morgen Flowers

Healing beyond survival
 Mable Dunbar on 

domestic violence, trauma, 
community responsibility
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NEWS IN BRIEF
Obama responds to Trump’s racist video

Former President Barack Obama has responded to the 
racist video posted by President Trump’s social media ac-
count earlier this month.

During an interview with YouTuber Brian Tyler Co-
hen, Obama said many Americans “find this behavior 
deeply troubling,” NPR reported.

“There doesn’t seem to be any shame about this among 
people who used to feel like you had to have some sort of 
decorum and a sense of propriety and respect for the office,” 
Obama said. “There’s this sort of clown show that’s happen-
ing in social media and on television,” Obama added, de-
scribing noise around Trump’s presidency as a “distraction.”

Obama’s response follows outrage over the video, 
which depicted Obama and former first lady Michelle 
Obama as apes. White House press secretary Karoline 
Leavitt defended the clip, saying “please stop the fake 
outrage.” Trump refused to apologize for the social media 
post, telling reporters “I didn’t make a mistake.”

The video, posted at the beginning of Black History 
Month, has been deleted, NPR reported. The White House 
blamed a staffer for “erroneously” posting the video clip.

Federal court blocks anti-DEI directive
A federal court has permanently invalidated a U.S. De-

partment of Education directive that sought to restrict 
diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts in schools and 
colleges nationwide, marking a significant ruling for ac-
ademic freedom and education policy.

The decision follows the federal government’s conces-
sion that its Feb. 14, 2025, “Dear Colleague” letter and 
related certification requirement are vacated, meaning 
the policy is formally nullified and cannot be enforced 
anywhere in the United States. The district court’s final 
ruling prohibits the government from enforcing, relying 
on, or reviving the directive.

Sharif El-Mekki, CEO of the Center for Black Educator 
Development, said the decision protects educators’ abil-
ity to teach honestly and supports efforts to retain teach-
ers during ongoing national shortages.

This interview was originally pub-
lished online Feb. 25, 2026, as an 
on-the-record account of racial bias, 
harassment and actions that caused 
distress and alarm among some stu-
dents at Gonzaga University following 
a Saturday (Feb. 21) event.

Since its publication, additional re-
ports of escalating student safety con-
cerns emerged. This occurred despite a 
social media post shared by BSU lead-
ership three days prior on the Gon-
zaga BSU Instagram page, calling on 
individuals to “address anti-Blackness 
head on” and “that you hold each other 
accountable. Whether that be within 
your cultural club, friend group, or any 
other organization.”

This interview detailed the very con-
cerns highlighted in that post through 
the recollection of the interviewee. The 
interview was conducted with the in-
terviewee’s consent and reflected the 
individual’s personal perspective of 
the events at the time it was given.

As a news organization, The Black 
Lens has an ethical responsibility to 
document and follow up on reports of 
racism, safety and community experi-
ences, particularly when they relate to 
issues circulating publicly through so-
cial media posts, screenshots and dis-
cussions regarding alleged incidents of 
racism and campus climate, especially 
when those issues are brought to us. 

We do not undo coverage that has 
already been released after it was con-
sented for publication and we stand by 
the rights of the First Amendment. We 
will update with corrections or clarifi-
cations as appropriate, but we do not 
censor.

Most importantly, we also recognize 
that acts of racism and bigotry may 
stoke fears of harm, retaliation, humil-
iation or embarrassment.

In consideration of those concerns, 
and out of an abundance of caution for 
student safety, The Black Lens aims 
to remain sensitive to potential harm 
that could arise from circumstances 
beyond our control while continuing 
to examine difficult and uncomfort-
able experiences involving race, which 
have been expressed. We stand against 
retaliation or reprisal and when con-
sidering impact, it should be realized 
that the impact of anti-Black racism 
on college students–as was shared on 
social media by those involved in what 
happened the weekend of Feb. 21–is, in 
and of itself, cause for safety concerns.

Additionally, the Gonzaga Universi-
ty Black Student Union requested that 
this disclaimer be published, which 
can be read in full online: “We would 
like to clarify that the views expressed 
in that interview do not represent the 
official position of the Gonzaga Uni-
versity Black Student Union Board. 
We recognize that individuals may 
have differing personal perspectives 
and experiences.”

By April Eberhardt
FOR THE BLACK LENS

For Rajane Edwards, what was 
meant to be a celebration of Black 
culture and achievement became 
another reminder of the challenges 
Black students say they continue to 
face at Gonzaga University.

Edwards, a senior and longtime 
member of Gonzaga’s Black Student 
Union, served as dinner chair for this 
year’s annual Harlem Renaissance 
event, a cultural gathering centered 
on community, history, and celebra-
tion. The evening began as intended, 
she said, filled with joy and pride.

“It was a really cool cultural din-
ner,” Edwards said. “Everything went 
totally fine.”

But according to Edwards, the 
atmosphere shifted as reports be-
gan circulating among students 
about concerning behavior during 
the event and later incidents at an 
off-campus celebration attended by 
Gonzaga students.

Cultural Celebration 
Interrupted

Edwards said she was informed 
during the dinner that some attend-

ees who were not involved with BSU 
appeared to be attending with inten-
tions that made students uncomfort-
able.

“I was told that white women and 
Asian women were ‘shopping for 
Black men,’” Edwards said. She ex-
plained that an attendee asked to be 
introduced to a Black student despite 
not participating in BSU activities. 
“They don’t show up as often in BSU, 
but want the benefits.”

She also learned from BSU lead-
ership that another student experi-
enced fetishizing behavior, involving 
comments about her hair and ges-
tures perceived as inappropriate.

“When you talk about a Black per-
son, first you don’t do that,” Edwards 
said. “It kind of got strange after a 
while.”

While Edwards did not witness 
every incident directly, she said mul-
tiple students relayed similar con-
cerns, contributing to discomfort 
during what was intended to be a 
cultural celebration.

After-Party Escalation
More serious incidents were re-

ported later during an off-campus 
celebration following the dinner.

According to Edwards, students 
reported that a jacket belonging to 
a BSU board member was stolen 
and that someone used the N-word 
during the gathering. Gonzaga BSU 
confirmed this report on their Insta-
gram page in a post by BSU President 
Daija Joy. BSU leadership attempted 
to shut down the celebration after 
learning about the slur.

“Our president said, ‘Hey, we need 
to cut the celebration because I heard 

someone say the N-word. We cannot 
do this,’” Edwards said. “Some people 
were very dismissive.”

Online rumors soon followed. 
Edwards said anonymous posts ap-
peared on a student-only social me-
dia platform called Fizz, where users 
shared allegations that BSU mem-
bers had pulled guns, which she said 
was untrue.

“That re-establishes Black people 
as threatening,” she said.

