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W:  We’re going. This is Marna Weston, the Sam Proctor Oral History 

Program, on March 22, 2011 in Sunflower, Mississippi at the Sunflower 

County Freedom Project with Chris and Sarah, who will further identify 

themselves. Can we start with you, please, Sarah? Would you state your 

full name? 

H: Sure. My name is Sarah Hildon. 

W: What is your role here? 

H: I’m in the Executive Director. 

W:  Okay, great. And Chris? 

P: My name is Chris Perkins. I am the Program Director and a graduate of 

the Freedom Project. 

W: Wow, awesome. Well, first of all, I’m just overwhelmed—with having taken 

the tour—with your sense of commitment and just how much good work I 

know you’re doing. So, I’m excited to talk with you and give you a chance 

to talk among yourselves and with someone who also understands about 

what you do. So, first, either one of you—or both of you, in order, however 

you want to do it—tell me about the program here. 

P: [Laughter] 

W: Don’t do that. Point one of us out. [Laughter] 

P: We are a six-year academic enrichment organization. Our over-arching 

goal is to get our students off into a four-year college of their choice, or 

university of their choice. Everything that we do is designed towards that 
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purpose: getting our students off into a four-year college. We do that in a 

few different ways. The first is during the school year. We have Study 

Sessions, which our students—we have Study Session four times a week: 

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. Our students are required 

to come to at least one study session a week, and at that study session, 

they get help with their homework, have access to computers or staff 

members who are capable of giving them assistance.  Most of our 

students, you know, are here three or four times a week, so we enjoy that. 

[Laughter] We also have Saturday school programs, which I consider our 

foundation. It’s where we lay the foundation for the type of students that 

we want to create. Then, our Saturday school programs: we have entirely 

our own curriculum. We have a reading class, a writing class, and a math 

class. Those are designed to be supplementary, to assist our students in 

what they’re getting in school. Oftentimes, we find that our students aren’t 

getting the type of education that they need to pursue the dreams that 

they have. We have students who want to be doctors; who want to be 

lawyers. Oftentimes, we realize that the schools here aren’t giving them 

the skills they need to achieve that. You know? So, that’s what we help we 

to do. We want to give our students the tools they need to achieve those 

dreams, whatever they may be. So, that’s how we do it during the school 

year. 

H: Then, we have our summer program, which, for the first three summers of 

the six-year commitment, students are here at the LEAD Center, and we 
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have them all day. That’s where, I think, the most inspiring bit about 

students come from, because they give up their entire summers. It’s eight 

weeks of their summer. They get here at 8 a.m. and they stay till 5 p.m., 

and the entire day, they’re engaged in academic pursuits. So, during the 

day, we teach reading, writing, math, and then, in the afternoons, we have 

public speaking, we have a drama course, and we have a media 

production course as well as a fitness component. Students can often—

I’m sorry, they can opt in on the drama part. So, it’s a little bit of flexibility 

there. Then, on Fridays, we sub out some of our regular classes for 

leadership, conflict resolution, community engagement, that sort of thing. 

What am I forgetting? The other one. 

P: Whatever the interns host. 

H: Oh, study skills. [Laughter] Sorry, study skills for the first-year students. 

So, they’re here for five weeks at the LEAD Center doing those courses 

and they’re taught by top-tier college interns. We get interns from Chapel 

Hill, from Dartmouth, from Ole Miss, from all over the country. So, they get 

the opportunity to learn from those students and to also learn about those 

colleges and those opportunities around the country. Then, for the sixth 

week of the program, they’re at the University of Mississippi for residential 

week. That week is really cool, because we sort of try to design it to be 

like a college experience. The kids live in the dorms and they have the 

opportunity to choose the classes that they take. Those classes are 

different every year, but they’re designed by the interns to sort of reflect 
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their interests or their majors at schools and expose our students to more, 

I guess, pursuits than they normally get around here. So, I mean, that’s 

been Fun Physics—they took a class in Fun Physics—World Cultures. It’s 

been an Asia Fest one year. Classy Class, they took an etiquette class 

last year. [Laughter] So, it can be, really, anything. That’s really exciting. 

