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			Dedicated to my (late) wife of more than forty years, Nancy, the woman of my dreams. Without her support I would not have lived my dream. “Auntie” Nancy’s coaching and mentorship were the foundation of our success in Greene County, Georgia. You are still making a difference, Nance.
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			“The characteristics of Coach Nancy that I admire and love are that she was a loving and caring person. Throughout my years in Tri-Kids, I felt nothing but love and motivation from her. She was sweet, caring, humble, and just an awesome woman to be around. Her energy was amazing. Her being at my greatest accomplishments, from completing my dream triathlon (the Saint Anthony’s), to my honors ceremony, and most importantly, graduating from high school. Just to share those remarkable moments with her was a blessing.

			As I am writing this, tears streaming down my cheeks, Coach Nancy’s beautiful and bright smile comes into my mind. It warms my heart that I was able to spend it with her. I miss her dearly. I know I am making her proud by attending college and pursuing my dream. I am almost certain she will be there.

			Watching me and cheering me on as she did at each and every one of my races.”

			Dasiania Bell
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			PREFACE

			I am a seventy-year-old, White male, happily retired and traveling the world for the past five years. I was born and raised in Toronto, Canada before being transferred by my employer to Atlanta, Georgia. For twenty-seven years, I lived in two upscale communities in Georgia. I spent the first seventeen years in a suburban Atlanta community, followed by ten years in a “resort” community on Lake Oconee in Greene County, about ninety minutes east of Atlanta.

			This book centers on my experiences as the Executive Director and Founder of a nonprofit called Tri-Kids Inc., where I coached over 300 youth (the vast majority being Black) near the two communities where I lived. Tri-Kids Inc. was a nonprofit that taught successful life skills using the sport of triathlon (swim, bike, run) as our foundation.

			In Atlanta, I worked with kids in what is commonly referred to as “the inner city” or “the projects.” In Greene County, I worked with kids in a segregated, rural county.

			I have spent hundreds of hours directly and honestly communicating with these youth for over twenty years: mentoring them, talking with them, and spending time with them in their homes… as well as in tents, hotels, and my own house. I saw firsthand the added challenges and inequities they faced.

			Tri-Kids must have done something right because the Bayer Corporation tasked Turner Broadcasting with finding a nonprofit organization that Bayer could showcase during national prime-time television. Turner did extensive research and recommended three organizations to Bayer. Bayer chose Tri-Kids.

			I started to write this book in 2014. Originally, it was not meant to be a book. I was trying to find another form of “expression” in retirement. So, I captured some thoughts and observations (especially about the racial divide in the United States), and stored them on an app for frustrated, “wannabe” writers. I was quite pleased with myself for showing some artistic expression. In the following years, I randomly added little snippets when the feeling hit me or I was bored.

			When Nancy died, we established a scholarship in her memory. Fifteen college scholarships have been awarded. Six of the recipients have already graduated, while the rest are still at some stage of their college journey.

			I think the success of our Tri-Kids model can best be described by an email I received from Anthony, one of the Tri-Kids on our Greene County team. Anthony wrote:

			“Today I was thinking about the high values you taught all of us. I also was thinking about the success statistics of our group, and it’s really impressive. Everyone in our group that’s already graduated high school is in college, which is, by any standards, really intriguing and impressive. Give me an update when you have time. It’s always interesting to have a conversation with you.”

			Nancy always encouraged me to finish this book. I am excited to share the ideas from our Tri-Kids model that helped close the racial divide and make noteworthy progress on a problem that’s been around for centuries.
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			INTRODUCTION

			America has reached a serious inflection point.

			I know. It’s not a new sentiment. Nor is it limited to a single issue. But when it comes to two specific issues—the racial divide in America, and the impact of volunteer efforts to reduce poverty— we aren’t making meaningful progress.

			This book will address both issues. It examines how we can reduce divisiveness and create a path to success for those born into less advantaged environments. Despite the tremendous effort from so many, the data tells a troubling story. The United States continues to have one of the highest poverty rates among Western industrialized nations. According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), “The official poverty rate of 11.1% in 2023 matches the poverty rate in 1973.”1 Fifty years with no meaningful progress.