Students debated whether cultural 
organizations like BSU should exist 
at all, framing them as divisive rather 
than supportive spaces.

“The reason they want to have 
these clubs is so they can live togeth-
er or have some type of solidarity be-
tween one another because they can’t 
do it with you guys,” she said.

A Pattern, Not an Isolated 
Incident

Gonzaga’s BSU issued a statement 
to social media on Wednesday, re-
flecting on the university’s response.

“The lack of transparency, ac-
knowledgment, and immediate 
action to address the events we ex-
perienced does not fully reflect the 
commitment outlined in the Gonza-
ga University mission statement,” it 
said. “Given the circumstances and 
concern over student safety and be-
longing in this community, we are se-
verely disappointed with the timing 
and substance of the university’s re-
sponse. After an exhausting wait, we 
received and carefully read the cam-
pus-wide email from the Office of the 
President addressing these events.”

Gonzaga President Katia Passer-
ini released a statement to faculty, 
staff and students Tuesday night that 
university leadership had “received 
reports of racially insensitive com-
ments, including anti-black senti-
ment.” Administration blocked Fizz 
from the school’s IT network and 
sent a letter to the company “express-
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THE BLACK LENS would like to hear from the 
Black community in Spokane on how it believes 
Spokane can live its motto, “IN SPOKANE, WE 
ALL BELONG.” Please send ideas to editor@
blacklensnews.com with the motto in the subject line.

We want to hear from you!

Serving Spokane’s Black community since 2015

IN MEMORY OF SANDRA WILLIAMS
FOUNDING EDITOR AND PUBLISHER
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Alethea Sharea Dumas, Robert J. Lloyd and Michael Bethely

Contact us about delivery  
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Would you like to advertise? 
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Have a news tip? 
Email ..............editor@blacklensnews.com 
Call........................................(509) 245-1660 

General information 
Schoenberg Center/Gonzaga University 
800 N. Pearl St. 
Spokane, WA 99202 
 

About The Black Lens
The Black Lens is 
a nonprofit news 
organization funded 
through foundations, 
major donors, subscribers, 
sponsors and the 

community it serves. The stories, 
photos, graphics and columns created 
by The Black Lens are owned by the 
community it serves, and can be 
republished by other organizations for 
free under a Creative Commons license.

THE BLACK LENS
Copyright © 2024 
The Black Lens newspaper is published daily online and monthly in print by “comma,” a nonprofit community journalism lab. For information on 
comma, or to make a donation, please contact Innovia at (509) 624-2606 or visit www.blacklensnews.com/donate.

Statement of Independence 
The Black Lens is a not-for-profit, 

independent newspaper that focuses 
on all aspects of the Black community 
in Eastern Washington. The Black 
Lens editor reports to its own board of 
directors, which was set up under the 
guidance of the founders’ family.

As journalism calls for increased 
transparency, The Black Lens believes 
in being transparent about its work. 
The Black Lens is funded through 
foundations, donors, subscribers 
and the community. That funding 
pays for the work of the editors, 
reporters, photographers, designers, 
correspondents and columnists who 
produce The Black Lens newspaper, 
website and other platforms. 

The Black Lens retains full 
authority over its editorial content. 
This organization maintains a strict 
firewall between news coverage 
decisions and funding sources and 
in-kind help. Acceptance of financial 
support does not constitute implied or 
actual endorsement of donors or their 
products, services or opinions.

All story decisions made by The 
Black Lens newsroom and its leaders 
are made independently and not 
on the basis of donor support. This 
organization does not give supporters 
the rights to assign, review or edit 
content, and if a supporter is covered 
in a story or other editorial content, 
The Black Lens will disclose this at the 
bottom of the story.

The Black Lens is a partner of the 
“comma” community journalism lab.

The Black Lens will be located 
within the community journalism lab 
newsroom that is set to be stationed on 
the main campus of Gonzaga University 
in Spokane. Though The Black Lens and 
lab may be housed at Gonzaga, the 
university has no control or authority 
over the journalism created by The 
Black Lens or other newsrooms located 
within the lab. The comma community 
journalism lab is a nonprofit news 
organization with its own board of 
directors, separate from the university 
and separate from The Black Lens. The 
Black Lens’ board of directors works 
closely with the comma community 
journalism lab and its leaders to 

ensure that journalism’s protected 
First Amendment rights continue to 
be an essential part of our nation’s 
democracy.

Though much of the content 
created by The Black Lens may 
appear in regional publications, 
newspapers or news websites, those 
organizations have no rights, authority 
or influence over the content created 
by this publication. The Black Lens’ 
publications are only responsible to 
boards of directors for The Black Lens 
and the comma community journalism 
lab. Though other publications, 
including The Spokesman-Review, may 
assist in distribution, The Black Lens 
is not a publication of any of its third-
party distribution partners.

By Renika Williams
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We too often reserve 
our deepest appreciations 
and celebrations for the 
moments that follow loss. 
My mother, Sandy Wil-
liams, a visionary Black 
activist who we tragically 
lost in 2022, taught us 
through her life and even 
more in her passing, the 
immense value of giving 
flowers to our community 
members while they can 
still smell them.

Losing my mother was 
the hardest thing I’ve 
ever had to go through, 
and I can’t say that I’ve 
dealt with it very much 
at all, to be honest. The 
outpouring of love and 
the rallying around her 
legacy has been over-
whelming in both good 
and bad ways. While it 
shows what we, as a com-
munity, are capable of 
when we come together 
to honor and continue 
the work of those who’ve 
paved the way for us, we 
also tend to paint these 
visionaries – these lead-
ers – as one-dimensional 
heroes. My mother was a 
radical idealist, true, but 

she was also complex and 
sometimes her life wasn’t 
as neat and unblemished 
as the celebrations of her 
life would make it seem.

And it begs the ques-
tion: Why do we only 
celebrate those we deem 
perfect and special? 
And why do we only see 
people as special once 
they’ve moved on to 
another life?

Our Spokane Black 
community is a tapes-
try of stories, dreams, 
hardships and achieve-
ments that too often 
go unrecognized until 
it’s too late. Sometimes 
these stories are messy. 

Sometimes they are 
complicated. Sometimes, 
they are brimming with 
intricacies, triumphs, 
and yes, even flaws. But 
these stories, ALL stories, 
illustrate the rich, vibrant 
lives led by our commu-
nity.

The Black Lens acts as 
a celebration of who we 
are in all our dimensions. 
These aspects of our hu-
manity deserve recogni-
tion and celebration too. 
It’s the laughter amidst 
sorrow, the resilience in 
the face of adversity, and 
the everyday heroism 
that should make the 
headlines of our lives.