Then, the seventh and eighth week, we take them on extended 

educational field trips. The first-year groups, or the rising seventh graders, 

go on a civil rights tour of the Southeast. It’s a camping tour, so they also 

learn to camp. [Laughter] In conjunction with learning about the civil rights 

sites that they have just studied during those first six weeks. So, now they 

get to see the places where they happen. Then, the rising eighth graders 

go on a Civil War tour, and the rising ninth graders go on a leadership, 

outdoor leadership tour adventure. [Laughter] Camp. So, our summer 

program’s pretty intense, but . . .  

W: Wow. Okay, so, here’s our “Inside the Actor’s Studio” emotional moment. 

Start with you, Sarah. Why are you here, and where did you come from 

that brought you here? 

H: Well, that is a big question. I’m here because I wanted to make a 

difference in the educational system in America beside—see the inequities 

between students in the South and students in the North, between rural 

students and urban students, between black students and white students, 

and it kind of just makes me really angry. So, I came to the Delta with my 

husband, who’s a Teach for America teacher, and I wanted to join a 
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program like this. I was really blessed to find the Freedom Project, which 

is doing sort of exactly what I wanted to be doing. That’s why I came. I 

came from, I guess, New York, from something that was totally different. 

[Laughter] I was doing my Master’s in Russian and East European 

Studies. So, that’s kind of like a disconnect, I guess. [Laughter] But, I don’t 

know, I could sort of see what was going wrong in America and I wanted 

to be a part of the force that was working to change it. So, that’s why I 

came. 

W: Okay. Same question to you, Chris. Why are you here and what brought 

you here? 

P: Oh, I was born and raised in Sunflower, so I’ve been here pretty much my 

entire life. I was a student in the Freedom Project for six years; I 

completed the program and graduated. I went to college, and when I came 

back—well, as I was entering my senior year, I started to think about, as 

any college senior does, what’s next? What do I want to do next? The 

thing at the forefront of my mind was the Freedom Project. I wanted to 

make sure that it was still doing the type of work that it had been doing 

when I was a student here. I credit the program for all the opportunities 

that I’ve had, be it going to college, be it being successful. I think that I 

want to make sure that other kids have that opportunity. I want to make 

sure that we’re still doing the type of work we were doing six years ago. 

So, that was my motivation for coming back: giving back to an 

organization that gave so much to me. 
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W: So, start with you again, are you making a difference? 

P: I think I am. I think every day, when our students come through that door, 

we’re making a difference. We have boys who want to be basketball 

players, as I slap my head. You know, boys who want to be basketball 

players, but will come here instead of going to basketball practice, you 

know? We have kids who will sit down with us and work at something they 

hate, like math, and pound themselves in the head, but, at the same time, 

working for improvements. We have kids who have huge, huge dreams, 

and I feel like we’re doing our part to make sure that they have what they 

need to get them. So I think, every day we’re making a difference. 

W: Sarah? Are you making a difference? 

H: Yeah. It’s hard to argue with your numbers. We have really, really good 

numbers: 100% of our graduates go on to four-year colleges and 

universities. Our students experience an average increase in GPA’s of, 

like, fifteen percent a year. Our students score, on average, about 20% 

better on their ACTs than their peers. The average around here is a 16.3 

on the ACT, which is dismal, to say the least. Our students tend to do 

better than that. What Chris was saying is true. We’re providing a space 

for students who are motivated to do more but who have not been given 

the opportunity to ever experience their potential, to ever try to actually 

reach more, so it doesn’t matter, around here, if you’re a smart kid. If 

there’s nothing to develop that intelligence, if there’s nothing to sort of 

pique your intellectual curiosity, if there’s nothing to show you what kind of 
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opportunities there are in the world, then you’re probably going to end up 

hanging around here. I mean, that’s just been the case here. The Delta’s 

sort of been spiraling in this cycle of poverty, and the Freedom Project is 

an opportunity for those kids who are motivated to see the world as it 

should be seen: as a world of possibilities that they have an opportunity to 

participate in. So, I think we’re making a big difference. 

