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Long before the phrase ``no child left behind'' became a political football, Bill Diggs and Albert E.
Dotson Jr. were kicking it around.

This week, Diggs, Dotson and about 90 other South Florida members of legendary mentoring
group 100 Black Men of South Florida Inc. celebrate the organization's 20th anniversary and the
day Diggs and Dotson decided they had to do more for the area's struggling black children than
talk.

``Black kids were dying. Some were not performing well in school -- both issues that have come
to the forefront of the news cycle again recently,'' said Diggs, president and CEO of the
Miami-Dade Chamber of Commerce.

The two were at a backyard barbecue in early October 1988. Diggs, 27 at the time, had been in
the insurance business for a couple of years. Dotson was a recent law school graduate. They
talked about mentoring young African-American males, going well beyond helping with
homework.

The two pooled their money, began recruiting peers, and, two years later, launched 100 Black
Men of South Florida.

Since then, the group has established annual fundraising events, a tutoring program that
includes field trips, and a health and wellness institute.

These days, 100 Black Men of South Florida is housed at the Overtown Youth Center, where it
operates the Leadership Academy, a mentoring program for sixth- to 12th-grade boys that
assigns them individual and group mentors.

``The point has always been to groom them for life, not just get their grades up,'' says Marc
Henderson, historian for the group.

``We groom them on speech, how they carry themselves in public, how they dress. This is about
preparing them for the world, not just the classroom.''

More than 200 youngsters enroll in its program each year. The group figures it has mentored
more than 4,000 kids since it got started.

In the early days, 100 Black Men of South Florida had no support from the national organization,
100 Black Men of America, because the national group hadn't incorporated yet.

So, each local and regional chapter of the group was on its own.

``It was interesting, because we didn't have a national support system,'' Diggs said. ``But in a



way I think that compelled us each to dig deeper and give more, knowing it was just us.''

Diggs says that 90 percent of the group's budget, which is ``in the mid six figures,'' including
scholarship money and operational expenses, comes directly from its 90 or so members.

``We do have donors, but seriously, we fund this organization from our own pockets, for the most
part,'' he says.

The group has sent about a dozen young black men to Morehouse College in Atlanta, and paid
their tuition to boot, Diggs says.

``It was kind of guerrilla warfare at first,'' Diggs jokes. ``The first time we approached Morehouse,
we said, `Listen, we have some young men here that we have been mentoring and grooming.
And their grades may not be good, and they may be poor, financially speaking. But they're
smart. And all we're asking is that you give them a chance. Admit 'em, and we'll make sure they
do their part.' ''

The group kept its world.

``We pulled money from our pockets to pay for these young men, and we made sure they
studied hard and graduated.''

Stanley Davis, 20, is a beneficiary of the vision of Diggs and Dotson.

Davis, a student at Florida International University, is slated to graduate in 2012 with a degree in
international business and international relations.

If it were not for 100 Black Men of South Florida Leadership Academy, he said he may not have
found his way into college.

``To put it plainly, they got me there,'' said Davis, a Miami native.
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