Reflecting on my 
experiences, especially 
in moments of flux and 
vacillation, I’ve learned 
the value of pausing to 
appreciate what we have, 
and where we are in our 
life journeys right now. 
So, let’s make it a point 
to celebrate all the bits 
of our lives, not just the 
shiny parts. Let’s hand 
out those flowers amid 
the chaos and the uncer-
tainty. Let’s make sure 
we’re celebrating each 
other today, not waiting 
until it’s too late.

Life’s too short and 
too filled with twists and 
turns to only acknowl-
edge the good stuff after 
the fact. My mom lived 
knowing that every part 
of her journey, every chal-
lenge, and every victory, 
was worth recognizing. 
And that’s how we should 
be looking at each other – 
celebrating the full story, 
not just the highlights.

So, let’s do it. Let’s 
celebrate the whole 
messy, beautiful, compli-
cated thing now. Because 
honestly, waiting until 
someone’s not around to 
hear it? That’s just miss-
ing the point.

CELEBRATING ALL  
OUR DIMENSIONS

ULYSSES CURRY/INATAI FOUNDATION

Renika Williams speaks at the Black Lens launch 
party in February.

By April Eberhardt
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The Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid, known 
as FAFSA, is something ev-
ery graduating senior or stu-
dent pursuing post-second-
ary education and training 
should apply for. 

The FAFSA must be re-
newed each year a student 
continues in post-secondary 
education. Oct. 1 is the usu-
al time the FAFSA opens. 
However, due to changes 
this year, the application 
open date was delayed to 
Dec. 31, and it is currently 
open for students and their 
families to complete. 

A common misconception 
about the FAFSA is that it is 
only applicable to colleges 
and universities. There are 
many other education and 
training programs that also 
qualify for financial aid. 
These include cosmetolo-
gy programs, specific allied 
health education and train-
ing programs, massage train-
ing schools, and vocational 
programs.

The FAFSA has under-
gone major changes, and the 
term contributor is now a 
part of the language regard-
ing who should complete a 
portion of the FAFSA on be-
half of the student. Students 
under 24 years of age, who 
are not deemed indepen-
dent, need contributors to 
complete the FAFSA. Typ-
ically, this is the custodial 
parent or guardian, who pro-
vides financial support for 
the student more than half 
of the year, and whose tax 
information must be used 
to help verify eligibility for 
funding. As a part of the new 
changes, step-parents are 
considered contributors.

Under the umbrella of 
financial aid are feder-
al grants, state grants, and 
low interest federal student 
loans. The PELL grant is the 
most known source of fed-
eral funding for income eli-
gible students. In Washing-
ton, when students apply for 
FAFSA, they are also apply-
ing for state aid, a separate 
pot of money that can offer 
grants. The Washington Col-
lege Grant is an example of 
another opportunity for stu-
dents to receive funding.

Many income-eligible stu-
dents who attended middle 
school in the state of Wash-

ington were enrolled in the 
College Bound Scholarship 
Program. Essentially, this 
program works in collabo-
ration with the federal stu-
dent aid program to offer 
additional grant funding. 
Students who are in the fos-
ter care system in Washing-
ton also have greater access 
to funding because of high 
need due via the Passports to 
Careers Program.

Federal student loans are 
available for both students 
and parents. Students pur-
suing an undergraduate de-
gree are capped each year on 
how much they can borrow; 
this amount increases yearly, 
and these loans belong to the 
student. Parents also have to 
borrow federal Parent Plus 
Loans on behalf of their stu-
dent. These loans are also of-
fered at a lower interest rate 
via federal loan servicers and 
belong to the parent. A cred-
it check is done to determine 
eligibility. Student loans can 
be declined and do not have 
to be a part of the financial 
aid package if that is not de-
sired. If students and parents 
borrow student loans, they 
must complete online loan 
entrance counseling and 
sign a Master Promissory 
Note via www.studentaid.
gov. Loans go into repayment 
after 6 months of ending an 
education program, whether 
by graduating or discontin-
uance. Students pursuing 
post-bachelor’s graduate de-
grees are no longer eligible 
for federal grants, but there 
are student loans available.

Once the FAFSA is com-
plete, the Department of 
Federal Student Aid looks at 
all factors related to a fami-
ly’s income and uses a Stu-
dent Aid Index to determine 
how much funding the stu-
dent is eligible for.

Washington state students 
who are undocumented or 
do not qualify for federal 
aid because of immigration 
status cannot complete the 
FAFSA but can complete the 
Washington Application for 
State Financial Aid by going 
to wsac.wa.gov.

If you have questions related 
to completing financial 
aid, please contact April 
Eberhardt, M.Ed., who has 
been trained in financial aid 
and can provide support 
and resources via e-mail at: 
aprilriv1976@gmail.com.

FREE MONEY, 
LOW-INTEREST LOANS

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAFSA

By Dr. Jeanie Baynes
THE BLACK LENS

The African American 
Graduation Committee 
has been organizing and 
funding the Annual Af-
rican American Gradu-
ation Ceremony for 28 
years. This is a cultural 
salute for outstanding ac-
ademic achievement and 
honor students of African 
American/ Black descent 
graduating from K-12 
schools, colleges and 
universities from Spo-
kane and the surround-
ing areas. This year’s 
celebration will be held 
at the Myrtle Woldson 
Performing Arts Center 
at Gonzaga University on 
May 4 from 2-4 p.m.

The organization of 
the African American 
Graduation began at the 
Spokane Community 
College under the lead-
ership of Dr. James Wil-
liams in the early 1996. 
Dr. Williams was the 
Dean of College of Arts 
at California State Poly-
technic University and 
became the first Black 
president in Spokane’s 
Community College sys-
tem. He earned his doc-
toral degree in education 
from Washington State 
University.

The Ceremony is rep-
resentative of African 
and African American 
culture and heritage, em-
braces the value of com-
munity and scholarship, 
and culminates with a 
Kente Stole presentation, 
awarding of the scholas-
tic achievement medals, 
and scholarship recipi-
ents. From the singing of 
the Black National An-
them, “Lift Every Voice 
and Sing” to the dancing 
to the step show on stage 
from Black students to 
the treasured remarks 
from a few Black profes-

sors and administrators 
who encouraged our stu-
dents along the way.

This is a celebration 
for graduates to be rec-
ognized for their ac-
complishments and pro-
vided an opportunity to 
honor significant people 
who have helped them 
achieve their goal. Stu-
dents are honored to-
gether in one setting and 
their families also get the 
opportunity to celebrate 
their hard work and ded-
ication. It is a celebration 
of Black Excellence!!!

This annual cel-
ebration gives Afri-
can-American, African, 
and Black-identifying 
students and families 
an opportunity to cele-
brate blackness and the 
success of students at-
tending our schools. For 
many underrepresented 
and first-generation stu-
dents, a college diploma 
represents a long road 
marked by hard work 
and success – not just for 
the individual students, 
but also for their family, 
friends and supporters. 
These smaller cultural 
events provide more in-
timate settings for stu-
dents to share these per-
sonal milestones with 
their communities and 
hear the achievements 
and inspiration from the 
speakers.

