
	  
Civil rights movement legend now uses math to 
transform lives and communities 
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Albert Sykes grew up blocks from the Mississippi home of Medgar Evers, the renowned 
civil rights activist killed by a white supremacist in 1963, but the crime and all it 
represented was nothing more than a dusty relic to him. 
 
Then a young man in Timberland boots and a white T-shirt came to his sixth-grade class 
to teach math in a new way with the ambitious goal of transforming the lives of poor, 
black students through math literacy. 
 
The young teacher was a protege of Bob Moses, a civil rights leader who earned his 
credibility in the thick of the battles of the '60s. Since those turbulent days, Moses had 
turned to a new struggle -- promoting a new way to teach math as the next effort to pull 
kids out of a life of poverty. 
 
When Moses' devotee got to the Mississippi grade school, he doubled the class time 
allocated to math, gathered the students in small groups and taught them to work together 
to solve problems. They used  exercises to learn math concepts, such as organizing kids 
in a circle and counting them to understand the notion of remainders. 
 
Moses, now 79, and Sykes, now 30, came to Miami University this week as part of the 
Freedom Summer 50th reunion and conference. In 1964, Moses was front and center in 
the Freedom Summer voter registration drive in Mississippi, a movement dramatized in 
the film "Mississippi Burning."  At Miami, they introduced The Algebra Project, a 
movement Moses founded in 1982 using a MacArthur "genius grant" to lift up the worst-
performing math students as a means to change their academic and life prospects by 
preparing them for college. 
 
"It was the most freedom I had ever experienced in school," Sykes said. "Through middle 
school, I was discouraged from working with others, from asking questions. The Algebra 
Project encouraged us to do all of that." 
 
He discovered a talent for math and then asked some questions about the old guy who 
had come to town. "When I learned about who he was, I knew that the civil rights 
movement was real and tangible and I knew I had to continue the struggle," Sykes said. 
 
Fifteen years later, Sykes is director of advocacy and policy for the Young People’s 
Project, an offshoot of The Algebra Project that recruits teenagers to teach math to young 
children. 
 



Moses was appointed field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
in 1960 and led voter registration drives in Mississippi in the face of lethal opposition 
from the Ku Klux Klan and racists within the local power establishment. He led the 
training of about 800 volunteers from across the country at Western College in Oxford – 
now part of Miami – for two weeks in June 1964. Three were murdered by a KKK mob 
after being arrested outside Philadelphia, Miss. 
 
Moses has remained a quiet force for half a century within the civil rights movement. At 
Miami Tuesday, he left the spotlight on the younger teachers, mentors and students he 
brought with him. Except for a moment when asked the audience to repeat after him the 
entire preamble to the Constitution – beginning with "We the people, in order to form a 
more perfect union…" – all of which he committed to memory. 
 
"It didn’t say 'We the president' because it couldn’t.  It didn't say 'We the Congress' 
because there wasn't one. It didn’t say 'We the Supreme Court' because it hadn't been 
established. It just said 'We the people." 
 
"Our problem is to take that as an organizing tool," he urged. "We need to own the 
preamble to the Constitution." 
 
He called for the right to vote and the right to an education to be affirmed with 
constitutional amendments. 
 
Moses has worked hard on both fronts. He told WCPO that recent moves to change 
voting laws are efforts to roll back hard-won voting rights. 
 
"The big issue is the policy. I think we need a constitutional amendment establishing the 
right to vote in the affirmative," Moses said. "We're dealing with the same basic issue of 
state action impeding access to the vote as we did 50 years ago." 
 
"We've been on defense with voter rights, and we need an offensive strategy. If we don't, 
we'll be fighting in the courts forever," he said. 
 
With no such amendments on the horizon, Moses has continued his work on The Algebra 
Project, which has spread from Mississippi to schools in 12 states, including Ohio at 
Mansfield Independent School District. Beyond teaching math in a new way, The 
Algebra Project aspires to build critical thinking and apply it to all disciplines as well as 
social skills critical to development and success. 
 
Raheem Washington was in eighth grade at Malabar Middle School in Mansfield when 
he began taking math from Amanda Clawson. She was introduced to The Algebra Project 
by Lee McEwan, a math professor at Ohio State University-Mansfield, all of whom 
joined Moses at Miami. 
 
"That was one of the most beautiful math projects I ever had," Washington said. "I got to 
work with my peers and my teacher actually cared about me," Washington said. "It threw 



me off and it made me want to know more." 
 
With his mentors' encouragement, Washington graduated from high school and is now 
enrolled in college while paying it forward. He is mentoring primary-grade students in 
math through the Young People's Project. "Being in this program is a blessing for me. 
And I know these young students think so, too. We need more things like this. I wish 
there was an Algebra Project in every subject," he said. 
 
McEwan came to The Algebra Project well into his career as a college professor. Over 
the years, he had become resigned to the fact the lecture-style was not very effective. "I 
came to believe that mathematicians don't actually teach. They actually do assessment. 
We animate the textbook and give tests and learn how well our students already knew the 
material or may have picked up on some portion of what we taught," he said. 
 
When he embraced The Algebra Project, he was reinvigorated. "None of us knew what 
we were doing. I went to (Clawson's) class four days a week and was amazed at what I 
saw. It was not static. There were tremendous amount of chaos. I would leave utterly 
demoralized or utterly elated on a given day." 
 
Sykes looks back at the project as radically changing his life path. "The same kids I was 
sitting in Algebra Project with I would have been breaking in houses with – and I did 
some of these irresponsible things," he said. "It changed the way the community saw us. 
Instead of thinking we were the mad kids,  they saw us as leaders. Algebra Project 
opened up natural leadership spaces." 

 