			At the same time, divisions run deep. A Pew Research Center survey found that 71% of Americans believe there are “strong” or “very strong” conflicts between people of different ethnic or racial backgrounds.2

			This divisiveness also exists in our politics. In 2025, Pew asked what Americans thought about the state of race and racial issues these days. Democrats were more likely than Republicans to say they “extremely” or “very often” feel:

			•Angry (47% vs. 19%)

			•Fearful (39% vs. 13%)

			Altogether, only 10% of both Republicans and Democrats said they were satisfied with the state of race and racial issues in the United States.3

			Interestingly, more than 80% of Americans also responded that their communities benefited from people of different ethnic groups, religions, and races. Pew also reported “The U.S. was also one of five countries in which more than half the public said their fellow citizens can’t agree on basic facts.”4

			We understand the benefits, but we’re just not making progress. Why?

			One explanation comes from the book, Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me), written by two social psychologists, Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson. The authors argue that: “Most people, when directly confronted with proof that they are wrong, do not change their point of view or course of action but justify it even more tenaciously.”

			In their book, Tavris and Aronson write about the 1960 US presidential debate, the first televised presidential debate. The authors write that comedian Lenny Bruce said:

			“I would be with a bunch of Kennedy fans watching the debate and their comment would be ‘He’s really slaughtering Nixon’. Then we would all go to another apartment, and the Nixon fans would say ‘How do you like the shellacking he gave Kennedy?’ And then I realized that each group loved their candidate so much that a guy would have to be this blatant – he would have to look into the camera and say: ‘I am a thief, a crook, do you hear me, I am the worst choice you could ever make for the Presidency!’ And, even then, his followers would say, ‘Now there’s an honest man for you. It takes a big guy to admit that. That’s the kind of guy we need for President.’”5

			This book will contain many examples of this phenomenon. However, sometimes a comedian like Lenny Bruce makes the point best, even more than sixty years later, which again shows that we are not making progress.

			We often interpret reality in ways that reinforce what we already believe. That creates a fundamental challenge.

			How do we move forward when many people no longer respect opposing viewpoints, and often refuse to reconsider their own?

			How do we reduce the racial divide when even basic facts are contested?

			And how do we create real, meaningful change?

			A Different Approach

			Through my work with Tri-Kids Inc., I’ve had the opportunity to observe these challenges up close. Over many years, I’ve learned that while many people are genuinely committed to helping, their efforts often fail to produce meaningful results. This is not a criticism of intent—there are many dedicated, generous people working to make a difference.

			But good intentions are not enough.

			Too often, we measure effort instead of outcomes. We focus on what we’re doing, rather than whether it’s actually working.

			I believe most people, when presented with straightforward evidence of a better approach, are willing to adjust. I also believe that good people, when presented with a different perspective that is practical and well-thought-out, can adjust their viewpoint and help narrow the racial divide.

			This book is written with those beliefs in mind.

			A Personal Observation

			I know some of my beliefs changed after watching a documentary called Race2Dinner. The documentary follows conversations between White, liberal women and two facilitators who challenged their assumptions about race.

			Many of the participants were surprised to learn that their well-intentioned efforts might be problematic and were not producing the impact they expected.

			This idea is not new.

			The points made in the Race2Dinner documentary were no different than what Martin Luther King wrote over fifty years ago.

			As MLK wrote:

			“Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is … the white moderate, who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice …”

			King also wrote that “shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.”6

			MLK’s insight is still relevant. Good intentions, without reflection and accountability, from White (and Black) people can limit real change.

			What This Book Is…and Isn’t

			This book is not a scientific paper. It is based on my experiences, observations, and the lessons I’ve learned over more than two decades working closely with youth from underserved communities.

			The stories are real. The ideas are practical.

			You will read about young people who were given opportunity, support, and high expectations—and who responded by achieving more than they ever thought possible. Not because they were given special treatment, but because they were given the tools and environment to succeed.

			You will also see how this approach differs from many traditional models that, despite good intentions, have not produced the outcomes they aim for.

			The Goal

			This book is written for:

			◦Volunteers who want to make a meaningful impact

			◦Nonprofit leaders seeking better results

			◦People who want to better understand perspectives outside their own experience (especially those who are curious and not judgmental) and want to close the racial divide.

			Throughout, I will ask difficult questions…of you, and of myself.

			The goal is not to assign blame. It is to encourage reflection, discussion, and improvement. This is not easy, but it is necessary.