Although our language 
and home country were 
stripped from us, the 

wearing of the Kente 
cloth is a reminder of 
our interconnectedness, 
echoing the African prov-
erb, “It takes a village.” 
During the Kente Cere-
mony, each graduate will 
be gifted a Kente stole. 
Kente is native to Gha-
na and was developed in 
the 17th century by the 
Ashanti people. It has its 
roots in a long tradition 
of African weaving, dat-
ing back to about 3000 
B.C. Often reserved for 
royalty, the stole is a visu-
al representation of his-
tory, philosophy, ethics, 
oral literature, religious 
beliefs, social values and 
political thoughts. Stu-
dents with a G.P.A. of 
3.0 will receive scholas-
tic achievement medals 
during the Kente Cere-
mony and the Richard 
B. Williams scholarship 
recipients are acknowl-
edged.

The scholarship is 
named after Mr. Richard 
B. Williams who spent 
his entire life giving back 
to his Spokane commu-
nity, through his com-
mitments, and support 
of many organizations 
both in time and finan-
cially. In 2016, following 
his passing in 2015, the 
African American Grad-
uation Committee elect-
ed to create the Richard 
B. Williams Memorial 
Scholarship in his honor, 
a fund intended to assist 
African American high 

school graduates enter-
ing into higher educa-
tion. Mr. Williams was 
active at Eastern Wash-
ington University and 
in the Africana Studies 
Program for more than 
twenty years. Those who 
knew Richard speak to 
his generosity and will-
ingness to always offer a 
helping hand, to always 
ask, “What do you need 
and how can I help you?” 
He was also a member of 
Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, 
Inc., and was one of the 
four founders of Chi Al-
pha Alpha, the local Spo-
kane Chapter.

Increased community 
support is key in helping 
the African American 
Graduation Committee 
continue to provide this 
celebration for Spokane 
and the surrounding 
area students as our 
black community 
grows. Please consider 
supporting African 
American Graduation 
with a donation to: 
African American 
Graduation Committee, 
PO Box 40395, Spokane, 
WA 99220. For more 
information, go to www.
aagspokane.org or 
spokaneaag@gmail.com.

African American Graduation has 
celebrated Black excellence since ’90s

IF YOU GO

28th Annual African 
American Graduation 

Celebration
WHEN: Saturday, May 4 from 2-4 p.m.
WHERE: Myrtle Woldson Performing Arts Center, 
Gonzaga University
REGISTRATION: Deadline on Friday, April 12, via 
aagspokane.org/

Black Lens staff

The following is a student reflection from a recent 
Spring Break pilgrimage to Washington D.C. attended by 
Black Student Union officers from two local high schools 
and members of Strong Women Achieving Greatness 
(SWAG). This trip was sponsored by: The Way to Justice, 
The Spokane Branch of the NAACP, SWAG, Mentoring 
Today’s Youth, and American Ironworks. Over a week, 
students toured the National Mall, The U.S. Capitol Build-
ing, The National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, and Howard University.

Weeds Into Flowers
Written by: Jetaime Thomas

Ferris High School, 12th Grade

I carry ancient resentment
I possess a sort of melancholy brain and difficulty 
processing my ancestor’s grief along with my own
My head is like a slideshow
Replaying horrific stories that are a part of my history
The history I’ve spent my entire life trying to understand
Trying to realize how my people went from mathematicians 
and astronomers
To servants viewed as uneducated and ignorant
From talented artists, and agriculturalists.
To being essentially nothing
From explorers and artisans
To the corners of plantations
I want emancipation
From negative stereotypes
That leads to graves
The waves they hit us
Like a bus
It split us
Contempt to the oppressor
We were seen as lesser
It’s in my blood to challenge rules
And simply come out better
A rose from the concrete
Survived the bluest eyes
Constantly torn down and still like dust we rise
Forced to rebel
Gone through hell
Taking down faulty systems one colonizer at a time
Yeah, imma bet a dime
On the people we’ve become
We came from the slums
And still we succeed
Grown weeds into flowers
I’m ‘bout to devour
The world – it is ours
Built on our backs
Sense it lacks
Yet we can take back our power
In education and community
In peace and unity
In happiness and support

BSU PILGRIMAGE: 
A REFLECTION

NEWS

By Michael Bethely
THE BLACK LENS

In a lot of ways, build-
ing and putting together 
this paper is like build-
ing a community. Every 
story, every picture, every 
column, every word, and 
every letter is needed to 
make the paper what it is.

Being able to be a part 
of this board for The 
Black Lens is an honor 
and privilege that I’m 
grateful for. I know now 
that I only partially 
understood the magni-
tude that Sandy went to 
and through to start this 
paper. The idea that she 
was writing most of the 
articles. That she was 
distributing the papers 
by herself. That she was 
in charge of the layout. 
And that she conceptu-
alized The Black Lens 
from start to finish, is 
beyond admirable. Sandy 
put in work to get it 
done!

I considered Sandy 
a mentor and a friend. 
Someone I trusted and 
that I would call for 
insight. It’s an honor to 
be a part of continuing 
the legacy of what she 
created and to reignite 
this LENS for Spokane’s 
Black community. As a 
Black producer, I know 
deeply the different 
perspectives that are 
captured depending on 
who’s holding the camera 
or who’s looking through 
the lens they have.

To me, this is what 
gives The Black Lens 
its value. The ability 
to highlight a different 

perspective, a black 
perspective. Keeping the 
focus on Spokane, we can 
give a Black lens to local, 
regional, national and in-
ternational stories. A way 
to cultivate our culture, 
particularly when culture 
is amiss. Having The 
Black Lens to amplify 
our voices and stories, is 
something most commu-
nities do not have. Well, 
thanks to Sandy, Spokane 
does.

So thank you! Thank 
you to the community for 
your continued support 
of The Black Lens. Thank 
you to all the contrib-
utors that helped to 
relaunch this vessel, so 

that it could continue to 
be what Sandy hoped it 
to be. I implore the black 
community to take ad-
vantage of this platform 
and let your black lens 
shine and be shared. Let 
us also be encouraged to 
continue to understand 
and learn about other 
diverse communities 
and their perspectives 
and lens on Spokane and 
beyond. We don’t know 
what we don’t know. 
And it can be difficult to 
respect what we don’t 
understand and value 
other’s worth when it is 
unknown

So let’s be the exam-
ple for all communities 

through The Black Lens 
to show the worth of 
our community. Of each 
member. Of each contrib-
utor. Of each lens.

