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More than 40 students took the stage for Reading With A Rapper’s inaugural 
The BEE, transforming academic competition into a championship experience.
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Inaugural BEE Champion Journey Ards celebrates with coach Victoria Brown, Reading With A Rapper co-founders 
Douglas Johnson and Jarren Small, Sue VanVleet, and her mother after winning The BEE championship.

The Word Was Grandiloquence
When the final quarter arrived, five students 

remained. Three quarters of competition whittled the 
field to one.

Journey Ards, contestant number 44, stepped to the 
mic. She had started preparing with Houston Freedmen’s 
Town Conservancy on June 9, just ten days before the 
competition. In those ten days, she studied some of the 
competition’s most challenging words, woke her mother 
up at 10 p.m. to read word lists aloud, and carried a single 
lesson from Coach Victoria Brown into everything.

Brown, a Reading With A Rapper Edupreneur and 
STAR Academy instructor, coached students through 
both spelling preparation and the historical content 
that shaped the competition’s Freedmen’s Town trivia 
rounds. In the days leading up to Juneteenth, students 
didn’t just learn vocabulary. They studied the history of 
Freedmen’s Town itself, connecting language, culture, 
and local Black history in a way that brought the purpose 
of The BEE full circle.

“The first thing she said to us was to go up with 
confidence and know what you’re spelling,” Journey 
told Forward Times following her inaugural BEE 
championship victory. “Every single day we started and 
ended with saying, ‘I am a champion,’ and I kept that 
mindset into the competition.”

The technique that got her through the hardest 
words was called chunking: breaking unfamiliar terms 
into pieces she already knew, then assembling them with 
trust. She applied it to every word the judges brought. 
She applied it to the winning word.

Grandiloquence. A word defined as a style of 
expression that is elaborate, lofty, and meant to impress. 
She spelled it without hesitation.

Journey was crowned The BEE’s inaugural 
champion, earning a $1,000 Back-to-School Scholarship 
presented by Legends Do Live, The BEE Inaugural 
Championship Trophy presented by the VanVleet Family 
Foundation, and automatic placement in the 2027 edition 
of The BEE. The second- and third-place finishers each 
received championship medals and a Back-to-School 
sneaker shopping experience presented by Touching 
Soles.

But what landed hardest came after the trophy was 
in her hands, when she was asked what it meant to be an 
example for younger girls watching.

“I feel grateful. I grew up where my education and 
how educated I am was not appreciated. I was insulted, 
rather. And I am glad to be someone that little girls can 
see, and see that being smart and being educated is a 
good thing. It is something to be proud of. It is something 
that you should strive to be.”

What RWAR Built
The BEE was made possible through the support 

of partners who reflect the depth of what Reading With 
A Rapper has built over time: the NBA Foundation, 
Harris County Department of Education, Nike, the 
Fred VanVleet Family Foundation, Experian B.A.L.L. 
for Life, Forward Times, Legends Do Live, Houston 
Freedmen’s Town Conservancy, Anderson Center for 
the Arts, OMG! Burger, Touching Soles, and Code BLK 
Productions.

The judges brought a combination of educational 
expertise, media leadership, and organizational 
stewardship to the competition. Lenora Small, Editor-
in-Chief of Forward Times, served as Pronouncer; 
Grace Boateng, Creative Director and Lead Graphic 
Designer at Forward Times, served as Spelling Points 
Judge; Terrance Turner, Community Writer at Forward 
Times, served as Trivia Points Judge; and Takara Veazie, 
a Reading With A Rapper Edupreneur and one of the 
architects of The BEE, served as Head Judge and Official 
Scorekeeper.

Reading With A Rapper co-founders Douglas 
Johnson and Jarren Small articulated that vision in 
remarks shared ahead of The BEE.

“Today, Houston makes history,” they said. “The 
BEE launches on Juneteenth, a day that marks the 
moment our ancestors claimed their freedom and a 
reminder of what we can build with that freedom today.”

They described the competition as a commitment to 
creating opportunity, celebrating brilliance, and giving 
young people a stage worthy of their talent.

“The BEE is more than a competition,” they said. 
“It’s a tradition in the making, and we’re just getting 
started.”

Watching those 
jerseys move through the 
room, watching students 
step confidently to the 
microphone, watching 
parents in the stands 
wipe their eyes while 
their children cheered for 
someone else’s kid, that 
sentiment rang true.

The BEE has just 
begun.

And Houston, clearly, 
was ready.

