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“I was just an ordinary boy that went to school,” said DeAngelo Mitchell.

Wanting to be more than ordinary, the 13-year-old Vine Middle Magnet Performing Arts and Sciences Academy student told his mother he needed to meet Mr. Reggie. Reggie Jenkins, the founder of a non-profit rites of passage program for African American young males, took DeAngelo under his wings. Something he has done and continues to do for African American boys from middle- to low-income, often fatherless, households others have given up on. Jenkins is up for the challenge.

Like the Army, he says UUNIK Academy is just trying to produce a few good men in the 18-month transformation process, where the focus is on the whole person – their mind, body and spirit. Based on the principles of Kwanzaa, UUNIK stands for Umoja (unity), Ujima (collective work and responsibility), Nia (purpose), Imani (faith) and Kujichagulia (self-determination). Cultural field trips, academic tutoring, reading books by African American authors and studying African American history are all part of the molding process, which happens at least twice week on Tuesdays and Saturdays at the Knoxville Area Urban League. Conforming to cultural pressures and under-performing academically isn't an option once a part of UUNIK.

Engrained into the memory and hearts of the 11-to 14-year-olds almost immediately are the rules in which to live by: “1. Life is the most precious thing. 2. A friend will never lead a friend to danger. 3. Change starts with self. 4. Respect comes from within.” 

These are the rules Jenkins learned from his dad growing up in Memphis. Sadly, he said many of the boys, not only don't have males in the home to follow, but they don't have African American mentors outside of their homes to model their behaviors after. The bond he forms with the boys and their parents is one that changes negative behaviors into positive outcomes, slowly but surely. 

Encouraging the baby steps of change is what keeps Jenkins investing his time for free. To see them spiritually grow, become motivated to do things for themselves, articulate their thoughts and do their best gives Jenkins motivation and hope to keep motivating them.

“He's the person whose been there in my life, when no one else was,” said DeAngelo. “He's the one that keeps pushing me to be a better person.” When asked what he wants to be when he grows up instead of giving his ordinary answer of “nothing,” he says, “I am going to become a dentist.” 

To learn more about UUNIK Academy, to volunteer or donate visit www.uunik-academy.org or call Reggie Jenkins at 865-414-4478.