Let’s come together 
like the layout of this 
paper. Telling stories. 
Taking pictures. Building 
pillars. Having conver-
sations. Writing letters. 
And coming into the fold 
of our community. We 
are a people and com-
munity of hope. Support. 
Understanding. Grace. 
Forgiveness – and most 
importantly, Love. I 
think that’s what Sandy 
would’ve wanted and the 
best tribute we can give 
her in return.

BUILDING A PAPER IS LIKE 
BUILDING COMMUNITY

COLIN MULVANY/SPECIAL TO THE BLACK LENS

Master of ceremonies for the night and The Black Lens board member Michael 
Bethely strikes a pose on stage before speaking to the large crowd gathered at 
the relaunch party for The Black Lens newspaper on Feb. 2 at the Steam Plant 
rooftop event center.

LETTER FROM THE BOARD

Black Lens staff

“Our Stories: Black Families in 
Spokane” will be a celebration 
of community and history at the 
Northwest Museum of Arts and 
Culture on June 28 from 11 a.m.-
4 p.m. This event results from 
a series of meetings beginning 
in fall 2023 between MAC staff, 
Julie Williamson Serquinia and 
Marsha Rooney (former Senior 
Curator of History at MAC), 

regarding ways to make the MAC 
museum and its programming 
more relevant and welcoming to 
all Spokane audiences. It will be 
the first in a series, according to 
a MAC release.

In preparation for the event, 
organizers are asking for loans 
from the community to augment 
the historic displays.

“I would love to see anything 
representing the East Side Youth 
Center or Hamp’s Camp (the 

Gospel Mission Youth Camp 
run by Rev. Mr. C.E. Hamp from 
1962 until 2000),” Williamson 
Serquinia said in a release, “but 
we welcome any objects, photo-
graphs, menus, posters, or flyers 
that represent Black businesses 
or organizations from the 1920s 
through the 1960s.”

Anyone interested in learning 
more or contributing to the proj-
ect may email: ourstories789@
gmail.com.

MAC SEEKS SUBMISSIONS FROM 
SPOKANE-AREA BLACK FAMILIES

COURTESY

The Northwest Museum of Arts and Culture will host “Our Stories: Black Families in Spokane,” starting June 28.
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DOCS WITH KSPS PRESENTS

THE INQUISITOR
A FREE film screening and panel discussion

Meet Barbara Jordan: a civil rights icon whose powerful 
voice masked a complex private life.

MARCH 25TH - 5:30pm–7pm

THE MAGIC LANTERN, SPOKANE WA

DISCUSSION PANELISTS
Betsy Wilkerson, Spokane City Council President

April Eberhardt, Editor of The Black Lens Newspaper

Aerius Franklin, Disability Action Center NW

Moderator: Kiantha Duncan, KSPS PBS board member 
and former Spokane NAACP President

SCAN FOR TICKETS 
AND MORE INFO

inquisitor.eventbrite.com

Gonzaga student speaks out after 
incidents following BSU event

See RACISM, 4

Update: ReFive Plan for Fifth Avenue
An earlier article published by The Black Lens referred to 

the redevelopment initiative along Fifth Avenue as the “Fifth 
Avenue Project.” The correct and official name of the initia-
tive is the ReFive Community Plan for 5th Avenue, a com-
munity-led planning effort focused on shaping the future of 
the Fifth Avenue corridor in the East Central neighborhood 
through resident engagement and decision-making.

Project organizers have confirmed that a public-facing 
draft of the Community Plan will be released in March, 
followed by continued engagement with residents and 
stakeholders throughout the spring. Community feedback 
gathered during this period will help shape the action 
items and strategies included in the final plan, which is 
expected to guide future land use, economic development, 
and neighborhood revitalization efforts. 

Readers interested in learning more about the planning 
process, accessing updates, or contributing feedback are 
encouraged to visit the project website at: spokane5thav-
enue.com
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PULSE ON DEMOCRACY

By Edmond W. Davis
FOR THE BLACK LENS

On Feb. 17, the nation 
pauses to honor the life and 
legacy of Jesse Jackson, 
an American icon whose 
voice shaped movements, 
elections, diplomacy, and 
generations of hope. For 
more than six decades, 
Reverend Jackson stood 
at the intersection of faith 
and freedom, preaching 
not only from pulpits but 
from podiums, picket lines, 
and presidential stages. His 
journey stretched from the 
segregated South to global 
diplomacy, marked by con-
viction, controversy, cour-
age, and an unwavering be-
lief in justice.

Born Oct. 8, 1941, in 
Greenville, South Carolina, 
Jesse Louis Burns entered 
a nation divided by law 
and custom. After being 
adopted by his stepfather, 
Charles Henry Jackson, he 
carried the Jackson name 
into history. Even in his 
youth, he exhibited an un-
common presence: athlet-
ic, articulate, and deeply 

aware of the racial barriers 
surrounding him.

Scripture reminds us 
in Jeremiah 1:5, “Before I 
formed thee in the belly I 
knew thee; and before thou 
camest forth out of the 
womb I sanctified thee.” 
Many who observed Jack-
son’s life believed his call-
ing was evident early. His 
destiny would be rooted in 
ministry and movement.

Jackson attended the 
University of Illinois be-
fore transferring to North 
Carolina A&T State Uni-
versity, where he thrived as 
a student leader. His path 
changed in 1965 when he 
joined the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Confer-
ence and became a protégé 
of Martin Luther King Jr. 
Under Dr. King’s mentor-
ship, Jackson sharpened 
his organizing and orator-
ical skills. He was present 
in Memphis on April 4, 
1968, when Dr. King was 
assassinated, a tragedy that 
deepened his commitment 
to carry the movement 

The life of Jesse Louis Jackson, Sr.: An American Icon (1941-2026)

MICHELLE V. AGINS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

The Rev. Jesse Jackson, center left, and civil rights figures lead a march across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, 
Ala., on the 25th anniversary of “Bloody Sunday,” on March 6, 1990. Jackson, whose impassioned oratory and populist 
vision of a “rainbow coalition” of the poor and forgotten made him the nation’s most influential Black figure in the 
years between the crusades of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the election of Barack Obama, died on Feb. 17. See JACKSON, 13

Let’s start off with: Yes, 
Bad Bunny. That was a 
thing. Well done!

Now, continuing to 
chew on some of the 
why’s, let’s take a little 
look at bias.

We are in that age 
where some factions of 
our government openly 
kidnap children (after 
years of decrying chil-
dren trafficking), where 
over 4,400 court rulings 
have found immigrants 
unlawfully detained just 
since October of 2024, 
and some lie in public 
and tell us not to believe 
our eyes, ears, hearts, and 
minds while continuing to 
openly murder individu-
als. FYI, those are just the 
cliff notes.

