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ABSTRACT
How Broken English Made Me Whole: Exploring Race, New Literacies, and Social
Justice Within a Youth Participatory Action Research Framework
Jamila J. Lyiscott

This critical ethnographic study investigated an afterschool Youth Participatory
Action Research (YPAR) space that seeks to develop New Literacies and academic
literacies in urban youth between the ages of 13-191. Utilizing a sociocultural lens, which
asserts that literacy is a social practice (Gee, 1991), I examined the racial and literate
identities of research participants who self-identify as Black and explored the potential of
this participatory space to develop their literate identities and to broaden their critical
meta-awareness. My findings suggest that prioritizing the Social Dimension of literacy is
urgent for Black students in the classroom, that culturally sustaining literacies can have a
powerful iterative relationship with academic literacies in the classroom, and that YPAR
instruction must more intentionally attend to the role of literacy in youth qualitative
inquiry.
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I created this afterschool YPAR space under the auspices of Dr. Ernest Morrell in 2011. Inspired by the
IDEA Youth Research Council of UCLA, the pedagogy has evolved to include New Literacies in
connection with YPAR based on my praxis as a research fellow and facilitator in this space. The strength of
my methodological choices and research relationships as an ethnographer for this study rests on my
immersion in this space for four years.
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“After these things the word of the LORD came unto Abram in a vision, saying, !
Fear not, Abram: !
I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward.”!
-Genesis 15:1
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BLACK LIVES MATTER

"
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Introduction:
"Can white Americans deal with not being at the center of the black freedom
narrative?...Can white people really stand knowing that in the broader black narrative of
the civil rights movement, we are not especially enamored of white heroes?...When
Common, a black man, stands and acknowledges that all lives matter, but white people
stand and only acknowledge themselves, there is no integrity to the assertion of
inclusivity."
- Brittney Cooper, “Hollywood’s political ignorance: What Cosby, “Selma” & Hebdo
reveal about white liberal consciousness”

While the question of ‘mattering’ as a people opens this chapter, my personal
narrative of how broken English made me whole serves as a starting point for my vision
of advancing the literacy education1 of Black students. Woven into this narrative are
knowledges gleaned from students, mentors, colleagues, ancestors, family, spiritual
leaders, and authors. Toni Morrison’s Beloved, however has played a central role in my
conceptualization of healing and (re)membering for Black lives, and so a literary analysis
of her text is included in this chapter.
Because this dissertation was incubated in the throes of the present-day Black
Lives Matter movement, the national conversation about the disposability and
marginality of Black bodies within our justice system must run parallel to this
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
1

My conception of literacy education is not limited to the ELA classroom, but instead speaks to both inschool and out-of-school spaces that carry out traditional literacy instruction, and utilize literacy education
for social justice in Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD) contexts.
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conversation about the disposability and marginalization of Blackness within our
classrooms. Coupled with this peripheral existence, is a long history of whiteness as
central to narratives of Black freedom and advancement. Cooper’s questions, posed in
response to the 2015 Golden Globe Awards, calls on white America to acknowledge this
disconcerting reality.
Whether focused on the slave narrative tradition, where the opening pages of each
text contained a note of authentication from a white abolitionist to prove its accuracy to a
white readership (Barrett, 1995); or focused on the economic incentive to end slavery for
white Northern industrialists (Wright, 2002); or focused on the Critical Race Theory tenet
of interest convergence, which argues that since legislation in favor of Black interests is
only established when it converges with white interests, “whites have been the primary
beneficiary of civil rights legislation” (Ladson-Billings, 1999); or focused on present-day
media representations such as The Blind Side 2009 film that features a white family as
central to the advancement of a young Black male, this centrality can hardly be denied,
but must be confronted. In light of this, this dissertation works to:
1. Challenge a history of whiteness as central to the advancement of Black students.
2. Extend the work of literacy instruction and culturally sustaining pedagogy for
marginalized groups to be necessarily participatory2 in nature.

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
2

The participation here is within the tradition of Action Research that draws on the organic intellectualism
of students and their communities so that they serve as authors of their own narratives (Fine et al., 2001)
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4.5 Hours
Drawing on the sentiments of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, on Friday,
August 29, 2014, over 600 Black people from throughout the country responded to a call
for freedom rides to Ferguson, MO after the murder of the unarmed teenager, Michael
Brown by officer Darren Wilson. A bus of about forty of us from the NYC tri-state area
joined this call and took the fifteen-hour ride to share in the outrage, actions, and
demands of local Ferguson activists on the ground.
As we marched down the streets of Ferguson, MO, nearing the spot where the
lifeless body of 18-year-old Michael Brown laid unattended for 4.5 hours…As we held
our hands up in the universal sign of surrender while shouting, “HANDS UP! DON’T
SHOOT!”…As I looked to my left and saw that marching alongside me were the tiny feet
of a 4-year old Black son, holding onto a small “I Matter” sign and chanting with as
much vigor as the Black elderly woman ahead of me, who held onto her cane just as
tightly…As we together proclaimed to the world with every fiber of our beings that if
there is NO JUSTICE! there will be NO PEACE!...As we turned onto Canfield Drive and
drew nearer to this spot where the blood of our son still stained the ground...the events
that led up to this moment of protest attempted to clog my throat as they played over and
over again in my mind.
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On Saturday, August 9th an alarming tweet went out from rapper and Ferguson
resident, Thee Pharaoh:

As eyewitness to the murder, Pharaoh live-tweeted the tragedy over the next few
hours for the entire twitterverse. His documentation served as a crucial component for the
forthcoming explosion of protests and actions against racial injustice and police brutality
across the nation:

"
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Primed by the highly publicized miscarriage of justice that unfolded following the murder
of unarmed teenager, Trayvon Martin (http://www.cnn.com/2013/06/05/us/trayvonmartin-shooting-fast-facts/) and many other Black women and men over recent years, we
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tuned into the gruesome event as it unfolded and shared in the visceral impact that this
real-time crisis was having on Pharaoh…

We learned that Michael Brown was not posing any direct threat to the officers before his
murder…

"
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We learned that he was so so young…

And then, to add insult to injury, we learned that hours later, the body on the ground…A
human. A son. A friend. A brother? A father? A student?…had received no medical
attention or any attention at all from the surrounding authorities…

"
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Over the next few days, a familiar trauma swept across Black America…one that
has reminded us of the disposability of our bodies for over 400 years. Darren Wilson
murdered Michael Brown after Wilson ordered Brown and a friend to walk on the
sidewalk, and they refused. Eye witnesses testified that Brown was moving away from

"

9"

Wilson, and after hearing the first shots ring out, he turned around and threw both hands
up in surrender. In his testimony, Wilson insisted that he felt threatened by the unarmed
teenager and shared that he felt no regret in his decision to shoot.
The protests and anger that erupted on the streets of Ferguson were unlike any
concerted outburst against racial injustice in America that we had witnessed for decades.
Led by young local residents of Ferguson, months and months of protests were
intentionally sustained and met with military presence that included tanks, machine guns,
tear gas, and rubber bullets that were released onto protesters on the small residential
streets of Ferguson. Very different accounts of these live events were fed to the general
public via mainstream media versus social media. While mainstream media vilified
Brown’s character through images of him allegedly robbing a store and hypervisualized
the small pool of protesters who were committing violent acts, twitter, facebook, and live
streamed videos from protesters on the ground told stories of excessive force by officers,
of united outrage by the people who were taking a stand in their first amendment right, of
a demand for answers, and of legitimate pain in the face of continuous racism against
their community.
When we arrived in Ferguson from NYC twenty days after the murder, the
military presence was gone, but the fight of the people and the newly armored police
force were still very present. We heard first person testimonies from Ferguson activists
and spent three days together in collective action and vision for the Fergusons that exist
all over our country.
On November 24th, 2014, we watched and listened with pain that can hardly be
described in words as the St. Louis County prosecutor announced that a grand jury
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decided not to indict Darren Wilson for this murder. We understood the moment in
connection to a long history of racial hatred—disregard, abuse, inhumane treatment
toward Black bodies, and toward the substance of Black life—and so we hit the pavement
in protest, we came together for comfort, healing, and demands that reflect the undeniable
truth that Black Lives Matter.

We Matter…Right?
The recurring articulation that “Black Lives Matter” throughout the 2014 social
upheaval sparked by the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO is an indictment on
the United States of America at large. The urgency of chanting, screaming, branding, and
making viral this fundamental truth means simply that as a nation we have lived beneath
the standard of this truth in policy, practice, procedure, and in everyday human
interaction across disciplines. As we chant throughout the streets of Fergusons across the
country, and engage in the development and execution of both immediate and sustainable
action in response to the lawful disposability and abuses against Black bodies, we do so
to inscribe this powerful truth across ideological, discursive, institutional, and virtual
landscapes. This inscription serves as a counter-hegemonic stance against the reality that
white middle-class values and interests still serve as the substance of dominant culture,
leaving little-to-no room for the values, ways of knowing, cultures, and practices of
others, unless co-opted, of course. This inscription seeks to rewrite the dangerous single
story (Adiche 2009) that historically stigmatizes Blackness to death (literally) throughout
the African Diaspora. And so, it exposes the need to center the already existing voices of
Black people on Blackness and for new and safer stories that write Black lives into the
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narrative of humanity in rightful and righteous ways that are long overdue. It exposes the
reality that “the future of the Black community is in our hands” (Sealey-Ruiz & Lewis,
2011e)
When juxtaposed with the reality of a predominantly white and monolingual
teaching force (Zumwalt & Craig, 2008), and an increasing racially, culturally, and
linguistically diverse student population (Aud et al., 2012; Kinloch, 2012; Paris, 2009),
we are forced to address the ways in which these social realities both produce and are
produced by our systems of education. Freire and Macedo’s (1987) assertion that reading
and writing the word is preceded by reading and writing the world invites those of us
concerned with the field of Literacy Education to interrogate the iterative relationship
between the happenings of our world and the engagement of the word within the English
classroom. Similarly, when Toni Morrison stated, “National literature reflects what’s on
the national mind,” she also invited us to acknowledge the enmeshed relationship
between world and word. With this in mind, how is the reading of today’s world
informing the ways that Black students are engaging the word within and outside of their
classrooms? And how is what is going on in our world manifesting itself in the literate
identities of Black students either inside or outside of the classroom?
A deeper understanding of this relationship is crucial in the face of a staggering
disconnect between the complex literate identities of Black youth and their performance
on Standard English assessments (Alim 2003; Delpit, 2008; Kirkland 2010, 2011, 2013;
Smitherman 2000; Winn, 2011). Failure to question the pedagogy that sustains this
disconnect and the increasing racial, cultural, and linguistic disconnect between students
and teachers only serves to perpetuate racial inequality both within and outside of our
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systems of education. For Literacy/English educators concerned with the “moral,
constitutional and political imperative of equality,” we must undertake the work that
interrogates the pedagogy of racial politics as well as the racial politics embedded in the
pedagogies of Literacy/English education. If Black lives matter (or don’t matter) on the
streets of Ferguson, do they matter in our classrooms? If Black lives matter in our
classrooms, then why is there a nation-wide urgency to inscribe this truth into the
discursive landscape of our present reality?