			Taking the Shot

			In our polarized world, I am prepared for criticism, but this topic is too important to let slide. I take inspiration from Rhonda Magee: a professor of law at the University of San Francisco, a Black woman, a thought leader, and author of The Inner Work of Racial Justice. In Rhonda’s opinion, if we are going to make significant progress in race relations, we must “speak truth but leave the door open for discussion and learning.”

			The hockey player Wayne Gretzky once said, “You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.” Accordingly, if I’m going to make a difference, I need to take a shot. So here goes … the truth from my experience. My observations, ideas, and the concepts utilized in the Tri-Kids model that resulted in making a difference. I have tried to use data, in many instances, to show that my individual experiences are not out of line with reality.

			This book is written from the perspective of an older, White man that many people would consider “successful.” My goal is simple: To encourage at least one person to think differently and to act differently.

			Maybe that person is you.

			

			
				
					1	Mark Robert Rank, “Official US Poverty Rate Declined in 2023, but More People Faced Economic Hardship,” The Conversation, September 10, 2024, https://theconversation.com/official-us-poverty-rate-declined-in-2023-but-

					2	more-people-faced-economic-hardship-238520 Richard Wike et al., “Citizens in Advanced Economies Want Significant Changes to Their Political Systems,” Report, Pew Research Center, Oct. 21, 2021 https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/10/21/citizens-in-advancedeconomies-want-significant-changes-to-their-political-systems

					3	Juliana Menasce Horowitz et al., “Views of Race, Policing and Black Lives Matter in the 5 Years Since George Floyd’s Killing,” Pew Research Center, May 7, 2025, https://www.pewresearch.org/race-and-ethnicity/2025/05/07/ views-of-race-policing-and-black-lives-matter-in-the-5-years-since-georgefloyds-killing/#how-americans-are-feeling-about-issues-of-race

					4	Wike et al., “Citizens in Advanced Economies Want Significant Changes to Their Political Systems.”

					5	Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson, Mistakes Were Made (But Not By Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs, Bad Decisions, and Hurtful Acts (Mariner Books, 2020), 2, 18.

					6	Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” April 16, 1963.

				
			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Spaghetti Night

			The Greene County Boys & Girls Club (B&G Club) has a wonderful group of volunteers who dedicate many hours of their time trying to help less-advantaged kids and make the community better. Their primary offering is an afterschool program that includes academic tutoring, usually provided by the older White folks from the gated communities several miles away.

			One day, I remember reading a communication from the B&G Club that explained:

			“Every Thursday night, Luigi’s Pizza provides spaghetti to feed 100+ kids. Cathy King, our volunteer coordinator, lines up volunteers to serve the spaghetti to the kids. At 5 p.m., the kids come into the school cafeteria, sit at their assigned table, and the volunteers serve them. That is so good for the kids, and those who come to do the serving are also enriched by the experience.

			When Pesce (Luigi’s) started the program, he said he knew if kids had spaghetti and sauce, they wouldn’t go hungry! Over the past year, our members have enjoyed more than 720 lbs. of spaghetti. Over 17,000 students served and counting.”

			In subsequent years, the B&G Club documented the “success” of their work by championing the “significant increase in spaghetti dinners served.”

			I remember seeing the names and pictures of the B&G Club volunteers in the local newspapers and thinking, What a wonderful group of people. They served 17,000 plates of spaghetti in one year, and they increased that number in the years that followed. Wow! These folks are really knocking it out of the park and making a difference.

			But then, I started to reflect. If hunger is the problem the B&G Club is trying to solve, shouldn’t their success metric be focused on reducing the number of kids who need a free spaghetti dinner to avoid going hungry, rather than the increased number of spaghetti dinners served each year?

			I then thought about the success metrics I had established for Tri-Kids. One of the metrics was the percentage of kids that had completed a triathlon. I was quite proud to say that 100% of the Tri-Kids who started a triathlon had finished the race.

			I then thought about the purpose of Tri-Kids. The purpose was to use the sport of triathlon to demonstrate to kids that if they worked hard, showed commitment, and were disciplined, they could achieve things that they had thought were impossible (like learning to swim or going to college). Our motto was “Dream, Believe, Achieve.”

			I asked myself, “Does it matter how many kids complete a triathlon if it didn’t improve their academic grades or improve some other success metric that reflected the purpose of Tri-Kids?” I was therefore also guilty as charged. As a result, we started to focus on measuring academic grade improvement, college admissions, and other success metrics.