For centuries, we Black, 
Brown and poor peoples 
have lived under the pow-
er of open and subvert 
favoring and disfavoring, 
ridiculous levels of clas-
sism, racism, oppression, 
social control dynamics, 
media manipulations, and 
yes, conscious and un-
conscious bias. Thought-
ful examination points 
clearly to the biases of the 
factions that implement 
these atrocious and dehu-
manizing outcomes. Yet, 
since bias, to the best of 
our understanding at this 
time, is a natural human 
condition, then where are 
we in our own?

I mean bluntly, is it 
totally OK for us to have, 
rightfully so, a problem 

with their biases yet turn 
around and co-sign our 
own? Is it OK for us to 
use platforms of dehu-
manizing and belittling 
of some very not OK 
behaviors until we get to 
the place of power and 
then turn around and give 
headway to our own stuff 
to unleash? Is it possi-
ble that under the same 
critical examinations we 
use to justify criticizing 
the behavior of others, 
we also fail in that test 
comparative?

From what we current-
ly understand about bias 
and brain dynamics, the 
unconscious mind absorbs 
and filters approximately 
a billion bits of informa-
tion subconsciously in any 
given moment, yet we are 
only maybe consciously 
aware of about 10 bits. 
These same understand-
ings point to up to 98% of 
our emotional cognition, 
awareness and reactions, 
being primarily within 
our subconscious mind.

I offer this to point to 
the question of trying to 
understand and come to 
terms with what we have 
absorbed. Author Ibram 
X. Kendi, and many oth-
ers, have pointed to the 
experience of clean pain 
and dirty pain, healthy 
stress and toxic stress. 
Maybe those who are 
implementing some very 
terrible and problematic 
dynamics are even more 
caught up in that than we 

are?
Many times I’ve asked 

the question concerning 
the U.S.: “How many think 
our system is broken?” 
Nine times out of ten, 
almost all the hands in the 
room go up. I invite this 
perspective: Our system is 
not broken. It’s operating 
exactly how they designed 
it (Thank you JLW and 
Michelle Storms, 2018), 
and some of us are so 
potentially caught up in 
our own bias, trauma and 
brain dynamics that we 
struggle with even getting 
to that baseline reality, 
let alone meaningful, sus-
tained actions for healthy 
change.

Always much love, and 
try chewing on this:

“If you are not actively 
engaged in understanding 
and dismantling it, you 
are automatically under 
the influence of it and or 
giving it the thumbs up to 
continue.”

To make meaningful 
change, we need to look 

inward at our biases

MARK J. REBILAS/IMAGN IMAGES

Bad Bunny performs the halftime show on Feb. 8 during Super Bowl LX between the 
Seattle Seahawks and the New England Patriots at Levi’s Stadium.

INTENTIONAL FOCUS

By Kurtis Robinson
THE BLACK LENS 

CONTRIBUTOR

By James Smith
THE BLACK LENS

For nearly five decades, Allen Battle 
has built a reputation grounded in re-
lationships, credibility, and service to 
community. A longtime entrepreneur, 
business leader, and mentor, Battle’s 
work spans business ownership, civ-
ic leadership, and economic empow-
erment initiatives designed to help 
aspiring entrepreneurs, particularly 
men of color, access opportunity and 
build sustainable success. Born in Co-
lumbus, Ohio, and rooted in Spokane 
since the mid-1970s, Battle’s journey 
reflects the power of faith, consisten-
cy, and genuine connection.

In this third installment of Men of 
Color in Motion, Black Lens Contrib-
utor James Smith sits down with Bat-
tle to discuss entrepreneurship, men-
torship, and the principles that have 
guided his leadership and community 
impact for nearly half a century.

Q: Tell us a little about your-
self to get things started.

Battle: I was born and raised in Co-
lumbus, Ohio. I moved here in 1975 to 
go to college for one year, but life had 
other plans. I’ve been here ever since, 
and I love this community. I worked 
for the Postal Service for a long time, 
but I always had an entrepreneur-
ial spirit. I always felt that I could do 
things better. I come from a family of 
entrepreneurs. They were entrepre-
neurs out of necessity because life was 
different growing up in the 40s, 50s, 
60s, and 70s.

Everything starts with a good, solid 
foundation. My mother was a woman 
of God, and that spiritual foundation 
shaped my whole life. I’m not perfect, 
and I haven’t done everything correct-
ly, but you always know in the back of 
your mind when you shouldn’t have 
done something.

Q: Can you share an experi-
ence that shaped your values?

Battle: I remember sitting on a 
porch with my brothers and sisters 
when police officers pulled a Black 
man out of a vehicle, handcuffed him 
to a pole, and beat him. We were 
shocked and asked my mom if we 
should call the police, and she said, 
“Maybe that is the police.” But she also 
told us to be careful not to judge every 
officer the same. You have to be aware 
of your surroundings, but there are 
good people and bad people in every 
walk of life.

She always taught us to treat people 
the way you want to be treated. Those 
are basic biblical principles, and they 
work.

Another lesson came later in life. 
My mom used to honk and wave at 
people sitting outside nursing homes. 
I asked how she knew so many peo-
ple, and she said, “Baby, I didn’t know 
those people. You may be the only pos-
itive interaction that person will have 
all day.” That stayed with me.

Q: You talk often about rela-
tionships. What is the difference 
between networking and real re-
lationships?

Battle: I don’t particularly like the 
word networking because it sounds 
like you’re just meeting people to get 

business. It’s a long-
term game. People buy 
from people they know, 
like, and trust.

You build relation-
ships by being genuine. 
You’re not trying to sell 
every time. You sell be-
fore you sell. It’s like 

marriage. You don’t try to close the 
deal on the first night. You build trust 
over time.

Q: What habits helped you re-
main respected in business for 
decades?

Battle: Credibility. Credibility 
takes a long time to build. Especially 
in Spokane, you have to understand 
you are building relationships and 
credibility 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week. You can spend years building 
credibility and lose it in 30 seconds. 
It’s a lifestyle.

Q: What do aspiring entre-
preneurs often misunderstand 
about business?

Battle: They look at someone suc-
cessful and say, “I can do that,” but 
they don’t see the struggle, the sleep-
less nights, or wondering how they’re 
going to make payroll. Mentorship is 
huge. You have to talk to people who 
have been there and done it.

You also need a plan. If three times 
as many people want your product, 
how will you scale? Most people don’t 
think about that.

Q: How does someone earn 
credibility and leadership op-
portunities?

Battle: You earn credibility by 
doing what you say you’re going to 
do. People don’t care how much you 
know until they know how much you 
care. Get involved in your community. 
Leadership opportunities come when 
people see your commitment.

Q: How has faith influenced 
your journey?