W:  But you can't do it alone. What are your partnerships like around here? I 

mean, are you getting the buy-in and the help from the community that 

you think is warranted? 

P:  In some places. You know, as far as our students are concerned, a lot of 

the motivation comes from themselves, you know. The reason that they 

even continue to come is because they want to do this, and I think that's a 

wonderful endeavor. We also, you know, we have partnerships like the 

B.B. King Museum. We're good friends with them. The House of Khafre in 

Indianola. The Greenville Renaissance scholars is also a program that we 

work closely with. And we've been around for ten years, so, we've built 

many connections in the community. That's why Sarah and I can come 

back and do so much good work, because people recognize the Freedom 

Project name. 

W:  Mm-hm. It's kind of quiet around here today, Sarah. What's up with that? 

H:  Well, it's early. The kids are still in school. [Laughter] It's only a quarter to 

3:00, so, it'll get noisier. As soon as the day goes on, this is our time to . . . 

W:  Calm before the storm? 
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H:  [Laughter] Do our work. 

P:  [Laughter] Prepare. 

H:  Yeah, before the students get here. Yeah, this tends to be how it is 

between—we get here around 1:00 and between 1:00 and 4:30, when the 

students start trickling in, it's . . . it's pretty quiet. 

W:  Do do do. 

H:  [Laughter] Yeah. It's our chance to plan lessons and write grants and 

develop the fun stuff of keeping an organization running. Yeah, it'll get 

noisier, definitely. 

W:  Do you have any goals to, either on your own, work to replicate or 

encourage other communities to replicate what you do here throughout 

the state, throughout the region, throughout the world? What are your 

dreams as far as that's concerned? 

H:  That's one of, probably, our most common questions we get around here. 

We have, in the past—we see ourselves as a model for other 

organizations to build off of. The Greenville Renaissance Scholars that 

Chris mentioned is a perfect example. They work in a similar community—

a larger community, but a similar one—in the neighboring county, and they 

saw the work we were doing and wanted to start something very similar. 

So, they run a summer program that's essentially a replica of our summer 

program. 

P:  Which is one we started. 

H:  Yeah, yeah. 
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W:  Why reinvent the wheel? 

H:  Exactly, yeah. I think, for us, it's . . . we don't really see ourselves as, like, 

an umbrella organization for lots of little Freedom Projects. We're a depth, 

not breadth, kind of a program. So, we want to really work with Sunflower 

County and really develop the kids here, but we do see ourselves as a 

model and we would love to see other Freedom Projects or Renaissance 

Scholars or whatever they want to call themselves, but working with the 

same goals and the same kind of materials that we're going forward with. 

W:  Walk me through a situation where a kid comes here for the first time and, 

you know, really doesn't have the buy-in; they were just curious or 

somebody made them come here. How do you convert them or let them 

see what the value is? 

P:  The great thing about the Freedom Project is that our kids are so amazing. 

You know? We often have kids who, their mom says, you got to come to 

the Freedom Project; your grades are bad; go. You know? You have no 

choice. The kid will walk in and, I think kids come in expecting, oh, I got to 

practice my math with these people I don't know. But what they do when 

they get here is, because we are an all-encompassing program, because 

our kids are here so much, they all develop friendships and, in some 

cases, ties that are like family. So, they love each other; they have fun, 

they play, they get to do tae kwon do. They get to do drama. And, yes, we 

make you work on your math. Yes, we make you read books. [Laughter] 

But the kids learn to enjoy that. They learn to want to do better than that, 
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and it's because of the environment that we are able to build. It's because 

we are able to put them around other kids who will struggle in math, who 

will have difficulty in math, but will work at it. We're able to put them 

around kids who have aspirations but also have a path to get to that 

aspiration, so I think for a kid who, you know, at first they walk in here and 

they have some reservations, they just come in and they watch the other 

kids. That's the great thing about our program. They have older kids they 

can look up to and say, oh, that's how you do it at the Freedom Project. 