Explanation of dissertation study:
The focus of this work and of the Black Lives Matter movement at large is at once
a focus on the fundamental indispensible value of Black lives, and also on the substance
available within the diverse aspects of Black life. That is to say that this work does not
refer to one unified experience of Blackness, but asserts the need for regarding the rich
tapestry of experiences and realities that remain undervalued throughout the Diaspora.
While this particular project does not seek to take on the profound nuances that exist
throughout the Black experience, including ethnic diversity, class differences, gender
differences, migrant experiences, etc., my hope is that this serves as a foundational text
for myself and others to delve deeper and deeper into what a true regard for Black life
adds to humanity.
In light of this racially turbulent historical moment that calls us to the action of
institutional reform for Black students in particular, we must also acknowledge the
distinction between schooling and education, and thereby the limitations within
traditional forms of schooling to redress these ills within the field of education.

"
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Increasing demands and advocacy for supplemental education such as after-school
programming, youth development services, and constructive out-of-school experiences
(Gordon, Bridglall, and Meroe, 2005) celebrate the essentiality of these spaces and resist
the commonplace assumption that school is the dominant space of academic development
in a child’s life. The fact is that true education reform is consistently constrained by
forced curriculum, policies, and pressures of high-stakes testing within schools that limit
the potential and flexibility of educators (Costigan, 2008; Tanner, 2013). It is for this
reason that this study focuses on the possibilities of an out-of-school literacy education
space to powerfully inform and supplement reform efforts within schools.
My work as a social scientist and activist seeks out spaces where mainstream and
marginal narratives of Black lives are being invented, inscribed, and interrogated by
Black people. We are no longer waiting for the outside world to acknowledge and affirm
the cultural wealth of our students within the urban education system (Yosso, 2005).
Fighting with and for our students requires the intentional work of creating spaces of
cultural refuge, inside and outside of our schools that powerfully engage the needs and
values of our communities while preparing them for the work of advocacy and academic
advancement. Further, much professional development has placed the onus on urban
educators, who most often do not reflect the race, ethnicity, and cultures of their students,
to create and maintain culturally sustaining in-school environments. For this reason, this
qualitative study of a Youth Participatory Action Research afterschool workshop
recognizes the students as authorities of their own cultures and communities, and as
carriers of complex literate identities rooted in these cultures and communities. Such
knowledge production is crucial to the body of work that seeks to gain an emic
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understanding of what is most relevant, impactful, and effective in literacy and social
justice education for Black students.
More specifically, my work explores the possibilities of a space that attends to the
Social Dimension of literacy3 in ways that draw on the full literate identities of Black
students (Winn, 2008), and is also participatory in nature4. With the understanding that,
“language is a site of cultural struggle” (Alim & Smitherman 2012), my study uses
Critical Ethnographic methods to explore this third space that engages youth in New
Literacies5 and academic research for social action. I utilize Sociocultural theories, Black
Linguistics and Critical Theory perspectives to provide theoretical grounding for Youth
Participatory Action Research (YPAR) as a site of possibility for 1) maximizing the
potential of Black literacies as social practice; 2) the development of critical
consciousness in students as co-constructers of knowledge. Data sources include audio
session recordings, interviews, field notes, and student artifacts. Students’ narratives are
analyzed as part of an ongoing iterative process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) to examine
how their YPAR experiences informed their perceptions about race and literacies.

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
3

The Social Dimension of literacy within the apprenticeship framework of literacy instruction argues that
the intentional creation of a safe space and an investigation between the relationship between literacy and
power are necessary for literacy acquisition (Schoenbach et al, 1999).

4

I viewed this as a generative space (Gutierrez, 2008) for my research inquiries based on a pilot study I
conducted at an afterschool youth literacy organization from August 2012-June 2013. Funded by the
MacArthur Foundation, I explored the development of critical literacy in urban teens that were digital
media trainees of the organization. The framework included Critical Literacy, New Literacies, and
Participatory theories. Findings suggested the need for further research on the potential of participatory
spaces to develop New Literacies.

5

Specifically Black American literacy practices (i.e. AAE, BEV, AAL, AAVE), Spoken word poetry, and
Hip hop.

"

15"

Research questions include, “How are students who identify as Black6 negotiating their
racial identities through the prism of literacy within a Youth Participatory Action
Research space?” and "How are Black literacies leveraged to broaden critical metaawareness and social consciousness within an out-of-school Youth Participatory Action
Research space?" This study makes an intentional distinction between schooling and
education to disrupt traditional conceptions that in-school classrooms are the most
important spaces of intellectual rigor in a student’s life. Whereas ‘education’ in my work
refers to the consumption, interrogation, and production of knowledge that takes place in
the student across a myriad of social spaces, ‘schooling’ is refers to the engagement of
the student strictly within the formal institution of school and its contingent policies and
practices.

Personal Narrative (What brought me to this work)
I am triglossic. There are many mes living here in this skin. By nature of this
study and my position in the academy you might imagine that I have more than a grasp
on some formal literacy practices. This is a grasp that seeks to sanction me as fully
human and worthy of intellectual thought, but the Trinidadian “lavuay” woven into my
parents’ tongues? That is the language that founded me and covered me and swaddled me
on every side. This is the language of politically conscious Calypso that I listened to with
my father and the culture so rooted in Africanity that it came out in the décor, dress and
aesthetic choices of my mother. I was born(e) here. You see, by nature their identities
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
6

I choose “black” as opposed to African-American because I view the issue of literacy and educational
justice as Diaspora-wide and as racial as opposed to ethnic. Although the problems manifest themselves
differently throughout the Diaspora, I am focusing on a racialized understanding of the phenomena
undertaken in this study.
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were already encoded into mine, but by nurture their language and culture helped to
encode me into the world. And when you catch me sayin’ “what’s goodie” or “that was
madd OD,” it’s ‘cause I be madd at home in my African American Vernacular English.
This is the vernacular that is responsible for the transaction between my inner self and
immediate outer world, my home and my community. I was socialized in this tongue. I
told my first secrets, made my first best friends and played ‘red light, green light 1-2-3’ in
this vernacular.
We are sculptors with our words. What, “do you understand what I am saying”
lacked, we filled with, “you feel me?” What, “you are copying/plagiarizing my
intellectual property” could not offer us, we offered “stop sweatin’ me/bitin’ my style” in
its stead. Within the space of us, we crafted words to fit the histories of our tongues all
the more snuggly. In her groundbreaking work, Talkin that Talk, Geneva Smitherman
(2000) writes,
While we concede that black people use the vocabulary of the English
language, certain words are always selected out of that lexicon and given a
black semantic slant. So though we rappin bout the same language, the
reality referents are different. As one linguist has suggested, the proper
question is not what do words mean but what do the users of the words
mean? (p. 61)
And this type of relationship with language, this production of colloquialisms and
shaping of our world is not foreign to any group of people or community, but ever since
the transatlantic slave dispersion and the Colonial encounter, there has been imposed, a
relationship between our literacy and humanity, and so the complex literacies of our
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ancestors were disregarded, and our efforts to read and write the world, tampered with at
every historical juncture ever since. Yet and still, within the crevices of these
psychosocial borders, language is putty in our hands. Ever shifting and growing, this
exciting thing has as its marrow a converging composition of the languages of our West
African ancestors, and as its bones a tradition of black literacy that emerges from the
enslaved and the colonized who, speaking across all manners of boundaries, forged a
language out of spirit, shackle and song. A language, living somewhere in between the
soul and the seen, for all the efforts to police it, it could never be fully bound. And as the
blood of this living literacy, as the flowing life that sustains it—the flow, like ‘s/he got
bars! s/he can flow’—the flowing blood was always us, with the old and the now and
endless possibilities of what our words have been and can be, we give life to this thing
called language every day. This here English that you have called “ebonics” and “ghetto”
and “broken” and have “politely disregarded” (Van Orman and Lyiscott, 2013), we do
not call anything…we just let it live.
So imagine my shock and disappointment in our 21st century human family when
an eighteen-year-old me sat on a panel speaking, of course, in my most polished formal
English, before a cluster of Black and brown high school seniors who listened intently as
we advised them on the road to college, and an adult in the room stopped me midsentence to congratulate me on being so “articulate.” The word stung like an expletive. In
reflection it calls to mind Samy Alim and Geneva Smitherman’s (2012) work on
President Obama’s use of Black cultural modes of discourse and “Standard English.”
They write, “Unlike race, we have no national public dialogue on language that
recognizes it as a site of cultural struggle” (p. 3). In that moment of being deemed
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“articulate” a reality that had only lived somewhere in my sub-consciousness up until that
point, came quickly to the surface: that as I negotiated my composite self, it was overtly
clear that I was expected to suppress my primary discourses in favor of standard ones
within academic spaces and that my Black cultural modes of discourse are regarded as
not suitable for these same spaces. In line with Alim and Smitherman, I recognize this
linguistic contention as a deep site of cultural struggle. Further, a diachronic analysis of
this internal oscillation between linguistic selves and this policing of language reveals it
as highly racialized with particular implications for members of the African Diaspora. In
John Sekora’s (1987) “Black Message, White Envelope,” for example, he writes,
Slaveowners possessed the increasingly elaborate state codes controlling
the labor and physical being of slaves. Yet they sought more—even the
words, the very language of their slaves. To masters, the words of slaves
appeared doubly significant. On the one hand, they were intimate, the
personal expression of self and world. On the other hand, they were
potent, lethal things. By seeking to control slave language, masters sought
to exact slave complicity in their own subjugation. (p. 485).
This being a Diaspora-wide struggle, Sekora’s account of language policing within the
American chattel slavery experience resonates with many others throughout the world,
including the colonial education experience of West African author, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o
(1986) who writes,
Berlin of 1884 was effected through the sword and the bullet. But the
night of the sword and the bullet was followed by the morning of the chalk
and the Blackboard…The bullet was the means of physical subjugation.
Language was the means of spiritual subjugation (p. 9).
…
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one of the most humiliating experiences was to be caught speaking
Gikuyu in the vicinity of the school. The culprit was given corporal
punishment—three to five strokes of the cane on bare buttocks—or was
made to carry a metal plate around the neck with inscriptions such as I
AM STUPID or I AM A DONKEY...what is important…is that the
language of our evening teach-ins, and the language of our immediate
community, and the language of our work in the field were one…And then
I went to school, a colonial school, and this harmony was broken. The
language of my education was no longer the language of my culture (p.
11).
As I emerged as a spoken word artist and a community educator, I felt more this chasm
between the language of my classroom and of my community and was brought so readily
to the major Tara Yosso (2005) question, “Whose Culture Has Capital?”
While a myriad of factors contributed to my being offended by the “compliment”
of being called articulate, it was my active involvement in an afterschool youth literacy
organization that gave me the grounding for my level of consciousness at the time. This
program offered free writing and performance intensive poetry workshops for inner-city
teens and provided many platforms for youth literacy, development, and voice. Even
though I excelled academically throughout High School, this program opened my young
eyes to an awareness that I did not feel within my High School space—the reality that I
had a voice that must be put into conversation with my world.
Broken English made me whole because weaving in and out of my three
language varieties created me as a culturally rooted and autonomous contributor to
my reality. Through the intentional work of centering youth, culture, and voice, the
outside organization that I joined as a teen helped to cultivate my consciousness and
appreciation for the value in my diversity. These experiences propelled my rigorous
research into questions of literacy, education, race, and culture, and I have since been
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able to name the marginalizing pedagogical approaches that divorce the cultures of Black
students from literacy instruction in ways that stifle their achievement.
I share my experience with language and self here as a fragment of a larger
historical, racial, and cultural narrative. In my teaching experiences, I have found that a
disproportionate amount of my students in afterschool education were struggling through
ELA in school while flourishing in hip hop and spoken word poetry on stages from the
Nuyorican Poet’s Café to Broadway’s New Amsterdam Theater. My work interrogates
the value of out-of-school spaces to inform in-school practices in the service of
educational justice. How Broken English Made Me Whole rests on the understanding that
the subjugating tool of historically policing literacy as a means to police humanity has
resonating implications for members of the African Diaspora. It is an assertion that
language, this deeply complex site of struggle, can and must be utilized as a liberatory
space.
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Be Loved
Here I lay out how Morrison’s creative text continues to undergird my positionality and
situate my research. This fictional account of early post-bellum America offers insight
into questions of healing and authority over self for Black lives. The principles of
remembering and re-memebering within the context of continuous trauma against Black
bodies inform my conceptualizations for educating Black students today.
To Be Loved…
“Something’s the matter. What’s the matter? What’s the matter? She asked herself. She
didn’t know what she looked like and was not curious. But suddenly she saw her hands
and thought with a clarity as simple as it was dazzling, ‘These hands belong to me. These
my hands.’ Next she felt a knocking in her chest and discovered something else new: her
own heartbeat. Had it been there all along? This pounding thing” (Morrison, 2004, p.
166)