Battle: My faith is everything. 
Romans 8:28 says all things work to-
gether for good. When you look back 
at your life, things that seemed like 
failures helped put you where you are 
today. Everyone has a gift, and that gift 
is meant to help somebody else.

Q: What advice would you give 
young men of color who want to 
start a business?

Battle: First, find a mentor. You 
don’t know what you don’t know. Sec-
ond, research everything. There’s so 
much information available now.

Personally, I recommend starting 
your day with something positive. 
Read something uplifting before you 
walk out the door because the world 
will beat you up. Consistency matters.

Q: Final thoughts for readers?
Battle: You have to become one 

person. Be the same person before 
work, at work, and after work. Be con-
sistent. Keep learning. Wanting more 
is okay, but consistency will take you 
a long way.

Allen Battle welcomes those inter-
ested in mentorship or entrepreneur-
ship to reach out and continue the 
conversation, reflecting his lifelong 
commitment to helping others build 
opportunity through relationships, 
knowledge, and service.

ALLEN BATTLE’S JOURNEY TO 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND 
MAINTAINING CONSISTENCY
MEN OF COLOR IN MOTION – THIRD INSTALLMENT

Battle
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PULSE ON DEMOCRACY

Black Lens staff reports

In February, local Spokane 
leaders traveled to the Washing-
ton State Capitol in Olympia for 
Advocacy Days, standing in the 
halls where policy becomes law 
to ensure that community voices 
were not absent from the conver-
sation. They met with legislators 
to advocate for funding tied to 
essential community services and 
structures, including housing, 
education, and critical support 
systems that stabilize families.

Among those raising her voice 
was Jada Richardson, an Eastern 
Washington University student 
and member of the Spokane 
NAACP Youth Council. Her pres-
ence underscored the power of 
civic duty and youth engagement 
in democracy. Advocacy Days 
serve as a reminder that democ-
racy is not passive – it requires 
participation. When community 
members step forward to speak 
directly to lawmakers, they affirm 
a fundamental truth: policy should 
reflect the lived realities of the 
people, and collective voices have 
the power to shape just outcomes. 
Read her words below:

Good afternoon, everyone.
First, I am going to start with 

a quote from Malcolm X: “Land 
is the basis of all independence. 
Land is the basis of freedom, jus-
tice, and equality.”

If land is the foundation of 
freedom, then housing is the foun-
dation of dignity. So what does it 
say about us as a society when we 
have to beg our communities, our 
local governments, and our federal 
government to honor the humani-
ty of people who are unhoused?

What does it say when our sys-
tems police poverty, penalize sur-
vival, and place blame on individ-
uals instead of holding themselves 
accountable for ongoing structural 
failures – failures that leave our el-
ders, our youth, and our neighbors 
without roofs over their heads? 
Failures that force people to sleep 
in unsafe and exposed spaces. Fail-
ures that abandon disabled people, 
survivors of violence, LGBTQ+ 
folks, Black and Brown commu-
nities, and people with mental 
health needs at disproportionately 
high rates.

Because houselessness does not 
exist in isolation. It sits at the in-
tersection of race, class, disability, 
gender, age, and access to health-
care. It is shaped by anti-Black-
ness, by the criminalization of 
poverty, by broken foster care 
systems, by mass incarceration, 
and by the displacement of Indig-

enous people and the colonization 
of their land.

This country was built on 
stolen land, and that original act 
of violence set the foundation for 
today’s housing crisis. Indigenous 
communities continue to face 
some of the highest rates of house-
lessness as a direct result of forced 
removal, broken treaties, and gen-
erations of systemic exclusion.

The crisis we are gathered to 
rally against is not just failed poli-
cy. It is a moral failure.

In 2024, the U.S. Supreme Court 
opened the door for cities to 
punish people for being unhoused, 
even when there is nowhere 
safe for them to go. Right here 
in Washington, cities are fining, 

citing, and arresting people for 
doing nothing more than trying to 
survive outdoors.

Let me be clear. This is not 
justice. This is harm. This is 
state-sanctioned violence against 
the people. Houselessness is not 
a crime. Survival is not a crime. 
Being poor is not a crime.

As young people, we will contin-
ue to educate, organize, and build 
power. But real change requires 
courage from those in office.

So today, we call directly on 
Washington State lawmakers to 
fund House Bill 2266. Fund House 
Bill 2266 to expand permanent 
supportive housing, transition-
al housing, indoor emergency 
housing, and indoor emergency 
shelters.

Fund this bill to move resources 
toward care instead of cages.

Fund this bill to choose hous-
ing over handcuffs, dignity over 
displacement, and people over 
punishment.

Stop investing in criminaliza-
tion. Start investing in our com-
munities. Stop treating survival 
like a nuisance and start treating 
housing like a human right.

We cannot accept a society that 
punishes people for existing. We 
cannot allow our neighbors to be 
criminalized for trying to live.

The time for words is over. 
The time for excuses is over. We 
demand action. We need justice. 
And we demand our leaders stop 
treating survival like a crime and 
start treating people like human 
beings.

Thank you.

Advocacy Day at state Capitol 
highlights effects of houselessness

COURTESY

Anabelle, Kylia and Jada represented the NAACP Youth Council in 
Olympia.

COURTESY

Jada Richardson speaks at 
a Housing Alliance pulpit on 
Advocacy Day in Olympia.

By Vernon Glass
THE BLACK LENS

On Jan. 26, I woke up 
bright and early to catch a 
flight to Olympia, and the 
main purpose of this trip 
wasn’t about attempting 
to speak to state legislators 
about restoring financial 
aid to not-for-profit uni-
versities across the state 
of Washington, but it was 
about speaking to these 
legislators on restoring a 
promise that was made 
to the students in these 
institutions.

In the 2025 Washington 
legislative session, cuts to 
the Washington College 
Grant and College Bound 
Scholarship were intro-
duced and are bound to 
take effect in the 2026-27 
academic school year, 
which would eliminate up 
to half of what a student 
receives in financial aid. 
The schools that are 
affected by these cuts 
are private not-for-profit 
schools such as Gonzaga, 
Pacific Lutheran, Seat-
tle Pacific, Whitworth 
University, and six other 
schools across Washing-
ton state.

These cuts put severe 
pressure on students like 
us, where these cuts will 
be affecting two-thirds 
of students of color that 
attend these universities 
in Washington. For these 
two-thirds of students, 
this is removing the op-

portunities that our com-
munity has been waiting 
on for the many years that 
we have been pursuing 
our education for.

This year, Senate Bill 
5828 was introduced to 
reverse these cuts and 
to restore the funds that 
were initially stripped 
from us as students. This 
bill was introduced by 
Senator T’wina Nobles of 
District 28, who has also 
graduated from a private 
institution in Washington, 
the University of Puget 
Sound.