Oh, that's the way they do things here. Oh, yes, it's fun, but it's also hard 

work. So, I think, pretty quickly, kids adjust. They adjust to the 

expectations that we have at the Freedom Project. 

H:  We try to only take kids during our summer program which, as I 

mentioned, we have them all day, every day, for eight weeks. That's huge, 

because we get to create, basically, an alternate reality. That alternate 

reality of the Freedom Project comes with a very certain, specific set of 

high expectations. Kids adjust to that. Kids like to experience success. So, 

the first time you get an A on your math test, it feels really awesome. 

[Laughter] You know? This is a place that celebrates student 

achievement, and that's really big for a lot of our kids. At the same time, 

not all kids do adjust, and we're not . . . I mean, we're not equipped to deal 

with all students who can't make the adjustment. But we recruit kids based 

on their motivation, not based on their test scores, and that's really 
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important. So, the kids who come and the kids who stay are the motivated 

ones, and we do lose students occasionally, but— 

W:  So, unfortunately, you are selective. 

H:  Yeah. 

P:  Yeah, in the sense—not by the criteria that most people are selective. We 

don't have a requirement that you have to have a certain grade point 

average to get in, but we have an expectation that you are constantly 

working to improve. We tell our students, unless you have a 100% in 

every class, then there's room for improvement. There's the room for you 

to work harder in. So, that's our expectation.  

W:  Do you have a contract? 

H:  We do. 

W: I don't have to see a copy of it, but what are some of the basic tenets? 

H:  Well, there's basically three commitments. Well, first of all, our kids commit 

to leadership, so they commit to our values of love, education, action, and 

discipline. But, within each of those, there's sort of this mini thing. So, the 

love one, basically, you have to be respectful of the people here. You can't 

come in here and talk a lot of smack to Mr. Perkins or myself, or you're not 

going to last very long. [Laughter] Education, you have to come to one 

Study Session a week, you have to come to the Saturday school 

programming and you have to do the homework. That's required, to do it 

to the best of your ability. [Laughter] And, in fact, if that doesn't happen, 
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then you can't stay. I guess the action and discipline are kind of . . . mixed 

in. They get jumbled in there. 

P:  Yeah. Discipline is manifested in our martial arts program. 

H:  Mm-hm. 

P:  All our students are required to participate, and I think we have that 

expectation that they reach at least their green belt, which is the third step. 

Because, for anybody who's ever done martial arts, you know that a huge 

part of it is discipline, a huge part of it is perseverance. You have to do 

things over and over and over again; practice, practice, practice. The idea 

behind that is, if our students can come in that physical class and work 

hard and learn a kick over and over and over again, practice it until it's 

perfect, then you can apply that same lesson to math. You can apply that 

same lesson to a classroom. So, we want our students to—we tell them, if 

you can be disciplined in this physical sport, be it basketball, be it football, 

be it whatever, then you can be disciplined in your classroom. You can 

apply that same lesson to math. The same is true for action, you know? 

Taking action in your community or with each other, doing what you know 

is right, be it in class—I know I need to practice for this test, I know I need 

to study, I know I need to get ready for the next school year. So, they 

manifest themselves in different ways. 

H:  Yeah. That always means you can't get away with not raising your hand at 

the Freedom Project. You can't slide by. You will be called out either way. 
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We also have a tuition requirement as well; three hundred dollars a year 

or twenty-five dollars a month from our students. 

W:  So, because they have a financial investment, there's more—instead of 

someone just giving you something. I can understand the importance of 

that. 

H:  Exactly, yeah, yeah, yeah. 

W:  Teach a man to fish, blah, blah, blah. 

P:  [Laughter] 

W:  But it's real, it's definitely real. 

H:  It's definitely real, yeah. 

W:  So, this is the toughest question I'm going to ask you guys, and I guess 

you'll get to answer it individually: what's your definition of leadership? 