			I spent a lot of time at the B&G Club, talking to the kids there who were also part of Tri-Kids. I spoke with the B&G Club staff, the volunteers, and the Executives. I heard about the number of spaghetti dinners served but never about food accessibility in the community, or other success metrics such as the number of families whose situations had improved such that hunger was no longer a concern. Nor did I hear about the increase in high school or college graduates because of the academic tutoring from their volunteers. Maybe they had such metrics, but if so, they did not appear to be well communicated.

			As for Spaghetti Night, I remember one of the volunteers telling me how upset they were because “some of the teenagers would not come to the cafeteria and eat the spaghetti,” and “those who did didn’t even thank me.” On the surface, it sounds like there was a lack of respect towards the volunteers (at least, from this volunteer’s perspective). But let’s reflect on the situation.

			The Regimen: “At 5:00 p.m., the kids come into the school cafeteria, sit at their assigned tables and the volunteers serve them. This is so good for the kids…”

			Why is this (eating spaghetti dinners) “so good for the kids”? Apparently, some of the kids didn’t agree because they did not come to the cafeteria. Maybe they just didn’t like spaghetti.

			My point is: if kids are not coming to eat the spaghetti, why is the focus on what’s wrong with them? Instead, isn’t it better to ask, “What could we do better so that all the kids want to come and eat a good meal?”

			Did the volunteers ask the kids what they would like? Were they serving the spaghetti the way the B&G Club thought it should be done, or the way the kids would like it to be done?

			For example, why is it necessary to sit the kids at “their assigned tables” in the school cafeteria? I know that I do not have fond memories of eating in the school cafeteria … even after considering that I was allowed to sit with my buddies wherever I wanted. If the goal is to feed hungry children, who cares where they sit so long as they eat the spaghetti and clean up afterward?

			I doubt sitting at the seats “assigned to them” by elderly White folks was really what the kids wanted. Was it because the volunteers were expecting problems if they did not establish control?

			I have taken groups of kids to countless restaurants; many were very nice restaurants. I let them sit wherever they wanted and with whomever they wanted. I never had a problem—but maybe that’s because I told them if there was a problem, I would come and sit at their table. Regardless, I’ve found that kids respond remarkably well when they are trusted.

			Let’s consider another of their statements: “When Pesce (Luigi’s) started the program, he said he knew if kids had spaghetti and sauce, they wouldn’t go hungry!”

			Maybe the teenagers who didn’t come to the cafeteria simply weren’t hungry as the volunteers assumed. Maybe they preferred to do their own thing, like listen to their music or chat with their friends, rather than come to the cafeteria and sit at their assigned seats. Perhaps more kids would join in on Spaghetti Night if it included things they wanted, like music they liked or food they chose?

			Why do the volunteers have to serve the spaghetti? The first job for many teenagers (White and Black) is waiting tables or working in a fast-food restaurant. Maybe some of the kids could serve the spaghetti, gain some experience, and have something to put on their resume?

			There are many alternatives to consider. For instance, why eat in the school cafeteria? Why not take some of them to Luigi’s Restaurant to eat? Maybe the volunteers could drive the kids to the restaurant and really get to know the kids they were trying to help? I had mentioned this idea in the past but it was always met with quick excuses.

			Why should Black teenagers be expected to embrace being served spaghetti by rich, old, White folk? Do the volunteers think this might be a humiliating experience for the so-called “hungry” Black teenagers to sit at seats assigned to them by rich, White folks and eat the spaghetti being served to them? Might it be reminiscent of days that we’d all like to forget?

			Flipping the Script

			Let’s look at Spaghetti Night from a different, imaginary, perspective.

			What if the Black children came to the Ladies Club’s weekly golf luncheon, after the ladies had completed their round of golf within their gated community? Once a month, the Black children would serve the ladies a free lunch that their mothers had cooked because they believed that the ladies would be hungry after playing golf for four hours, and that it would give the ladies an opportunity to learn more about Black culture. It would therefore be “so good for the ladies.”

			At a prescribed time, the Black children would call the ladies away from their glasses of wine and friendly discussions to have them sit at their assigned seating.

			How many of the ladies do you think would want to sit at their assigned seats and eat the same lunch every month? How many might suggest that the kids change the menu? How many would complain to their Ladies Club executives that they didn’t like this idea? How many would skip the lunch and drive home after golf, rather than sit in their assigned seats and eat a lunch they did not choose? Would that be considered ungrateful?