I met with a total of 
eight state legislators to 
share about myself, and 
what I was destined to be. 
Not only am I a person of 
color experiencing these 

cuts to my financial aid, 
but I come to these legis-
lators as also a first-gen-
eration college student, a 
student leader within the 
student government orga-
nization at Whitworth, a 
student who is the Black 
Student Union President 
at Whitworth, a student 
that wants to teach in high 
schools one day, a student 
advocate that has spoken 
up against injustices since 
high school, and a student 
that wants to give back to 
a community that has giv-
en me everything. Being in 
front of people in power 
to listen to my journey and 
what I am expecting in my 
future seems nerve rack-
ing, however, motivates 
me because my story gives 

them an idea of what this 
bill would mean to a lot of 
students across the state 
like me who would be 
affected by the cuts.

These funds wouldn’t 
just help me and thou-
sands of other students 
at these not-for-profit 
schools in the state pay for 
college, but these funds 
would help us with the 
opportunities to continue 
on the path toward our 
dreams. This experience is 
something I will never for-
get, and in the end I hope 
this is an experience I can 
look back on and admire if 
this bill is passed.

To all the legislators, 
thank you. To Whitworth 
University, S’go Bucs!

From the classroom to the Capitol

COURTESY

Whitworth University student Vernon Glass, center, holds a Whitworth flag with 
university President Scott McQuilkin, left, and Washington state District 3 Sen. 
Marcus Riccelli, the majority floor leader.

Fighting to restore financial aid for Washington schools

From Black Lens staff reports

HB 2389: Juvenile Justice System
HB 2389 proposes updates to the state’s juvenile justice 

system by expanding alternatives to incarceration for indi-
viduals who committed offenses as minors. The bill empha-
sizes rehabilitation, fairness and long-term community safe-
ty, reflecting efforts statewide to align youth justice policies 
with developmental research and restoration.

HB 2688: Proposed Cuts to Early 
Childhood Intervention Services

HB 2688 has drawn opposition from early childhood ad-
vocates due to a proposed 17% reduction in funding for Ear-
ly Support for Infants and Toddlers services. The program 
supports more than 21,300 Washington infants and toddlers 
with developmental delays and disabilities. Critics warn cuts 
could strain providers operating on limited margins, includ-
ing Spokane’s Joya Child & Family Development Center, and 
reduce access to critical early intervention services.

POLICY IN PROGRESS
PULSE ON DEMOCRACY

Washington lawmakers are advancing a proposal aimed 
at reshaping the state’s tax system to improve fairness and 
affordability for working families. Supporters of the High Earners 
Income Tax say the measure would modernize Washington’s 
nearly century-old tax structure by requiring the state’s highest-
earning households to contribute more while providing relief for 
lower- and middle-income residents.

The legislation is projected to generate approximately $3.7 
billion annually, with funding directed toward K-12 education, 
health care, higher education, public defense and public services.

In addition to raising revenue, the proposal includes tax relief 
measures. These include expanding the Working Families Tax 
Credit to residents ages 18 and up, potentially benefiting an 
additional 120,000 Washingtonians; doubling the Small Business 
Tax Credit by eliminating Business and Occupation taxes for 
businesses earning under $250,000, impacting roughly 150,000 
small businesses; and removing sales tax on grooming and 
hygiene products. Proponents say the plan is designed to create 
a more equitable tax system while improving affordability and 
sustaining public investments.

Working Families Tax Credit

ing our concerns.”
“We do not tolerate discrimination or harassment,” Passeri-

ni’s statement says. “As a community, we can and must do bet-
ter than this. Let us continue to be a place grounded in love, 
guided by justice, and united in care for one another.”

While the BSU appreciates the acknowledgement, Edwards 
said, “We were disappointed to see that it did not include clear 
accountability for the ongoing failures within the Gonzaga 
community.”

“These failures exist whether there is an anonymous app 
in use or not,” she said. “They exist in classrooms, community 
spaces, and residence halls. Through Fizz, the student body 
was exposed to expressions of Gonzaga campus culture that 
extend beyond what is formally communicated on campus 
tours or in promotional materials.

“For many students, including international, first genera-
tion, and other underrepresented populations, this reflected 
realities that are too often experienced but less often acknowl-
edged.”

For Edwards, the events did not feel new. Instead, she de-
scribed what she views as a pattern of racial incidents during 
her four years at Gonzaga.

“I remember being the only Black girl in my dorm, and they 
always tore my name off my door and left it in pieces multiple 
times,” she said.

Edwards recalled being perceived through racialized ste-
reotypes by peers. She described the reaction as an example 
of fear shaped by racial bias, explaining that some classmates 
viewed her as aggressive or intimidating despite having little 
interaction with her.

She also referenced previous incidents involving hate 
speech written on a campus display wall and concerns about 
how campus security has interacted with cultural clubs.

Edwards said multiple bias reports have been filed follow-
ing recent incidents.

Culture as Commodity
Edwards believes part of the problem lies in how Black cul-

ture is embraced publicly but insufficiently supported institu-
tionally.

“Our culture shouldn’t be something to commodify,” she 
said. “We should not just be some award you put on a wall.”

She noted that cultural organizations often must fundraise 
independently rather than receiving consistent institutional 
support.

She also described stereotypes tied to Gonzaga’s national 
basketball identity.

“The first thing you think of when a Black person goes to 
Gonzaga is usually for sports,” Edwards said. “I actually had 
one White woman ask me what sport I played when I told her 
I went to Gonzaga.”

Calling for Accountability
Edwards’ primary message is directed toward university 

leadership.
“You need to do better,” she said. “Don’t be passive. Don’t be 

naive. Listen to your students when they tell you something is 
going on.”

She emphasized the importance of allyship of other students.
“I told my white friends, ‘Your voices matter in this situa-

tion. Your voice will get heard better than mine will,’” Ed-
wards said. “I would have to walk a thousand miles for you to 
walk only one. Please just walk that one mile for me.”

Edwards hopes students continue advocating through letter 
writing, peaceful protest, and public dialogue.

“No sweeping under the rug on this one,” she said.

A Message to Future Students
As Gonzaga recruits incoming students, Edwards wants 

prospective families to understand the realities she says Black 
students may face.

“Don’t be deceived,” she said. Edwards cautioned prospec-
tive students not to rely solely on Gonzaga’s public image, say-
ing the university promotes a vision of cultural unity that, in 
her experience, does not always align with the realities faced 
by Black students. Gonzaga’s mission statement emphasizes 
community, justice and respect for the dignity of every person, 
language that students say is frequently referenced in reactive 
statements issued by officials following incidents of bigotry.

Despite the challenges, she encouraged BSU members to 
remain steadfast.

“Keep your heads high,” Edwards said. “Don’t let this make 
you waver.”

RACISM
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