P:  [Laughter] I think our definition of leadership as an organization is that our 

students are—one, four tenets. Our program is based on the pillars, if you 

will, love, education, action, and discipline. The Freedom Project model is 

that, if we can get our students to exemplify those four qualities, one in 

their community, one in their education, and one in themselves, if we can 

get them to value those four things, then we have turned them into 

leaders. That manifests itself in a variety of different ways. One, realizing 

that there is a goal you set, and working hard to achieve that goal; figuring 

out what you need to do, being practical, figuring out what you need to do 

to achieve that goal and working toward it. You know, one being an 

individual—a lot of times, especially in a place like Sunflower County, 
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there is an expectation that, you know—I think, what's the number? 40% 

of students in Sunflower County don't graduate high school. So, there is 

an expectation to get wrapped up in that, to get wrapped up in, you know, 

what's important and what's not. I've seen many students get lost in this 

idea of being cool, being popular, education isn't cool, school isn't popular, 

so I want to do the opposite of that. I think the temptation is to get 

wrapped up in that. So, for us, a leader is a person who goes against the 

grain, who's avant garde and not—you know, doesn't follow that expected 

pattern of popularity or coolness. So, like you said, it manifests itself in a 

variety—I can go on for a while, but I don't want to.  

W:  Well, I knew it wasn't an easy question when I threw it out there. Your turn. 

[Laughter] 

H:  Okay. I'll try not to be too repetitive, but we try to indoctrinate our students 

the four values of leadership: love, education, action, and discipline, and 

I've been— 

W:  Indoctrinated? That's tough stuff right there. 

H:  I, myself—no, I mean, we're trying to equip our students with a moral 

compass and with something to lead them through their lives. I don't see 

that there are four values that can really outdo those. I think what Mr. 

Perkins was talking about, Mr. Myers used to talk about the typical 

teenager and that Freedom Project, or Freedom Fellows, are not typical 

teenagers, and they demonstrate that by being able to show lots of their 

community members, to the people that they don't like. You know? To the 
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people that they do like, to the kids at school who are mean or whatever. I 

mean, they can be respectful of their teachers. 

W:  True. [Laughter] 

H:  Yeah. I mean, they can respectful of their teachers. Yeah, and they can 

really just . . . have that internal sort of sense of right and wrong and 

demonstrate love, you know, appropriately, and that education is the key 

to success. Or, as we like to say, education is the seed of freedom, and 

we want our students to buy into that, that the real way out of poverty, the 

real way out of a cycle of . . . I guess, poverty, is through education. It's 

not through being four and a half feet tall and thinking you're going to be 

the next big basketball star. It's just not a realistic dream. So, we try to 

equip our students with realistic dreams and the tools to achieve them. 

Those tools are taking action in your classroom, having the discipline to 

keep studying even when it'd be more fun to play basketball or whatever it 

is. Yeah, I think that's how I would define leadership. 

P:  It's a tough sell to teenagers. It's a tough thing to get them to value, but 

the ones who are successful, the ones who are on the right track, are the 

ones who realize the importance of it. By and large, all of our students 

know the importance. 

W:  How do you break it down to them, though? With the rap and all the 

attractions of the media and the entertainment complex, there's, what, like 

four thousand people in the world that play the sports that make the pay 

the real money. Out of that, the top one percent of them are the ones that 
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are the superstars. Out of seven billion people. I mean, is that the kind of 

breakdown you do with them? Or . . .  

P:  [Laughter] We do.  

H:  We do a lot of—[Laughter] Okay, for one thing, we do not allow our 

students to choose for projects—for example, one of my girls came in 

yesterday with a poster. She has to do a poster about a successful woman 

for women's history month, and she—oh, God, I forget who she wanted to 

do, Nicki Minaj or something just atrocious. 

W:  Lady Gaga. [Laughter] 

H:  And it's not allowed. At the Freedom Project, you can't do a rapper. You 

can't choose a musician or an athlete. You have to choose somebody 

who's done something else. So, it's not always a pleasant conversation, 

choosing a person, but, as a result, our students, they get to maybe it 

forced at them, but they learn about an alternative idea of success, which 

is important.  

