“Education is not a pathway to success; it’s a prerequisite to success.” Barack Obama
Dr. Leonard L. Haynes III, the Executive Director, White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities quoted the President in opening the 2009 White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) conference held at Norfolk State University 26 through 28 April 2009.  Dr. Haynes impressed on students the imperative to be ready to travel abroad and be inspired to dream.
I had the opportunity to attend the conference held at Norfolk State University in the interest of community outreach of Coast Guard Support Center in Elizabeth City, NC.
Elizabeth City State University (ECSU) located just 1 mile from our front gate is an HBCU.  ECSU was founded in 1891 and by far outdates the arrival our Coast Guard base in Elizabeth City.  The school is rich in history and very much a part of our community and our landscape.  We both have a shared interest in the community and the young people that will lead our nation in the future.  Both ECSU and the USCG prepare America’s future leaders.   We both gain by partnering where possible in that mission.  In fact, Admiral Thad Allen has challenged each Flag Officer in the Coast Guard to partner with a HBCU.  
The theme of the 2009 Conference was “Developing and Enhancing Partnerships between HBCUs, the Federal and Private Sectors.”  It almost seemed like someone in Washington DC, knew what we were working on Elizabeth City, NC and then brought the conference to our region (Norfolk, VA).  The conference theme described exactly what our goal was and where we wanted to go.  Here I was, a white male Coast Guard employee in a forum such as this; why, you may ask, attend this conference and what was the benefit or return on investment to the Coast Guard? 

To fully work and partner with HBCUs I think you first need to understand the history of HBCUs, their goals and their struggles of the past and today.  I was immersed in two full days HBCU 101.  What I came away with is absolutely priceless to me as an individual, a professional and a member of the Coast Guard team.  

From the kick off presentation of our Nations Colors by Norfolk State Army ROTC Cadets, to Dr. Lezli Baskerville ‘s absolutely riveting opening speech , I found myself asking why most commands are not involved in outreach like these from prime community where we have such low accession and retention numbers.   Dr. Baskerville is President and CEO of the National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher Education which champions the interest of HBCUs and primarily black institutions.  Over the next two days I had the opportunity to hear literally some of the brightest and smartest minds in America speak on a broad range of topics.  

Dr. Leonard L. Haynes III, the Executive Director, White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities in opening the conference spoke of objectives that he thought needed emphasis; that students need to be ready to travel abroad and be inspired to dream.  Dr. Haynes reminded attendees that President Obama said that “education is not a pathway to success; it’s a prerequisite to success.” 

So where does the knowledge base from this conference get us.  First to ground zero in the humbling department.  Imagine being a room with the several hundred African American Ph D’s and the realization that the collective brain power in that one room surpasses the first supercomputer.  Then imagine hearing Dr. Thomas Mensah, a world renowned inventor with 7 US and worldwide patents in Fiber Optics over a period of six years, who was born in 1950 in Kumasi, Ghana speak on emerging technologies.  He’s a living founder of emerging technologies and helped write the book.

Lastly as I try to tie together an incredible amount of information into one succinct note, I was left  with an even greater understanding of the struggles of African Americans in obtaining equal educational opportunities.  A room full of African American PhDs speaks to the heart of the United Negro College Fund saying “a mind is a terrible thing to waste.”  Without HBCUs we may never know the full potential of many of our citizens.  Understanding HBCUs, their contributions of the past and their potential for the future is necessary to our partnerships and possibly to an increased understanding of our fellow man. At the end of the day this increased understanding of HBCUs may lead to increased minority recruiting for our service.
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