“Freeing yourself was one thing. Claiming ownership of that freed self was another."
(Morrison, 2004, p. 111-112)
When the matriarchal figure of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Baby Suggs, is set free
from slavery, she sees her hands and feels her heartbeat for the very first time. Within the
grips of slavery her hands and “this pounding thing” had no possibilities beyond what the
master prescribed. Set in the early post-bellum South, the story begs the question, ‘what
did this new freedom look and feel like for the victims of American chattel slavery?’ It
begs questions of identity, agency, and ownership. How did the early post-bellum
African-American navigate the psychosocial terrain of moving from slavery to
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“freedom”? From object to subject? From being owned to owning themselves? How did
they begin to humanize themselves within such a dehumanizing context? And what was
produced in them as a result of existing within this context?
Perhaps the most visceral image in Morrison’s Beloved is that of the protagonist,
Sethe, setting out to kill her own children in age order after seeing her former slave
masters coming towards her home. Rhizomatic as the plot is, the scene is at first
presented with little-to-no context. Throughout the story, the readers is invited to three
different perspectives of this moment: a) through the eyes of the former masters who are
now convinced by this “barbarity” that African-Americans are not equipped for freedom;
b) through the eyes of her surviving children, who grow more distant with each passing
year of understanding what could have been; and c) through the eyes of the community,
who immediately alienate the troubled woman and continue to whisper and watch from a
collective distance. It is only as the plot unfolds that we are offered more and more
context about what must have led Sethe to such a desperate act. We learn of the horrors
of slavery—that not too long ago, those same white men had pinned Sethe to the ground
in a barn, drinking her milk while “schoolteacher” took notes. As the story begins to offer
some resolution, the reader is let into the thoughts of one former family friend, Stamp
Paid, who reflects on the scene and the following strange happenings at Sethe’s house.
He reasons within himself,
White people believed that whatever the manners, under every dark skin
was a jungle. Swift unnavigable waters, swinging screaming baboons,
sleeping snakes, red gums ready for their sweet white blood. In a way . . .
they were right. . . . But it wasn’t the jungle Blacks brought with them to
this place. . . . It was the jungle whitefolks planted in them. And it grew. It
spread . . . until it invaded the whites who had made it. . . . Made them
bloody, silly, worse than even they wanted to be, so scared were they of
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the jungle they had made. The screaming baboon lived under their own
white skin; the red gums were their own (Morrison, 2004, p. 234).
The rate of “failure” among Black working class youth today is a visceral scene in this
epoch of history. The collective gaze of society looks on and wonders ‘why are these
young people killing themselves?’ From both within and without our communities we are
perpetuating a decontextualized judgment, bordering on the idea that these inequities are
an inherent result of the “jungle” brought into the classroom with these students from
their deficient and delinquent communities. Not nearly enough consideration is being
given to what our broken school systems might be planting in our students. In an article
that outlines the qualitative inequity of schools within some poor/working-class
communities of color, and the subsequent psychological, academic, and social impact,
Michelle Fine et. al (2001) write,
Schools, like other contexts of childhood and adolescence are not simply
the places where development happens. They are intimate places where
youth construct identities, build a sense of self, read how society views
them, develop the capacity to sustain relations and forge the skills to
initiate change. These are the contexts where youth grow or they
shrink…Buildings in disrepair are not, therefore, merely a distraction; they
are identity producing and self-defining (p. 2198).
And later, in reference to their own empirical data they write,
By high school, the students voice a deep, well-articulated, painfully
sophisticated analysis suggesting that ‘no one’ cares. The high school
students tell us that wealthy and white students are better off
educationally…While a discourse of possibility and hope survives even
here, these older students view educational inequities as simply an
extension of social disregard for them. The longer students stay in schools
with structural problems, high levels of unqualified teachers, inappropriate
pedagogy, teacher turnover and inadequate instructional materials, the
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wider the academic gaps between white children and children of color or
wealthy children and poor children, and the more alienated they become
(Fine et. al, p. 2200)
In presenting subsequent statistics that reveal an alarming rate of “failure,” Fine et. al’s
work does not only feature the typical disapproving gaze of society to the academic
statistics of these young people (how they are read), but they also give us insight into
how these young people are reading their environment. A sense of abandonment,
alienation and general social disregard pervades the consciousness of this stratum of our
society.
Such a representation as woven into the discursive landscape of literature by
Morrison and exemplified throughout our society is foundational to my dissertation
study….
I am from a gash the size of a Diaspora
We are wounds
Fighting
To re-member our skin into existence
Remembering is painful
But still we dance here
In these borders
With insistence
Morrison’s text also does much to speak to the concept of healing. The role of
memory or re-membering self is a central theme throughout Morrison’s text that speaks
to my work of decentering whiteness in the narratives of Black advancement, and of
drawing on the cultural and lingustic wealth of Black students in participatory ways. As
the characters throughout Beloved are haunted by the vicious memories of their
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enslavement, they discover that healing is only possible through remembering (memory)
the traumas of slavery, and re-membering (piecing together a dismembered sense of self
produced by the dehumanizing realities of slavery). This is epitomized in a sermon
delivered by Baby Suggs to her fellow African-Americans in the text:
Here, in this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that
dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love
your flesh. They despise it… No more do they love the skin on your back.
Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do not love your hands. Those
they only use, tie, bind, chop off and leave empty. Love your hands! Love
them! Raise them up and kiss them. Touch others with them, pat them
together, stroke them on your face ‘cause they don’t love that either…this
is flesh I’m talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved. Feet that need
to rest and to dance; backs that need support; shoulders that need arms,
strong arms I’m telling you. And oh my people, out yonder, hear me, they
do not love your neck unnoosed and straight. So love your neck; put a
hand on it, grace it, stroke it, and hold it up. And all your inside parts that
they’d just as soon slop for hogs, you got to love them. The dark, dark
liver - love it, love it, and the beat and beating heart, love that too. More
than eyes or feet… More than your life-holding womb and your lifegiving private parts, hear me now, love your heart. For this is the prize
(Morrison, 2004, 103-104).
While phonetically Morrison’s text is always pronounced be-love-ed, it is my firm belief
that the content of this work calls for a second reading of the title so that it is understood
as a message, a call to be loved. Baby Suggs’ message was a call for the freed AfricanAmericans to claim ownership of their freedom by loving each and every part of their
dismembered selves…to remember and to re-member, embracing and healing and loving
themselves back into existence as opposed to waiting for white America to value and
humanize them. The work of ensuring that Black lives matter both inside and outside of
the classroom today calls for our educators to engage in a critical participatory praxis that
gives our students the tools to claim ownership of their own cultures, histories and
voices…to remember the historical and present assaults on their communities and to remember…to bring in and assert the parts of themselves (i.e. community literacy and
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cultural practices) as valuable to the intellectual arena as opposed to waiting for larger
society to do this. Efforts to accelerate achievement within our communities can never be
fully realized without this healing.