			What would happen if the Ladies Club executives said, “Sorry, we are going to continue this every month because the Black children have determined that it is good for you and it’s enriching for them”?

			And finally, how many of the ladies would take the time to write a thank-you note to the Black teenagers?

			This analogy may sound a little silly at first glance, but if we’re serious about helping those people our organizations serve, it’s important that we take the time to reflect and question our assumptions. Maybe, just maybe, well-meaning White people don’t know what’s best for everyone else. Little thought exercises, like switching the roles of volunteers and clients, helps us identify times when we might be a little prejudiced, even if it’s just a tiny bit.

			The Title of this Book

			Let Them Eat Spaghetti, is a callback to the famous “Let Them Eat Cake” quote, attributed to Marie-Antoinette when the Queen learned that her starving peasants had no bread. Because cake was more expensive than bread, it has been used as an analogy for the disconnect between the wealthy and the common people.

			I believe we should strive to bridge that divide and understand the people we serve. This is an integral first step in making a meaningful, positive impact.

			Discussion Topics:

			1)What are you and your organization trying to accomplish?

			2)How do you know if you are succeeding? What are your success metrics?

			3)How willing are you to accept feedback (specifically from the people you are trying to help) on how you can do things better?

			4)What are your assumptions about the people you are trying to help?

			5)How do you know if your assumptions are accurate?

			6)What metric could you add, change, or delete immediately?

		

	
		
			SECTION ONE

			UNDERSTANDING THE ENVIRONMENT

			To implement practical solutions and make meaningful change, we must understand the environment of those we are trying to help.

			Eating cake is not a solution for those who can’t afford cake, nor is serving spaghetti to a group of kids from humble environments, going to be effective if you don’t understand their environment and adapt accordingly.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Experiencing Their Reality

			My first involvement with Tri-Kids was with the group from Atlanta living in the inner city or “the projects.” All our Tri-Kids volunteers would pick up the kids for practice and drop them off at home afterward. If we didn’t, the kids would never get to practice.

			I was responsible for picking up Josh and Phillip. I would drive into the housing project to pick up Josh in my BMW, park it in the visitors parking lot, and walk through “the projects” to get Josh.

			At first, I was nervous about how the kids in the neighborhood would react as I walked to Josh’s apartment. However, the only response I got was some kids saying, ‘Hey, Coach Bill,’ or giving me a high five. It might surprise some of you, but not once did I return to my car to find my tires missing or my car broken into (a pessimist might say that was only because the youth didn’t care for my CD collection, which included ‘The Greatest Hits of The Bee Gees”). Phillip lived in a house, so he was easier to pick up. All the kids on that team lived in the poorest areas of East Atlanta. Part of East Atlanta had been renovated into upscale communities, including the world-famous East Lake Golf Club.

			The neighborhoods where the Tri-Kids lived bordered these upscale neighborhoods. Our swimming practices were held at the East Lake YMCA, and we were a contrast to the business folks arriving at the YMCA in their business attire.

			One day, I was driving Phillip and Josh home after practice. We were a few weeks away from a major race and I said, “You know guys, you don’t have to practice only during our workouts; you can always go for a run in the neighborhood after school or on the weekends.”

			Both boys gave me an incredulous look. Finally, Phillip said, “You don’t understand, Coach Bill, Black boys don’t run in the neighborhood.” It took me a moment before it sank in. Lesson learned!

			One of my favorite activities has always been to go for a run, either to stay in shape or to train for an upcoming race. Never did I have to worry about my safety. I cannot imagine not being able to go for a run. Boy, did I live in a bubble.

			Another learning moment came for me when I was driving three of our Greene County kids home from practice. I was talking with the kids, got distracted, and didn’t realize that I was speeding. As luck would have it, one of Georgia’s finest turned on their flashing blue lights and I pulled over. I experienced something new during those next moments.

			When I saw the flashing blue lights, my reaction was one of frustration for my carelessness and for probably having to pay a fine. But the look on the kids’ faces was one of fear as

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/1.jpg
LET THEM EAT
SPAGHETTI

H White rica Can Nar owthe czal
ivide, Pro M hdeM nspirational Sto

WILLIAM MCILWAINE





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
LET THEM EAT
SPAGHETTI

How White America Can Narrow the Racial Divide,
Proven Methods & Inspirational Stories

WILLIAM MCILWAINE






OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.jpg
teII_we_II%





OEBPS/image/IMG_1220.jpg





