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teaching practices, in an effort to achieve positive 
academic goals for students who were at risk of failing 
academically and who needed to successfully complete 
the summer institute to advance to the next grade.

To reengage adolescent males who had been 
“pushed aside” and positioned marginally within the 
official school context, the institute encouraged the 
critical reading of comic books, graphic novels, hip-
hop music, and spoken-word poetry and facilitated 
students’ composing processes using digital and 
online tools, literacies that were ever present in the 
everyday, out-of-school lives of these male students.

Yet, within educational research, policy, and 
practice, significant attention is paid to the ways that 
certain school contexts are designed to control and 
socialize African American males for the school-to-
prison pipeline, in lieu of identifying and spotlighting 
the kinds of pedagogical practices that empower them 
to achieve academic greatness. I remain concerned 
with unearthing the reasons why emancipatory 
pedagogies—which have great potential to undo 
deficit constructions of African American males and 
their literacy practices, including such practices as 
the use of digital tools and popular culture—are not 
more readily available in traditional urban school 
settings. 

Cultivating Digital and Popular 
Literacies as Empowering and 
Emancipatory Acts Among 
Urban Youth

MARCELLE HADDIX & YOLANDA SEALEY-RUIZ

In the article “Black Boys Can Write: Challenging 
Dominant Framings of African American 
Adolescent Males in Literacy Research” 

(Haddix, 2009), I, Marcelle (first author), questioned 
the overrepresentation of academic research that 
emphasized the low academic performance of 
African American males, which further reifies and 
perpetuates deficit constructions of African American 
youth.

I urged educators, researchers, and policymakers 
to move beyond negative statistics and to insist on 
systemic investigations of the kinds of practices that 
sustain both in-school and out-of-school literacies of 
African American adolescent males. In answering 
the questions and challenges I posed, my work 
with youth in my community has centered on creating 
curricular and pedagogical experiences that aim to 
counter the negative academic outcomes that plague 
so many of our urban youth.

One example has been my work with fifth- to 
eighth-grade boys of color 
enrolled in a summer 
writing institute at an urban 
school (see Haddix, 2011). 
A highlight of this institute 
was my intentional focus 
on including critical, 
digital, visual, and hip-
hop literacies, as well 
as culturally relevant 
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As I continue to grapple with these issues, I 
engaged in the following conversation, on the phone 
and via e-mail, with Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz (second 
author), a literacy and English education scholar who 
also works with adolescent males of color who have 
been constructed as nonreaders and nonwriters. We 
find it curious that our use of digital tools and popular 
culture with urban black and Latino males happens 
in “alternative” settings or outside official school 
contexts. 

Here, we call out the criminalization and 
policing of digital and popular literacies among 
black and Latino males in urban school settings, 
and we reflect on the ways that we have witnessed 
emancipation and empowerment when these youth 
were not only allowed but also “free” to engage in such 
practices.

Witnessing Digital Literacies 
in Unexpected Places

Yolanda: I work weekly with a group of 12 black 
and Latino males, ranging in age from 16 to 19, 
who are part of an in-school mentoring program at 
an alternative school that serves undercredited and 
overaged students, students who had unsuccessful 
educational experiences at their previous institutions. 
My goal is to encourage a love of reading and 
writing among my students, so I use culturally 
relevant texts and writing activities to build 
their overall confi dence in these two academic 
competencies.

In the program, we also encourage digital 
composing (see Vasudevan, Schultz, & Bateman, 
2010). I’ve witnessed students composing using 
cell phones. This activity is significant given that 
the youths are in a school context, where they are 
not supposed to talk on cell phones. Yet, I observe 
them composing poems and other narratives on 
their phones, e-mailing the texts back and forth 
to one another for comments, writing to one 
another in the same room—this is a powerful thing 
to see.

Marcelle: Yes, through the use of digital tools 
and popular literacies, it is clear that students 
are empowered to be producers and creators of 
knowledge within the classroom. When I’ve worked 
with teachers and students in suburban school 
districts, students are often encouraged to use mobile 
devices for participating in literature circles and 
discussions, writing groups, and other academic tasks. 
They are encouraged to bring social media and digital 
tools into the classroom and to use them in smart 
ways. 

Yet—and I don’t intend to set up a clear-cut 
dichotomy—in many urban districts I work with, the 
same tools and practices get policed and censored. 
Students are prohibited from using them. Even 
further, the use of digital tools is sometimes viewed as 
“dumbing down” students’ literacy skills or practices. 
In other words, by using word-processing software, 
students are not developing necessary literacy 
skills.

Yolanda: So, why do you think this is happening to 
young people in urban schools?

Marcelle: When young people have tools that 
enable them to author their lives and to speak 
out, power in the classroom is redistributed. We 
know that certain pedagogical and curricular 
practices can and will result in a positive return 
for marginalized, academically underachieving 
students. This can include leveraging students’ 
interests and choices in the topics, the genres, and 
the mediums and tools they use when composing in 
school. 