POSITION, RACE, AND PLACE:
In order to do this work it is necessary that I go about situating myself as I
continue to negotiate the composite nature of my identity. A key mentor invested in the
work of Critical Race Theory, has asked me to produce this:
I am a border woman. I grew up between three cultures, the Trinidadian, the
African-American, and the Anglo (as a member of a dispersed/enslaved/colonized people
from the continent of Africa). I have been straddling the borders in my tongue, my skin,
and my consciousness all my life. My borders are my history and my now and my future
meeting and breaking apart all at once. It is not comfortable territory to live in, this place
of contradictions (inspired by Anzaldua, Preface).
Because I am a border woman, I am a counterstory. It is in the nature of the
periphery. I have the power to build community here among the margins of society; I can
challenge the perceived wisdom of those at society’s center; I can open new windows
into the reality of us here at the margins of society; I can teach others that by combining
elements from my story and the current broader reality, we can construct another world
that is richer than either me or the reality alone. I can provide a context to understand and
transform established belief systems (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p,156).
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Because I am a counterstory, at any given moment there is an intense dialogue
between myself, Steven Biko, John Dewey, Stokely Carmichael, Toni Morrison, and
Ngugi Wa Thiong’o:
Me: I have a challenging assignment. In effort to do the work that seeks further
understanding about the relationship between literacy and justice for my people, I have
been asked by a mentor to trace my journey as a human, a scholar, an educator, and a
student and consider how it has been racialized. What are the implications of this
racialization? How has it shaped my trajectory? I want to write this story in such a way
that both aesthetically and substantively captures the brokenness, the healing, and the
multiplicity that is characteristic of my people.
Steven Biko: Well, you know me. I write what I like.
Me: Lol.
John Dewey: Jamila, this journey is critical. Through it, you will come to a fuller
understanding of what it is that lies inside of you. You will be able to see how the
different strands of your unique existence can be instructive for you as an educator and as
a social being in general. Similar methods can be used for your students. It is always
crucial to connect the lived experiences of your pupils to the curriculum that you are
seeking to engage.
Steven Biko: With all due respect Mr. Dewey, there is something much more urgent at
stake here. Jamila, as a member of the African Diaspora, it is crucial that you recover and
celebrate parts of yourself that have been threatened by the racialization that you speak
of. “Even in a pluralistic society like ours, there are still some cultural traits that we can
boast of which have been able to withstand the process of deliberate bastardisation. These
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are aspects of the modern African culture—a culture that has used concepts from the
white world to expand on inherent characteristics” (Biko, 2002, p. 45).
Me: I feel you Steven. I really do. But I am not African. Not fully at least. I carry Africa
inside of me, and seek ways to recover and make it an integral part of my existence. I am
not American. I am not Trinidadian. I am suspended in the limbo of a Diaspora. This is
what I need to communicate somehow.
Ngugi Wa Thiong’o: Jamila, the act of decolonizing our minds is not just for the victims
of the colonial encounter. It is a process, much like the one you are taking now, to
consider how your existence has been constricted by the white supremacist ideologies
that have governed the last few centuries. But the process moves beyond that. The
process of unpacking and dismantling these forces is towards the possibility of multiple
centers. While it can be frustrating, the question of pluralism, of the multiplicity that you
mentioned, is still a very important one.
Stokely Carmichael: Do not be afraid of the power that is inside of you. This journey is
crucial. I am from Trinidad, but so much of my work was here, was it not? Because Black
Power transcends boundaries, Jamila. It is the power to assert ourselves, our rights, and
our value without the sanction of the white man. We are in the same struggle against the
same machine. I applaud the journey you are taking. Take a stand right in the midst of
where they think you are most broken, and show them that we are whole. When
unpacking how your journey has been racialized, find power in that, because they won’t
give you any.
John Dewey: Might we back up just a bit? What is racialization anyway?
Toni Morrison: Well John…

"

29"

“I have never lived, nor has any of us, in a world in which race did not matter. Such a
world, one free of racial hierarchy, is usually imagined or described as dreamscape…”
(Morrison, 1998, p. 3).
Omi and Winant’s (1994) work defines racialization as
the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified
relationship, social practice or group. Racialization is an ideological
process. A historically specific one. Racial ideology is constructed from
pre-existing conceptual elements and emerges from the struggles of
competing political projects and ideas seeking to articulate similar
elements differently (p. 18).
But beyond this very rigid definition is the impact, experience, and feel of racism that
pervade our social and historical realities. As an author, I am committed to the questions
and potential in challenging and bending the construction of race.
These questions, which have engaged so many, have troubled all of my
work. How to be both free and situated; how to convert a racist house into a
race-specific yet nonracist home. How to enunciate race while depriving it
of its lethal cling? They are questions of concept, of language, of trajectory,
of habitation, of occupation, and, although my engagement with them has
been fierce, fitful, and constantly (I think) evolving, they remain in my
thoughts as aesthetically and politically unresolved (Morrison, 1998, pp. 45).
Jamila, the idea is that you are continually being defined by a category that has been
carved out for you. Elusive as race is, it pervades the way that you read and are read. It
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quite literally has a hand in coloring your existence. But as you think about how this
construction has been acting upon your journey, I really want you to consider how your
presence, and the Africanist presence of our people, have been shaping the world that we
are negotiating today (Morrison Playing in the Dark). This is crucial Jamila. You are not
some object that has been broken and put together and twisted and healed. We are
subjects also. Quiet as it’s kept, the world as we know it is deeply colored by our
presence. When we seem most absent, look closer. We are here.
The border and the counterstory are marked by re-membering. These are the tools
that are essential to my navigation. When I speak of being a border woman, I am
speaking to the fact that I have made the decision to exist in a space much like what
Gloria Anzaldua refers to in her text, Borderlands: La Frontera, as the mestiza
consciousness. Referencing the theory of José Vasconcelos, Anzaldua (2007) writes,
Opposite the theory or the pure Aryan, and to the policy of racial purity,
that white America practices, his theory is one of inclusivity. At the
confluence of two or more genetic streams, with chromosomes constantly
‘crossing over,’ this mixture of races, rather than resulting in an inferior
being, provides hybrid progeny…From this racial, ideological, cultural,
and biological cross-pollinization, an ‘alien’ consciousness is presently in
the making—a new mestiza consciousness…It is a consciousness of the
borderlands (p. 99).
The conditions discussed in Anzaldua’s text are the emergent results of the violent
history behind the Texas-Mexican border and the hybridity of races, cultures, languages,
etc. that now exist because of it. Beyond the genetic element, this borderland
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consciousness is available in the identities, psyches, and overall existence of peoples that
have had similar inflictions carried out in the historico-political spheres of their world.
Being a member of the African Diaspora, a dispersion executed by colonialism,
enslavement, and other evils, the contention for myself, and others has been, how do we
exist in this gash apart from the pressure of conforming to white supremacist conceptions
of standards and normalcy?...
My name was not always Diaspora
But one day a man crashed against my shores
Have you ever been cut so deep that your children had sores?
Well, this man whipped out his sword
Carved a name in my chest
Sliced through my mountains
Pierced through my vallies
Then told me that I looked broken and he could fix me…
The new consciousness that Anzaldua asserts has been a central goal of my progression
as a human, a Christian, an academic activist, an educator, a student, a sister, and a
friend. I speak African-American Vernacular English, Trinidadian Broken English, and
Standard English, and I participate in all of these cultures. It is a contentious space,
fraught with the issues of hierarchy, internalized inferiority, and other baggage that
comes along with being a victim of the transatlantic slave trade. How to reconcile these
spaces, while maintaining an authentic identity that does not glory one aspect of myself
over the other (especially in a white supremacist world), has been a key struggle in my
scholarship, social, and occupational lives…
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I am from the pride of culture
But I am also from a scar of shame
Where I’m from our identities are noosed by the histories in our own last names
We dance in our gashes
And make wings from our mothers’ spines
It is ugly, and beautiful, hurtful, and healing all at the same time…
Thus far, I have been straddling these worlds as they function in my language, race, and
identity. According to Anzaldua (2007), “At some point, on our way to a new
consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the split between the two mortal
combatants somehow healed so that we are on both shores at once…” (p. 100). These
borders are a site of hurt and healing. Here, the goal is to create this gash into a third
space that is whole and valid all on its own…
I am from a gash the size of a Diaspora
We are wounds fighting to re-member our skin into existence
Re-membering is painful
But, still, we dance here in these borders with insistence…
In this racialized journey towards a new consciousness, I have found that to exist between
borders, it is essential that I continuously re-member myself.
…
…in these modern times
I’ve decided to take these lines that have
hacked through my histories
Pierced through my person
Carved through my cultures
Lacerated my languages
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Gashed places and left gaps
I’ve taken these lines and out of them I’ve made maps
Where we can trace our way to freedom
In the spaces of our new identities
New entities residing in the crossroads of our cuts
They think we be broken here
But I am where lines of histories intersect and run deep
I am where roots meet
And I am where routes meet
So…
There be freedom in my lines
Because I am a border woman, I am a counterstory. The DNA of history lives in the flesh
of my borders. There is incessant dialogue here in this place of friction and multiplicity.
So I am more than me. And every day me, and my people are contending with a fuzzy
history, while fighting for a clear future. We will re-member our skin into existence.
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IT TAKES A VILLAGE. IT TAKES A CHILD.
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This literature review is organized around three major questions:
1. What literature and studies have spoken to the ways that Black literacies are
socially situated?
2. How have Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, and
Reality Pedagogy informed the development of the Social Dimension of learning?
3. How has Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR), as a theory and a method,
navigated literacy and social justice?

I was seldom whipped by my old master, and suffered little from any thing else than
hunger and cold. I suffered much from hunger, but much more from cold. In hottest
summer and coldest winter, I was kept almost naked-no shoes, no stockings, no jacket, no
trousers, nothing on but a coarse tow linen shirt, reaching only to my knees. I had no
bed. I must have perished with cold, but that, the coldest nights, I used to steal a bag,
which was used for carrying corn to the mill. I would crawl into this bag, and there sleep
on the cold, damp, clay floor, with my head in and feet out. My feet have been so cracked
with the frost, that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes.

~Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass, 1845
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In the study of language in school pupils were made to scoff at the Negro dialect as some
peculiar possession of the Negro which they should despise rather than directed to study
the background of this language as a broken-down African tongue—in short to
understand their own linguistic history, which is certainly more important for them than
the study of French Phonetics or Historical Spanish Grammar.

