
Study Circle courses

To find out more about
Jacksonville's Study
Circles program and
how to participate,
contact the Jacksonville
Human Rights
Commission at (904)
630-3430 or e-mail
StudyCircles coj.net
to talk with the
coordinator about
upcoming Study Circles
opportunities.

Subscription Services  Currently 72°, M/SUNNY   TRAFFIC COVERAGE

Welcome hthomas@unf.edu! SIGN OUT   My Account 

HOME NEWS BUSINESS ENTERTAINMENT SPORTS COMMUNITY RESOURCES CLASSIFIEDS AUTOS REAL ESTATE JOBS SHOPPING
METRO FLORIDA GEORGIA NATION WORLD MULTIMEDIA OPINION COLUMNISTS LEGISLATURE OBITUARIES WEATHER

Home > News > Metro > Story  E-mail Story    Print Story    Post Comment   Most Popular

Last modified Mon., April  17, 2006 - 12:11 AM
Originally created Monday, April  17, 2006

Group battles Jacksonville's racial stigma
It wants to reverse 1996 title of worst race relations
By CHARLIE PATTON, The Times-Union 

As far as anniversaries go, it's not one likely to be celebrated with fireworks or a mayoral proclamation.

But 10 years ago this month a committee of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights
reported that Jacksonville had the worst race relations of any major city in Florida.

For Charlene Taylor Hill, director of the city's Human Rights Commission, the bad
news was an opportunity to try something new.

She began a Study Circle program aimed at encouraging people to talk with each other
about issues that were creating racial divisions.

Since the program was launched, about 2,500 people have participated in a Study
Circle, Taylor Hill said.

Mayor John Peyton became one of those participants in 2003 after defeating Nat
Glover, Jacksonville's first black sheriff, in what he termed "a very contentious
election."

"I decided to do anything I could do to understand the dynamics of race relations,"
Peyton said.

It was a profound experience.

"The study circle has been the most meaningful experience I have had personally," he said.

Peyton has formed a task force to try to recruit community leaders into the process. He said if more people experienced the program, people
in Jacksonville would treat each other better.

When Jacksonville adopted Study Circles in 1997, one of the earliest participants was Laura D'Alisera, now
assistant director of the Florida Center for Public Policy and Leadership. D'Alisera, who has since served as a
facilitator for a number of Study Circles, said what makes the course of five two-hour sessions work is the
"interpersonal approach."

"It sounds almost hokey to say it this way, but you really bond with people," she said. "It's amazing what people
are willing to share."

Retired University of North Florida history professor James Crooks was another early participant and has been a
regular facilitator.

The program is designed to begin by building bonds between participants, said Crooks, who also chairs the
Human Rights Commission.

"Then, once you have gotten to know one another in an informal, good-humored way, you can start asking
questions," he said.

While Crooks is enthusiastic about the program's potential effects on individuals, he also admits it has its limitations. Participation is
voluntary and to be effective, the individual groups must be limited usually to 12 to 16 people.

"We're affecting people on a one-by-one basis," Crooks said. "It's like a few grains of sand on the beach."

When an incident occurs, like the recent one in which nooses turned up in a downtown firehouse, Crooks said he wonders if anything has
changed. The racial divide in Jacksonville and America cannot be "solved in our lifetime," he said.

But D'Alisera, while admitting that the process of change can be agonizingly slow, took a more optimistic view.

"Sure, it's one person at a time," she said. "But all meaningful change begins on the inside. Getting to the back of the brain ... to foment
change. That's what this is about."
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change. That's what this is about."

Susie Wiles, Peyton's communications director, is one of several people at City Hall who have participated.

"It's a very liberating environment," she said. "You couldn't leave the experience without a heightened sense of life in a different realm than
yours."

During her study circle, Wiles was particularly moved by hearing Alton Yates, a longtime Jacksonville civil rights leader, talk about growing
up during the days of legalized segregation in Jacksonville and going through the civil rights movement in the '50s and '60s.

Yates said he emerged from the process feeling he had "developed lifelong friendships" with people he might otherwise have never known.

"It was like an awakening for some of us," he said. "People developed a better understanding of where each other was coming from."

Yates said he has recommended participation to many friends.

Some have resisted, he said. But for those who followed through, it was successful.

"I've had no one come back to me yet and say they didn't enjoy the experience."
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