When we refuse to use and encourage such 
practices, I believe that this is intentional—we do 
not really want to close this so-called achievement 
gap. I am constantly witnessing how the same digital 
tools and practices are demonized in certain spaces 
and celebrated in others. For example, I’ve worked 
in urban school contexts in which students are 
mandated to “put away or give away” their digital 
tools before entering the school. In other words, 
showing school readiness becomes interpreted as 
“no technology allowed,” instead of acknowledging 
the potential for certain tools to transform literacy 
learning.

I think one reason is because these tools 
decenter teacher authority, and that is dangerous 
in school contexts in which black and Latino males 
in particular are already under heavy surveillance. 
Why would we shift or decenter authority to 

Students are empowered to 

be producers and creators of 

knowledge within the classroom.
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allow students who are feared to have a position of 
power?

Yolanda: I also ask you that [question] because 
there is a huge police presence in the surrounding 
neighborhoods of our alternative school in New York 
City. The aggressive stop-and-frisk policy in New 
York allows the police to cruise the area around the 
school at least twice a week. When some kids in the 
community are arrested on drug-related charges, this 
image carries over into the school. 

I do believe that this stereotype creates a 
subtext that assumes that if black and Latino males 
are texting, they must be engaged in a drug trade. 
In this way, the everyday act of texting becomes 
criminalized in a context in which texting in fact has 
the potential for significant teaching and learning 
possibilities. To me, this kind of racial profiling has a 
direct negative impact on curricular and pedagogical 
decisions.

Marcelle: So, in essence, when we talk about using 
digital literacies and popular culture with black and 
Latino males who are underserved, marginalized, 
and under constant surveillance, we’re talking 
about using such curricula and pedagogy as a 
framework for freedom. We’re talking about it as 
a way to empower these young men to rise above 
circumstances. 

In my case, it was so that the boys who 
participated in the summer writing institute could 
advance to the next grade. And in your work with 
youth in an alternative setting, we’re talking about 
finding academic solutions when other situations did 
not work.

Rethinking Digital Literacies 
in the Urban Classroom

Yolanda: How are we asking teachers to see digital 
literacies as emancipatory acts? How are we asking 
them to rethink the use of digital literacies and 
popular culture in ways that offer more freedom in 
the classroom? “Free” is a wonderful way to describe 
how the young men responded to being able to 
engage with these practices in our program. There 
was a freedom in reworking their stories, naming 
their stories—labeling “this is where I’m from, this 
is where I’m going.” There was a freedom because it 
was not the run-of-the-mill, ordinary way of talking 
about or constructing one’s narrative. Instead, it was 

“I can use these digital technologies that are a part of 
who I am in this space.” 

So, this class works to empower students to express 
who they are, in their own language, and in ways 
that are authentic to them (Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 
2011). I think it is the pedagogy and the medium, but 
mostly the mindset of how we approach how they are 
thinking, composing, and sharing. The technology 
definitely facilitates that, but it is a mindset—a habit 
of the mind that, even if for some reason you are 
reticent or can’t use these tools in your school, this 
habit of mind needs to be cultivated around being 
imaginative with your students, whether that means 
the use of photographs, drawings, or other ways to 
express thinking.

Marcelle: I have found that when you tap into 
students’ interests, the sky is the limit. Whether it’s 
having a conversation about LeBron James versus 
Kobe Bryant or their love of pit bulls, tapping into 
popular topics engages their critical thinking and 
the critical literacy skills they already have. Even 
culturally, these are things they do. These are critical 
conversations, and it doesn’t take much to cultivate 
them.

Yolanda: It seems like something so simple, but when 
they are “allowed” to do it—and I say “allowed” in 
quotation marks and bold type, because it really is 
all about controlling their bodies in these kinds of 
spaces and controlling what they can and can’t do. 
So when they enter a space where they are able to 
bring their lives into the classroom, that’s another 
level of culturally relevant teaching for me. It’s 
not just being members of particular racial or 
ethnic communities; they’re members of popular 
culture and the 21st-century digital community, 
and part of that includes the use of their cell 
phones!

Implications for 21st-Century 
Teachers

When incorporating digital composing into their 

classroom curriculum, teachers should first critically 

examine both the challenges and the benefits of 

using digital tools in writing instruction. Using 

digital tools does not exclude or supplant teaching 

the writing process, facilitating writing workshops, 

focusing on writing conventions and grammar, or 

preparing students for writing on demand. Instead, 

digital tools serve as a powerful way for teachers to 
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draw on students’ out-of-school practices and talents 

when composing in school and on academic tasks. 

Teachers can think about ways to transform 

their writing instruction through the use of online 

digital  composing sites, such as storybird.com, storify

.com, bitstrips.com, xtranormal.com, and other free 

blogging tools (e.g., blogger.com, wordpress.com). 

Many sites have tools specifically tailored for teachers 

for use in the classroom.
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