~The Mis-Education of the Negro, Carter G. Woodson, 1933

When Frederick Douglass penned his own narrative of slavery and freedom, his
self-authorship served to disrupt the slave narrative tradition and the status quo in several
ways (Barrett, 1995). First, he resisted a key feature within the tradition that
foregrounded the voices of white abolitionists, who would typically write the dictated
texts of the (usually illiterate) enslaved, and/or include a letter of authenticity at the front
of the book for the white readership. Second, his rhetorical and linguistic dexterity
throughout the text left many white readers skeptical about whether a Black man could
produce such eloquence. In essence, Douglass’ authority over self and text was central to
his subjectivizing process of freedom.
The urgent connection between literacy and freedom for Douglass is emphasized
throughout his story, but his description of the indelible impact of slavery conditions on
his feet is arguably one the most compelling examples of this. As he articulates the
context—harsh winters where the enslaved were forced to sleep outside with barely any
clothes on—he conjures up the visceral imagery of brokenness in his cracked feet to paint
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a picture of how this context played out on his individual person. His next rhetorical
move—that of bringing together his pen with his gashes—illustrates how the intimacy of
literacy is enmeshed with his story of bondage and freedom. This iterative relationship
between pen and feet has resounding symbolic value that at once textualizes the body and
animates the text. What this imagery then affords us is the assertion that the social
context of slavery in Douglass’ time, embodied by his feet, was inextricably bound to his
literate identity, symbolized by his pen.
Just as Douglass’ literate identity was situated within the context of slavery and
was therefore, informed by this context, I turn to New Literacies Studies (NLS) for two
reasons:
1. To ask ‘what are the social, cultural, historical, and institutional contexts in
which Black literacies are situated?’
2. Because NLS attends to the ways in which a myriad of literacies (including
digital literacies and literacies embedded in popular culture) are tools that
mediate the identities of its users.
The strand of New Literacies Studies that embraces a sociocultural perspective argues
that literacy is socially situated, functioning in deep relationship with the society and
cultures it exists within (Gee, 1991; Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 1984).
This study functions within the epistemological posture of NLS, which resists traditional
cognitive conceptualizations of literacy in favor of this sociocultural understanding.
Rooted in this understanding, studies drawing on NLS focus on activity systems,
Discourses, discourse communities, cultures, communities of practice, etc. rather than
cognition (Gee,1990,1996,1997; Bizzell, 1992; Street, 1995a). In the stead of a rigid
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mental functioning approach to language, Gee (1989) argues for language use as an
identity kit, not limited to form, but saying(writing)-doing-being-valuing combinations or
Discourses that connect to the sociocultural perspective of social learning and mediation
(Vygotsky, 1978).
Because of these realities, we cannot afford to assume a simple binary between
Standard English and home discourses as we grow to understand the cultural richness
embedded in literacy practices (Street, 1993). Rather, the complex literate identities of
students exist as multilayered and closely knit with their social, domestic, and historical
identities (Fisher, 2008). To focus on these multiple layers is to actively engage the
identities of students as central to their literacy practices, and to also critically engage the
social realities bearing upon their spaces of learning. According to Street (1993),
“Literacy practices are aspects not only of ‘culture’ but also of power structures. The very
emphasis on the ‘neutrality’ and ‘autonomy’ of literacy by writers such as Goody, Olson,
and Ong is itself ‘ideological’ in the sense of disguising this power dimension” (p. 7).
Richardson (2003) resists the idea of Standard English instruction as neutral and divorced
from the social context of racism for Black students:
This is what I call the devoicing and disempowerment of African
American students…Students want to learn standardized American
English conventions, and to become skilled rhetors, but these are often
presented as neutral practices, isolated from the history of power relations
and the politics of literacy. Consequently, most African American
Vernacular English speaking students become further indoctrinated in the
precepts of White dominant discourse in the process (p. 2).
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For Black students negotiating this sociohistorical moment where the disposability of
Black lives runs as high in our justice system as they do in our classrooms, attention to
this Social Dimension of learning is urgent and essential (Haddix & Sealey-Ruiz, 2012).
The social situating of Black literacies reveals that a long Diasporic history of policing
and subjugating Black bodies runs parallel to a long Diasporic history of policing and
subjugating Black languages. Various studies and literature address this social context of
Black literacy.
The field of Black linguistics speaks to the ways that present-day Black literacy
practices are socially situated. United by four main principles7, Black linguists
throughout the African Diaspora agree that, “All [Black languages] exist in social
contexts of white supremacy and resource expropriation characteristic of neoimperialism
and internalized oppression” (Makoni, et. al., 2003). These linguists argue that an
imperialistic racist history against Black lives is evidenced by language ideology8, which
situates Black language as delinquent and deficient in the face of standard forms. That
these ideas are socially reproduced on the classroom level is no news at all. RoyCampbell (2003) writes,
In most African countries, the language of education is a contentious
issue. English, French, or Portuguese, each a remnant of the colonial
legacy, remain steadfast as the dominant language of instruction for many
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
7

1. “Membership in or life experience with the communities whose languages we research and analyze; 2.
Use of an ideological orientation designed to analyze and expose the workings of ideology in research on,
about, and for Black languages; 3. Race as a defining feature of our linguistic autobiographies as Black
languages scholars; 4. Analysis of language as social practice with a keen eye/ear attuned to its
sociohistory, changes and continuities in the ‘categories of thought,’ and the historiography of linguistic
analyses of Black languages at different historical periods” (Makoni, et. al., 2003).

8

“An often subconscious deeply rooted set of beliefs about the way language is used and is supposed to be”
(Winford, 2003, p. 22).
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countries in Africa. Despite the overwhelming evidence that the use of
these foreign languages negatively impacts the acquisition of school
knowledge by the vast majority of African students, throughout most
African countries the foreign languages continue to be afforded
dominance in the educational sphere (p. 83).
The dismissal of these Black African languages in favor of languages with deep imperial
histories renders the social situation of Black languages deeply oppressive for its users.
This social reproduction also exists in American classrooms, where the cultural biases
towards Black varieties of English are felt by students (Richardson, 2003).
Further, the historical disregard and denigration of Black literacy practices in
America (Woodson, 1933; Gates, 1988; Smitherman, 1977; Gilyard, 1991; Delpit, 2002;
Richardson, 2003; Fisher, 2007; Kirkland, 2010) is connected to America’s history of
chattel slavery. Smitherman (1977) writes, “Black Dialect is an Africanized form of
English reflecting Black America’s linguistic-cultural African heritage and conditions of
servitude, oppression and life in America. Black Language is Euro-American speech with
an Afro-American meaning, nuance, tone, and gesture” (p. 2). That is, “African American
Vernacular English is…a part of the culture of African American survival and
development from slaveship to scholarship” (Richardson, 2003, p. 10). According to
Richardson,
When race became the sole determinant of enslavement, the lives of Black
people in the colonies were governed by slave codes denying them any
rights. Black survival voices are tied to these experiences of subordination,
dominance, cultural memories of Africa, and the desire to be free. These
experiences are also factors in the double and multiple consciousnesses
characteristic of the linguistic and cultural development of many African
Americans. The world of freedom or the interior world of Africans, in
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which they sheltered their African ways of knowing, helped them to
survive (p. 37).
If language is a social practice, and not just a cognitive one, to contend with the site of
language is to contend with these social realities and histories of oppression.
Literature around Hip Hop Pedagogy also reveals much about how Black
literacies are socially situated. As a Black cultural production, the trajectory of Hip Hop
is saturated with Black literacy practices stemming from West African languages to
Africanized English and evolving creolizations (Alim, 2011; Hall, 2011; Kirkland, 2013).
In the face of conventional education ideology, the language of Hip Hop culture has long
been disregarded and stigmatized as violent, immoral, and illiterate (Alim, 2011; Morrell
& Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Van Orman and Lyiscott, 2013). These attitudes reflect a
violent sociocultural context that continues to devalue Blackness on every front.
While it is crucial to understand the social stigma attached to Black literacy
practices, it is equally important to acknowledge its profound value in the face of this
stigma. Author and scholar Ngugi Wa Thiong’o (2003) writes, “It is not that Black
languages are incapable of expressing the modern universe, but there have to be workers
in ideas who are expanding the possibilities of those languages in that and other
directions.” From Black linguistics to Hip Hop Education studies, scholars have
undertaken work that asserts the rhetorical and linguistic potency of Black literacy
practices and its transformative potential when meaningfully engaged in the classroom.
In their groundbreaking work, Articulate While Black (2012), Alim and
Smitherman delineate and analyze President Obama’s Black literacy practices. They site
the famous example of President Obama’s use of Black language on Youtube: “In this
clip, Barack Obama is seen interacting with a Black cashier. When offered his change, he
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declined with the statement, ‘Nah, we straight.’ While this may seem like a simple
phrase, in these three words we have three different linguistic features that are aspects of
Black language” (p. 7). Their linguistic analysis of this short phrase illuminates its
connection to West African language and to present-day youth culture and they go on
throughout the work to argue that President Obama’s ability to move in and out of Black
literacy practices was central to his 2008 campaign. In addition to this, the work of Hip
Hop Education argues for the criticality and dexterity available within Hip Hop lyricism
and culture (Alim, 2011; Kelly, 2013; Kirkland, 2013).

2. How have various critical pedagogy efforts informed the development of the
Social Dimension of learning?
In the face of schooling that continues the violence’s of marginalizing and
policing communities of color, there have been ever-evolving efforts to utilize the
cultural wealth of students; to conceptualize the engagement of multiple ways of
knowing; and to regard the needs of students as central to pedagogical processes (Emdin,
2010; Fisher, 2008; Gay, 2010; Hill, 2009; Kinloch, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1995;
McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz, 2011; Morrell and Duncan-Andrade, 2004; Paris, 2012;
Sealey-Ruiz and Greene, 2011b; Yosso 2008). These theoretical and instructional
approaches are united in their expansion of Critical Theory and Critical Pedgagogies
(Freire, 1968) in a myriad of ways. They each view learning at the intersections of
disrupting conventional academic norms, developing critical consciousness, and pursing
educational justice for marginalized communities. Necessarily, this work of pursuing
educational justice has involved attention to the Social Dimension of learning
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(Schoenbach et. al., 1999), which attends to the social realities inside of the classroom, as
well as larger social realities bearing down on the classroom space as central to the
acquisition of knowledge.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) asserts that content instruction is enhanced
when educators take the cultural backgrounds of students into consideration (LadsonBillings, 1995). CRP argues that the danger of thinking of instruction as culturally neutral
limits the potential of marginalized groups to become deeply engaged in content. The
incorporation of their cultural backgrounds in connection with content however, offers a
safer space for students to become deeper invested in schoolwork (Howard, 2003;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Young, 2010). Ladson-Billings’ approach requires teachers to
work on the Social Dimension of learning to create relevant classrooms for students
through the acknowledgment of classroom instruction as culturally laden, and the
subsequent work that matches home and community cultures in the classroom for
students of color. This demands that curriculum development and execution draw on the
cultures of students and address the sociopolitical dynamics of diversity in education.
Seventeen years after the development of CRP, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
(CSP) contends that the theory and various applications of CRP over the years must go
further in order to “ensure the valuing and maintenance of our multiethnic and
multilingual society” (Paris, 2012). Paris draws on a corpus of research and practices to
argue that cultural and linguistic pluralism have not been sustained within in-school
classroom spaces that claim to be enacting CRP and that the term “relevant” (and its
offshoot, “responsive”9) do not capture the true aims of pluralistic classrooms. Even as
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
9

(Gay, 2010)
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this pedagogical approach diverges from CRP, attention to the Social Dimension of
learning is central to its goals. Essentially, the goals of CSP are to “support young people
in sustaining the cultural and linguistic competence of their communities while
simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence” (Paris, 2012). Like
CRP, attention to the Social Dimension in CSP means acknowledging the cultural
diversity of students as useful for instruction, but also involves strategies for developing
and sustaining those diverse backgrounds alongside the development of academic
knowledge and literacies.
Reality Pedagogy (RP) builds on Critical Pedagogy and Culturally Relevant
Pedagogy to develop consciousness and awareness of sociopolitical factors while
understanding the realities of students as unique in each respective classroom (Emdin,
2011). The enactment of this pedagogical approach involves distinct attention to the
Social Dimension of learning. This is exemplified in the 5 C’s of RP—Cogenerative
Dialogue, Coteaching, Cosmopolitanism, Context, and Content—which come together to
enhance the teaching and learning experiences of students and educators. For example,
drawing on aspects of hip-hop and youth culture that heavily influences urban Black
youth, Emdin describes how “Cogenerative Dialogue” takes its structure from Hip Hop
cyphers. Better reflecting the historical and cultural realities of Black urban students in
the classroom, this approach enhances the Social Dimension of learning by reshaping the
classroom milieu. Other aspects of RP such as “Coteaching” create a safer social context
for students by challenging the traditional in-school classroom binary of teacher as
authority and student as subordinate; “Cosmopolitanism” meaningfully invests students
in the classroom space by attending to the social structure of the classroom to feel like a
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more familial space of accountability and collective responsibility; and “Context” brings
direct attention to the social realities of students outside of school and invites those
realities into the construction of the school space. All of these set the stage for “Content,”
which is only effectively taught after the Social Dimension of the learning is intentionally
cultivated.
3.