T he students walked in wearing black-and-yellow 
jerseys, styled and personalized to express 
themselves.

Their names and numbers hung across their chests, 
Nikes on their feet, each one stepping into the Anderson 
Center for the Arts with the kind of quiet confidence 
that can only come from preparation. Reading With A 
Rapper’s inaugural BEE opened on Juneteenth, June 19, 
2026, and before a single word was spelled, the room 

already understood what it was looking at: a competition 
built to make intellectual achievement look like exactly 
what it is.

Athletic. Earned. Worth showing up for.
That was intentional. Reading With A Rapper Co-

Founder and CEO Jarren Small, a former basketball 
player himself, envisioned The BEE as a competition that 
would treat intellectual achievement with the same energy, 
visibility, and excitement often reserved for athletics. 
Presented by Title Sponsor the NBA Foundation, the 
event borrowed familiar elements from game day culture. 
Students wore jerseys, competed in four quarters, and 
entered a room filled with clappers, thunder sticks, and 
cheering supporters who rooted for academic excellence 
with the same enthusiasm often seen courtside.

The ceremony opened with students from the Rhodes 
School for the Performing Arts performing “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing,” the Negro National Anthem, a choice 
that grounded everything that followed in history. This 
event was born on the same day the ancestors of Black 
Houstonians first heard the news that they were free. That 
lineage was in the room, and the students standing in front 
of the audience seemed to know it.
Four Quarters. One Stage.

The BEE was structured the way Reading With 
A Rapper has always operated: with intention baked 
into every detail. The competition moved through four 
quarters: traditional spelling, Freedmen’s Town trivia 
centered on Juneteenth history, championship trivia, and 
championship spelling. More than 100 students across 
partner campuses prepared for The BEE with support 
from coaches provided through the Reading With A 
Rapper program. Each campus hosted its own in-house 
spelling competition, with top performers advancing to the 
championship stage at the Anderson Center for the Arts. 
More than 40 students ultimately competed, representing 
Cobb Elementary, Legacy School of Sports Sciences, 
Northwest Public Schools’ Visual and Performing Arts 
Academy, Monahan, Cloverleaf Elementary, Rhodes 
School for the Performing Arts, Purple Sage Elementary, 
and Houston Freedmen’s Town Conservancy. What 
emerged was a community-wide championship that 
brought together students from across Houston, proving 
that academic excellence deserves a stage large enough 
for an entire city.

Host Phill Wade moved and grooved through the 
evening with the ease of someone who has run rooms 
before, keeping the energy alive between quarters while 
the crowd, pom-poms in hand, cheered on every student 
who stepped to the mic. What was remarkable, watching 
from the audience, was the camaraderie on the floor. These 
children had trained at different campuses, prepared under 
different coaches, and arrived as competitors. But the way 
they carried themselves around each other, the way they 
called out encouragement across the floor, felt less like a 
tournament and more like a team.

At halftime, the Rhodes School Drumline brought 
the audience to its feet. Student drummers, some carrying 
instruments that seemed nearly as large as they were, filled 
the Anderson Center with energy and precision, dazzling 
the crowd with a performance that commanded attention 
and set the tone for the competition’s final stages.

Following the Third Quarter, Forward Times 
presented its inaugural Author of the Year Award to 
MR. TOMONOSHi, the creative persona of Super 
Bowl champion Martellus Bennett. A Houston-based 
author, philosopher, founder of Tomonoshi Publishing, 
and creator of Hey A.J., the children’s book series that 
evolved into an animated show on Disney Junior, 
Bennett has long championed creativity, imagination, and 
literacy. While many first came to know him through his 
accomplishments on the football field, his work as MR. 
TOMONOSHi has been dedicated to encouraging young 
people to embrace curiosity, storytelling, and the limitless 
possibilities of their own imagination.

The recognition marked the first time Forward Times 
had presented its Author of the Year Award and celebrated 
Bennett’s contributions to literature, youth engagement, 
and creative expression.

He followed the presentation with a live performance 
of several original pieces that kept the audience balanced 
between laughter and reflection. His observations were 
sharp, culturally fluent, and delivered with the confidence 
of someone who understood exactly who was in the 
room. Certain lines landed with the kind of knowing 
laughter that only comes from shared experience. Others 
left the audience leaning forward, waiting for what might 
come next. The room received him the way communities 
receive people who have spent years doing the work and 
telling the truth with care.

Forward Times Editor-in-Chief Lenora Small presents the 
inaugural Author of the Year Award to MR. TOMONOSHi.
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