P:  You know, it's hard, because a lot of our kids have their heart set on, I'm 

going to be a basketball player, I'm going to be a football player. It's easy 

for us to realize . . . you know, Kobe was playing basketball in Korea when 

he was, you know, eight. [Laughter] So, it's easy once you realize that you 

gotta step your game up. There's never been a huge superstar in 

basketball who wasn't a superstar in high school—except for Michael 

Jordan. Even in college. So, I think it's futile to tell our students, don't say 
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you want to be a basketball player, erase that from your mind. But what 

we do do is we say, have a back-up plan. 

H:  Back-up. 

P:  What else do you want to be, aside from a basketball player? What else 

do you want to be, aside from a football player? What else are you good 

at? What happens if you don't—we often tell them the numbers, how many 

people get drafted in the NBA a year? Three? New people, three, four? 

So, out of all the millions, we do do number breakdowns like that, but it's 

pointless to tell them not to aspire to be that. What we can do is tell them 

to have a backup plan. So, you'll hear our students who will say, I want to 

be a basketball player, but I also want to be a mathematician. Or, I want to 

be a basketball player, but I also want to do something else. We consider 

that success. We consider that to be achieving our goal. [Laughter]  

H:  We also do a few things to try to, like, take the culture and turn it positive. 

So, for example, every summer, we have our math rap wars, which are 

really fun. [Laughter] Students take popular rap songs and turn them 

into— 

P:  Math raps. 

H:  Whatever they've been learning in their math classes, and there's a huge 

competition. 

P:  Yeah. The kids love it, it's probably one of the most popular parts of 

program. 

H:  It's pretty awesome, yeah. [Laughter] So, we do a little bit of that, too. 
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P:  Our media production program also uses—the kids will have a music 

video or any type of media, and they'll have a breakdown session, so 

they'll watch the video, they'll watch the commercial, they'll watch the BET 

special. They'll break down, talk about the problems in it. One of the ways 

that we can tell it's successful is, I drive the van oftentimes, and you'll hear 

the kids debating about whether that's a positive message or whether this 

is something they should be listening to. Often, kids will defend it; kids will 

be against it. So, our kids are very aware of the issues with the internet 

and the image that's not exactly reality that sometimes can be portrayed in 

the media. 

W:  So, you're building critical thinking skills as well. 

H:  That's the idea, yeah. 

W:  And it's working. 

H:  I think so. 

W:  Wow, that's awesome. Hey, listen. I like to close every interview by first 

thanking you on behalf of the Sam Proctor Oral History Program for talking 

to me and letting us know your story in your own words. To close the 

interview by giving you the opportunity to reflect on something; maybe we 

didn't touch on it, maybe you want to talk about something else, but open 

the floor up to both of you to do that. When you're done with your remarks, 

I'm going to say nothing else. That concludes the interview. 

P:  [Laughter] I think this might be the hardest question. 

H:  Yeah, right? 
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P:  I think I just—thank you for taking the opportunity to come and interview 

us. An organization like the Freedom Project thrives on word of mouth, on 

just letting people know the great work that we're doing. We're a non-

profit, so this type of thing is important. The work that we're doing here is 

important. So, yeah, we're just glad to spread the word. We thank you for 

visiting us and letting people know the great things that we're doing in the 

Mississippi Delta. 

H:  Yeah. I hope you'll get to talk with some of the students, too, to kind of 

hear it from their perspective. They might have some competing things to 

say. [Laughter] Something that we do encourage around here, though, is 

we want our students to be free thinkers. I know I used the taboo word, 

indoctrinate, earlier, but we're trying to indoctrinate them with a sense of 

self, so that's important. But . . . yeah, I don't know. Our mission is to 

create a corps of, what? Academically capable, mentally disciplined and 

socially conscious young leaders. 

P:  Academically capable, mentally disciplined and socially conscious . . . 

H:  And I think that's what you'll start seeing coming out of the Delta in the 

next decade or so. [Laughter] Yeah. 

[End of interview] 
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