How has Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR), as a theory and a
method, navigated literacy and social justice?
Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) finds its roots in Participatory

Action Research (PAR). The history of PAR is marked by efforts to validate and create
spaces for the production of knowledge by and with members who are indigenous to their
respective communities, as opposed to more traditional methods that rely on the
“objectivity” and “expertise” of university-sanctioned researchers. Fine et al (2001) write,
At root, participatory research recognizes what Antonio Gramsci
described from a prison cell in Italy, the intellectual and political power of
“organic intellectuals” from whom counter hegemonic notions derive,
whose lives are deeply grounded in class struggles. Herein lies the
fundamental challenge to what Habermas called ‘scientism’ or what Hohn
Gaventa called ‘official knowledge’ as the sole legitimate claim to truth
(p. 4).
Emerging from Critical Theory perspectives, PAR serves as both a theory and a method
to move marginalized knowledges from the fringe to the forefront (Cohran-Smith and
Lytle, 1992). It is a radical effort to take inquiry-based knowledge production out of the
sole hands of academic institutions, and place them into the hands of people on the
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ground, who live and breathe and feel within the contexts being researched. The
knowledge of the academy has long been favored over the knowledge of organic
intellectuals who, inevitably have a far more authentic knowledge-base that is ripe with
possibility for informing research efforts that seek to analyze and respond to social ills.
The social justice orientation of (Y)PAR is rooted in this. PAR, and particularly,
YPAR,seek to create spaces to engage and develop these sequestered voices in rigorous
research methods towards the goal of transforming the policies, structures, and people
who drive these inequities.
The work of PAR focuses on teachers as researchers of their own domains. In a
1992 article Cochran-Smith and Lytle argue for teacher research in schools:
Teacher research provides rich data about classroom life, reveals what
teachers regard as seminal issues about learning and the cultures of
teaching and provides rich classroom cases that are often more powerful
and memorable influences on teachers’ decision making than are
conventional research findings in the form of rules and generalizations (p.
301).
They make the case that the active participation, relevant questions, and genuine
experiences of classroom teachers should be moved to the forefront of teacher education
efforts and away from the fringes of academic thought. Such communities would serve as
spaces for educators to collaborate and collectively analyze the domains of their
classrooms, schools, and communities through ongoing dialogue, reflection, and research.
This active participation by teachers in the research process has the potential to address
issues of Teacher isolation, Occupational Socialization, The Knowledge Base for
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Teaching, and The Reputation of Educational Research10 (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 301304).
The social justice stance of (Y)PAR is found in its rigorous attention to the Social
Dimension of learning. That is, as a theory and a method, it requires strategies for
creating safe educational spaces, for challenging conventional norms in education, and
for addressing the social realities where the respective learning spaces of participatingresearchers are situated. With an intentional focus on collaborative spaces for
investigation, (Y)PAR centers indigenous knowledges and draws on the cultural wealth
of all participating-researchers (McIntyre, 2000). In (Y)PAR, this communal work leads
to the development of social action. Three principles guide most YPAR projects:
1) The collective investigation of a problem
2) The reliance on indigenous knowledge to better understand that
problem
3) The desire to take individual and/or collective action to deal with the
stated problem.
These aims are achieved through collective investigation, education, and
action throughout the research process (McIntyre, 2000).
Studies using YPAR as a framework have revealed its unique potential to serve as
a space that develops the critical meta-awareness of participants. For example, one YPAR
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
10

1) Teacher isolation: teachers often feel isolated in their classrooms with little room for learning from
and building with other educators, 2) Occupational Socialization: the unspoken understanding that asking
questions and being uncertain as a teacher will be read by your colleagues and administration as a sign of
inexperience and inadequacy, 3) The Knowledge Base for Teaching: the need for a knowledge base for
teaching that is generated by teachers in a participatory way in the field as opposed to university-based
researchers in effort to validate and professionalize the status of the teacher (who is often relegated as a
passive consumer of university knowledge), 4) The Reputation of Educational Research: the general
tentativeness that teachers typically have towards embracing educational research that has long blamed
them for the ills of our educational system (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1992, p. 301-304)
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study demonstrates how the critical meta-awareness of students and teachers were
broadened through creative and interactive activities that contribute to further
understanding of how they make meaning of community (McIntyre, 2000). Following a
community photography exhibit to showcase the environmental issues within their
communities, students had a discussion about the issue. One student expressed his
frustration,
Chesterfield: A lot of people make comments about [the city], like ‘I don’t
want to go here. The school is bad and then inside looks like a mess.’ I’m
disappointed that people dissin’ us and they don’t believe that our
community is good, and…it’s like saying that we don’t have a chance to
prove ourselves (p. 147).
McIntyre argues that through engagement in creative activities that foster
reflection on themselves and their communities, and theorizing about potential
possibilities for action, students are engaged in the first steps of youth-led efforts to
transform their home and school communities (p. 148). As they broaden their criticalmeta awareness of the realities surrounding them, they create plans of action that are
inspired by hope in their potential to affect change in their world. Further, their stories,
perspectives and indigenous knowledge offers profound insight into the most urgent
needs and issues to be addressed by their teachers. Several other (Y)PAR studies
demonstrate its capacity to increase awareness in students (Bogdan and Biklen, 2003;
Fine et. al., 2001; Kemmis and Robin McTaggart. 2007; Morrell, 2006; Schensul and
Berg, 2004) as central to the educational justice process, but few have explored the
possibilities of using such a framework to develop the literate identities of students.
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As an epistemological orientation aimed at the co-investigation and construction
of new knowledge from organic spaces, how this knowledge is authored and read seems
central to the aims of YPAR, yet there has not been much research that explicitly
explores the literate identities that participating-researchers bring with them to YPAR
work. One study that does undertake this direction does so with the stance that “only an
empowered, engaged and literate citizenry can form the foundation of an equitable and
inclusive society” (Morrell, 2006, p. 1). In his work, Morrell traces the roots of PAR to
Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1970) who “fundamentally believed that any meaningful
social transformation would only occur in conjunction with everyday people” (p. 6). He
continues elsewhere,
The participatory action research in almost all cases intended to inspire
multiple transformative outcomes including individual development and
social action. This intention is important when considering its potential
role in literacy education, particularly when students and teachers are
positioned as researchers (p. 7).
Morrell delineates the multilayered literacy practices engaged by students in his review of
YPAR studies. Reading and analyzing research documents, developing research
questions and designing their studies demonstrate how the academic literacy (Morrell,
2004) of students using YPAR was exercised. Further, students drafted formal reports
and presentations to public officials, engaging other genres of literacy for their work
(Morrell, 2006). In later work, Morrell (2008) outlines a YPAR seminar where the
development of academic literacy in students through community-based praxis-oriented
research was a primary goal. This work indeed engaged the knowledge, literacies, and
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cultural wealth of participating-researchers towards this goal, demonstrating the capacity
for YPAR to serve as a space that both develops the critical meta-awareness of
participants as well as their complex literate identities.

Conclusion
Through my review of literature, I found that literacy is a socially situated social
practice where attention to Black literacies requires attention the sociopolitical and
cultural realities of the Black lives who use them; that conceptual and concrete efforts
towards educational justice through Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, Culturally Sustaining
Pedagogy, and Reality Pedagogy target the development of the Social Dimension through
inclusion, sustained cultural diversity, and pluralism within the classroom; and that
YPAR is a social justice oriented framework and method that has the potential to develop
critical consciousness and meta-awareness, draw on cultural wealth, and develop
academic literacy.
The following study seeks to build on Morrell’s work of weaving in the literate
identities of students as central to their YPAR process. I also seek to explore the
possibilities of an out-of-school space to more closely achieve the aims of Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, and Reality Pedagogy (i.e. when not
constrained by in-school realities). Lastly, this study explores the relationship between
race and literacy for research participants whose literacies and bodies are socially and
culturally situated within a historical and present-day climate that regards Black lives as
inferior and disposable. Implications from this study are relevant for formal in-school
classroom spaces, where the average student spends 13,000 hours learning and building
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with teachers; for school administrators and superintendents who acknowledge the crucial
necessity of Professional Development and reform in the areas of racial justice, literacy,
and diversity; for out-of-school classrooms and community spaces that are committed to
the work of supplementing traditional learning spaces that often do more harm than good
to Black students; and for practitioners within the field of qualitative inquiry who seek to
continuously decolonize and humanize the work of social scientists.
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THIS IS HOW WE DO IT!
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“As ethnographers, we employ theory at several levels in our analysis: to articulate and
identify hidden forces and ambiguities that operate beneath appearances; to guide
judgments and evaluations emanating from our discontent; to direct our attention to
critical expressions within different interpretive communities relative to their unique
symbol systems, customs, and codes; to demystify the ubiquity and magnitude of power;
to provide insight and inspire acts of justice; and to name and analyze what is intuitively
felt”
—Soyini Madison, Critical Ethnography: Method, Ethics, and Performance

“The ethnographer who peers into the cultural domain must witness and, at another
level, becomes a part of (as opposed to apart from) the relationship between literacy and
identity…”
—David E. Kirkland, “Why I Study Culture, and Why it Matters”

The purpose of this study is to explore the possibilities of an educational setting
where Black youth are within a culturally sustaining environment (Paris, 2012) while
engaged in the subjectivizing work of developing their consciousness through action and
reflection (Freire, 1968). This critical ethnography was designed to capture and analyze
moments that demonstrate the negotiation of Black literate identities, the development of
critical meta-awareness, and the development of social consciousness in Black students
within a culturally sustaining participatory community of practice. Employing a cultural
studies epistemology that draws on Critical Theory and Black linguistics, I acknowledge
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the enmeshed relationship between racial injustice and literacy education for Black
students. I do this to highlight a history of colonial and imperial violences that have
effectively subjugated Black bodies through the subjugation of Black languages and
literacies. I do this also to argue for the urgency of sustaining Black literacy practices,
and by extension, Black cultural practices within spaces of education as integral to the
aims of educational justice. My rationale for choosing participatory action work as a site
of possibility for this analysis emerges from findings in a previous pilot study and my
review of literature. The following explains which research traditions I have chosen to
draw from for my methodological approaches.
As my research inquiries emerged and evolved into questions that sought a deeper
understanding of the ideologically saturated social settings that Black lives navigate, I
found qualitative research traditions to be most suitable for my work. Whereas
quantitative research investigates relationships and studies cause and effect, qualitative
research is a search for meaning. That is, qualitative studies seek an emic understanding
of a respective social setting or behavior in people (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012).
Effective qualitative research aims to make implicit knowledge explicit; to acknowledge
the interactive nature of research components with each other as well as with the
researcher; allows for and plans for the iterative realities of research as opposed to being
bound to a linear process; and draws on imagination to bring research to life (Luttrell,
2010).
As a qualitative researcher, I acknowledge the relationship between my work and
the knowledge claims that I bring with me into this study. Namely, my work utilizes a
Critical Theory lens from which I have made decisions about the most appropriate
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methodological approaches for this study. Critical theorists view research as political and
believe that social relations, however normalized, are all influenced by power relations,
however invisible (Apple, 1990; Bodkin and Biklen, 1998; Carspecken, 1996; Kincheloe
and McLaren, 1998). Additionally, critical theorists believe that research is informed by
theoretical conceptions about humanity carried by the researcher and that research should
contain an integral social action plan to change the social realities of research participants
(Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012).
Several techniques are used toward the aims of enacting Critical Theory. This
study employs Critical Ethnography. Critical ethnography is used to describe and study
cultural and social realities and is centered on the responsibility of responding to injustice
(Madison, 2005). A critical ethnography of education then, captures and analyzes the
cultures of educational practices in relationship to dynamics of power with the goal of
responding to revealed social ills (Carspecken, 1996; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). The
critical ethnographer of education is committed to fieldwork in educational spaces and
employs empirical methodologies as foundational to inquiry about social ills and
articulation of social possibilities (Soyini, 2005).

Research Design:
The fundamental Western philosophy articulated by René Descartes, “I think therefore I
am,” stands in direct opposition to a community-oriented axiology revealed to us
historically in West African and South African literature and traditions, which views
individual mobility and actualization as inextricably bound to collective community.
Such a way of knowing is conveyed in the African concept of “ubuntu,” meaning ‘I am
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because we are.’ It is within this tradition of viewing individual ingenuity as subordinate
to human connection that I situate myself within Luttrell’s Reflexive Model of Research
Design (Luttrell, 2009, p. 161). In a move away from Maxwell’s Interactive Model of
Research design, which centers research questions, Luttrell’s model “emphasizes
reflexivity as the centerpiece of qualitative research design and process. Thus, the model
makes visible the central role that research relationships play. Negotiating and
representing research relationships—what and how we learn with and about others and
ourselves—is at the heart of the research journey” (Luttrell, 2009, p. 160). The social and
mediating qualities of the living literacies that I have been immersed in throughout my
own literate journey and throughout my time working with Black youth in different
capacities, have made it impossible for me to neatly tease myself out from the way that
we read and write each other into the world through language and practice (Vygotsky,
1978; 1981). Drawing heavily from Luttrell’s model, my study centered these
relationships and positioned my research goals, research questions, knowledge
frameworks, inquiry frameworks, and validity strategies as iterative with these
relationships. This design allowed for flexibility, fluidity, and honest reflection
throughout my research journey.
The words
They broke
Like a promise
They broke me open
And I kept them
Like a secret
And in the freshness of my open
I put more words
They were salve
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To my scars
So I mixed them with the sinew
Of my spirit
Can you hear the breaking
And the building
Of my flesh?
I healed where the words broke
I broke where the words healed
And I found me
All open
Not broken
Just open
Except for the places
Where the words kept me
Like a secret
All that was left broken
Was the cacophony of my cocoon
Because I did not live there
Anymore
RESEARCH QUESTIONS:
1. How are students who identify as Black11 negotiating their racial identities through the
prism of literacy12 in a Youth Participatory Action Space?
2. How are Black literacies leveraged to broaden critical meta-awareness and social
action within an out-of-school Youth Participatory Action Research space?

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
11

I choose “black” as opposed to African-American because I view the issue of literacy and educational
justice as Diaspora-wide and as racial as opposed to ethnic. Although the problems manifest themselves
differently throughout the Diaspora, I am focusing on a racialized understanding of the phenomena
undertaken in this study.

12

The parameters for self-identification remain broad, as I am most interested in students who perceive
themselves as black and therefore move through society with a particular lens.
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RESEARCH SETTING:

Youth Research and Social Justice Freestyle Board

Emcee Fire13: …Yes, I got BARS and by the time we’re done each and every one of you
will have bars too.
[students shuffle nervously]
Emcee Fire: Aiight, so let’s start like this. I’m gonna kick a freestyle for ya’ll using
words that you feed me. Uhhh…let me pull up this J Dilla track. What I need is for
everyone to shout out some words, any words…
[students shout out words]: “Cake,” “audacity,” “authenticity,” “abhor,” “lethargy,”
“lamented,” “ambiguous”

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
13

Pseudonym
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Emcee Fire: Wooooow! Ya’ll wildin’14. I’m over here lookin’ for “cat” and “dog,” but
ya’ll breaking out the big guns. I see you. I got this though because I love being
challenged.
[Emcee Fire kicks freestyle using each word]
[Students and facilitators erupt into applause]
As a graduate research fellow I work under the auspices of Dr. Ernest Morrell in
an educational institute for urban marginalized people. Here I designed the Youth
Research and Social Justice program in 2012 based on my research of a growing youth
critical research council on the west coast and based on findings from a pilot study I
conducted in 2011. In the program’s first iteration, I sought to collaborate with other
programmatic and research efforts within the institute and design a curriculum to
integrate YPAR into each of our programs. As well intentioned as this was, it proved to
be an overly ambitious task. Varying schedules between facilitators (who were also
graduate students) and youth of each respective program made it virtually impossible for
us to find a consistent rhythm where meaningful collaboration could occur. In light of
this, I decided to hold a youth summit at the end of the semester where the youth of each
program could come together to showcase their work for each other and engage in critical
dialogue about the elements that brought them together—youth voice through spoken
word, hip hop, digital literacies, and youth research for social justice.
Building on feedback and personal reflection from the youth summit, I changed
direction for the second iteration of the Youth Research and Social Justice program. At
this point, Dr. Morrell tasked me with three things for the evolution of the program:
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
14

AAVE (Verb): To act crazy (most times used playfully)
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1. To develop a sustainable curricular and programmatic plan for the program
2. To develop a literature review and subsequent research inquiries for New
Literacies Studies and Youth Participatory Action Research
3. To find or create an online platform for collaboration with the west coast youth
research council work
In addition to these goals, I began working in partnership with a post-doctoral fellow
from the institute whose research explored questions of multiple literacies in students and
teacher-preparation programs. Together we decided that moving forward, we would
develop and implement curriculum in Youth Research and Social Justice afterschool
workshops that engaged students in New Literacies and YPAR work. From this we saw
many possibilities, including the development of our respective praxes as we both
engaged in ongoing inquiry, action, and reflection for our work. For this new direction
we connected with a nearby high school and were allowed to teach this workshop on the
high school campus as an afterschool elective. Our curriculum for this included digital
literacy projects, academic literacy development, hip-hop writing, guest spoken word
teaching artists, and a culminating social action project. At the end of each semester we
brought our youth together with the youth of the programs previously mentioned, for a
youth summit where they were able to share their work.
After two semesters of this, from Fall 2012-Spring 2013, Linda15 and I processed
and reflected on the challenges and triumphs we had experienced up to that point. We
then decided that holding the workshop on the campus of the high school was
undercutting our goal of intentionally transgressing academic norms in the service of
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
15

Pseudonym for my Youth Research and Social Justice partner
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educational justice. In order to create a context for critical participation where we could
honor the liberating pedagogies undergirding our curricular strategies (i.e. breaking the
power dynamic between teacher and student; utilizing non-standard forms of language;
cultivating safe space for open dialogue), we felt it necessary to change the site of the
workshop. We moved the workshop onto the college campus and into the institute. Here
we felt that the scholarly atmosphere would offer a sense of validation to students for
their work, and that we could more effectively attend to the social dimension of learning
by taking students away from their high school space where they were immersed in
traditional schooling strategies throughout the day. Our decision proved to be successful.
From Fall 2013-Spring 2014 we had higher retention and feedback that reflected our
hypotheses about changing the location of the workshop.
The last shift in the Youth Research and Social Justice program occurred in the
Fall of 2014. As a spoken word artist, I had undertaken the bulk of hip-hop and spoken
word writing instruction thus far. Additionally, my work with a youth digital media team
in an outside community-based organization equipped me to facilitate the digital literacy
components of our curriculum up to this point. In effort to create a more culturally
sustaining environment, where non-standard literacies were not only being engaged, but
also cultivated on deep levels, I decided to invite emcee Fire to co-facilitate the Fall 2014
semester of workshops. Additionally, we opened up the workshop to the public, using
social media and direct relationships to invite youth between the ages of 14-21.
My immersion in the Youth Research and Social Justice space as a participant,
facilitator, and co-investigator with students created it as an ideal context for my
ethnography for several key reasons: 1. My role in the space afforded me with
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opportunities to build strong relationships with research participants; 2. The intentional
cultivation of the social dimension within this program reflects my theoretical and
experiential orientations about the best kind of space for truly liberating education; 3. The
previous two reasons created fruitful avenues for accessing an emic understanding of
research participants in the space. The following describes the aims, principles, and tenets
that undergird the Youth Research and Social Justice program as it stands today.

Youth Research and Justice Program:
“Next week we need some hummus and pita chips! You tryna kill us Jamila!”
“Nah. I like me some cookies. Keep bringin’ these cookies.”
“It’s Friday ya’ll. Can we take a break and have some cookies on a Friday?”
“You know what, next week I’m bringin’ in celery sticks. No dressing, no nothin’, just
plain celery sticks.’

On an average day in the Youth Research and Justice program, you will enter the
room to the sound of politically conscious underground hip hop bumpin’ out of emcee
Fire’s laptop, followed by some variation of the above informal debate about how
(un)healthy the snacks I brought in for the week are, as everyone munches away. As a
ritual, each of us do a quick check-in each week about our lives outside of our time
together, and then move on to the topic of the day. Most sessions begin with a handout of
hip-hop lyrics from either myself or emcee Fire. This is our springboard for situating our
day’s work of critical literacy and critical research…
“What lines stand out to you in the piece?”
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“What kind of social critique is coming from this artist? Can we understand that without
some social context from the artist’s reality?”
Our questions help us to dig, reflect, and understand the meaning within the given text in
our efforts to be in conversation with it. From here, emcee Fire gives instruction about
the critical content of the text, but also about the rhythmic and linguistic choices, and
prompts us all to try out the respective writing style in our journals. When it is my time to
facilitate, I help student-researchers connect the dialogue around the hip-hop text to the
academic research skills that we have been learning together…
“In the same way that you have to unpack the context that this hip-hop artist is speaking
from, we read scholarly texts with questions about conceptual framing. And when we
produce our own work, we have to be clear about the context that we are coming at it
with”
“When our schools and communities are researched for changes in policy or reform,
they’re looking for what problems exist right? And most of the time, we’re the problem
in their eyes. You see how this artist is articulating the struggle? How would the
problems in your school and community sound different if it came from you instead of
someone who is not even from there?”
The Youth Research and Justice program finds its roots in a west coast council of
youth research. Utilizing a Youth Participatory Action Research model (YPAR) this
collective of youth advocates engage in academic research alongside graduate students of
education, present at national conferences, and engage in community projects to expose
the injustices embedded in our school system and communities. We are rooted in several
key convictions:
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1. That youth leadership and empowerment is essential to any true
educational/societal justice design
2. That cultivating a space for educators to participate in action research with
students is crucial for creating an anti-hegemonic knowledge-base
3. That students’ community cultural wealth must be engaged and affirmed within
any environment of true education
4. That the YPAR process, the questions, and knowledge produced here must be put
into conversation with university-based research to inform teacher education
programs
5. That true education is situated within a reciprocal relationship between the
community, the classroom, and the university
6. That hip hop, spoken word, and digital literacies/pedagogies are valid, powerful,
culturally relevant ways of knowing for the 21st century student
The efforts of the Youth Research and Justice program have been dedicated to centering
the cultures, languages, and literacies of youth as central to transgressing normalized
schooling practices in the service of educational justice. Now in its third year, the Youth
Research and Social Justice program has maintained a three-pronged approach to this
work:
1. The program provides YPAR workshops for a cohort of youth each semester
2. Twice per year (January and June) The program brings together likeminded youth
and adult allies from across the NYC area for summits, dialogue, and
collaboration around the tenets and potential of YPAR, hip-hop, spoken word, and
digital literacy. Workshop participants showcase their work at these events.

"

65"

3. Ongoing qualitative research of this developing program takes place around
questions of teacher education, multiple literacies, racial and linguistic identities,
and social justice education16.
Below is an outline of the curriculum planning for the Fall 2014 Youth Research
and Social Justice Workshop:
The vision for this workshop is for participants to simultaneously explore and acquire the
skills of academic research and hip hop writing from a social justice perspective.
Participants will work with emcee Fire to learn the social justice tenets of hip-hop,
critically analyze a myriad of hip-hop artists and learn the skills of hip-hop writing.
Students will work with graduate research assistant Jamila, to learn YPAR history and
strategies in connection with the hip-hop work that they are doing. The envisioned
trajectory is as follows:
1. Students are introduced to the goals of the workshop
2. Students are introduced to the social justice tenets of hip-hop
3. Students are introduced to hip-hop content from a critical perspective
4. Students are trained in various skills of hip-hop analysis and writing
5. Students develop problem statements out of what they have been exploring
6. Students develop research design as they continue to be trained in hip-hop skills (i.e.
research questions, mission, vision, goals, research strategies)
7. Students imagine what collecting, analyzing, and presenting research looks like from a
hip-hop perspective
8. Students conduct research
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
16

The program involves one pre-service teacher a semester and focuses on the cultivation of New Literacy
skills, in part, for these ongoing inquiries.
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9. Students create multimedia presentations of their research , utilizing hip-hop as a key
element of showcasing their work
10. Students are prepared to present at the annual hip-hop youth summit

Date

Facilitator

Topic

Learning Goals

Week

Emcee Fire

Intros, overview, consent

•

1:

& Jamila

forms technical introductions

Students will know what skills they will
develop and what content they will
explore

•

Students will know what YPAR is and
the nature of the

•

research/social action they are
committing to

•

Students will be introduced to technical
basics (rhythm, harmony, rhyme) of
rapping

Week

Emcee Fire

Emcee Fire: What is

2:

Full Day

freestyle? What are the

•

Students will be introduced to origin of
freestyle

mechanics of rap? How do we

•

freestyle? What is it purpose?
What is improvisation?

Students will develop technical rhyme
writing skill

•

students will practice rhyme saying
skills

Week

Emcee Fire

Emcee Fire: How do we tell

3:

(4:30-5:30)

our story through music?

Jamila (5:30-

How does the oral tradition

"

•

Vocabulary booster

•

Students will understand the features and
tentes of YPAR
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•

Students will explore examples of youth

6:30)

operate as a tool for activism?

engaged in YPAR
•

Jamila: What is YPAR and
how can we use it in

tradition of hip hop
•

connection with hip-hop?
Week

Linda (4:30-

Linda: Creating a problem

4:

5:30)

statement and research

Emcee Fire

question

(5:30-6:30)

Emcee Fire: Students will

Students will be exposed to the folk

Students will see examples of music as a
revolutionary tool

•

Students will create problem statements,
vision, mission, and research questions

•

Students will continue skill games

continue skill/vocabulary
boosting
Week

Emcee Fire

How do we incorporate our

•

Students will develop first raps

5:

Full Day

art skills with our content

•

Students will continue vocabulary

What is performance and

boosting

presence?

Week

Jamila (4:30-

6:

5:30)

Designing your research

•

Students will create research design

•

Students will be prepared to conduct

Emcee Fire

research

(5:30-6:30)
Week

Emcee Fire

How do we craft

7:

Full Day

performance?
How do we present and create
presence?

Week

Jamila (4:30-

Emcee Fire: edit drafts
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Students will bring in all collected data

8:

6:30)

Jamila: Analyzing Data

•

Emcee Fire

Students will learn how to analyze
collected data

(6:00-6:30)

•

Students will incorporate data to
performance

Week

Jamila (4:30-

Jamila: From research to

9:

5:30)

social action

•

data analysis (i.e. Conclusions,

Emcee Fire
(5:30-6:30)

Students will make meaning of their

implications, demands, next steps)
Emcee Fire: action to

•

performance

Students will begin creating powerpoint
presentations

•

Students will continue to incorporate
data to performance

Week

Emcee Fire

10:

Full Day

Cypher games

•

students will present current drafts

•

students will continue to practice and
refine performance

Week

Emcee Fire

Emcee Fire: Finalizing

•

Students will finalize presentations

11:

(4:30-5:30)

performance

•

Students will finalize performances

Jamila (5:30-

Jamila: Finalizing

6:30)

Presentation

Week

PRACTICE, FEEDBACK, AND PRESENTATIONS

1215:

Research Relationships and Data Sources:
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In accordance with IRB specifications, on the first day of the workshop I
announced my role as a participant qualitative researcher and explained the nature of my
study to students. I also informed students that I would be in contact with some of them
after randomly choosing from the entry surveys of the program, which already captured
demographic information. After gaining access to the results of entry surveys completed
by a total of 15 students, I carried out criterion sampling (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012)
based on replies to the question, “which racial categor(ies) do you identify with?17” and
put everyone who self-identified as Black into one pile. A total of 8 participants selfidentified as ‘Black’, 4 as ‘Latin@’, 1 as ‘Caucasian’, and 2 as ‘Other.’ After this I did a
purposeful random sampling from the 8 participants who self-identified as Black and
selected 6 of them. I reached out to all 6 participants via email, text message, and
facebook messenger with a full description of my purpose and goals, expectations for
participating in the study, and their ability to stop participating at any time for any reason.
Two students opted out, one student did not reply at all, and three students agreed to
participate in the study18.
I followed the three students from the Youth Research and Justice program to
determine how their critical meta-awareness, social consciousness, and literate identities
are negotiated within a culturally sustaining Youth Participatory Action Research
(YPAR) framework. Viewing the site as one social space of practice (Gutierrez & Stone,
2000) that informs and engages the students’ literate identities, I examined literacy events
(Brice-Heath, 2010) and moments within this space from interview transcripts, session
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
17

Optional answers: Latin@;Black;Asian Pacific Islander; Native American; Bi/Multiracial; Caucasian;
Other
18
A data profile for each research participant is included in chapter 4
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recordings, and student artifacts for emergent themes. In order to understand how their
immersion in the Youth Research and Social Justice program impacted their critical
meta-awareness, social consciousness, and literate identities, I created data profiles of
each research participant at the beginning and again at the end of the study and looked for
shifts in patterns and themes.
Relationships with research participants evolved organically throughout the
workshop. At the beginning of this study I was most familiar with one of the research
participants, Wanda19, who had been a student of the Youth Research and Social Justice
program since 2013. Throughout the study, we collaborated on workshop projects, ate out
together outside of workshop time, and conversed about a range of topics informally.
These moments, coupled with our interview and research study time, strengthened our
relationship. The other two participants were new members of the Youth Research and
Social Justice program. The strength of my relationship with each of these research
participants evolved organically as well.
Terrance20 was a young man who was also a member of a community based youth
organization that I had been involved in during my youth. As a member of this outside
organization where my spoken word and written poetry were archived, Terrance had
followed my work as a fellow poet and came into the workshop setting eager to build
with me as an artist and as a young activist. Throughout my activism and youth
organizing around racial issues sparked in Ferguson, MO, Terrance became more
inquisitive and ultimately, involved in these efforts. These moments became central to the
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
19

Pseudonym

20

Pseudonym
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strength of our relationship. The last research participant, Eric21, was also a part of the
outside organization with Terrance, but was new to that organization and came to the
Youth Research and Social Justice program based on his connection with emcee Fire. My
relationship with Eric evolved mostly through our meeting times for the study. Over time,
however, he became more and more open and we had increasingly informal
conversations that followed up on much of what he shared during interviews. These
research relationships have been central to my entire research process. My questions,
theoretical orientations, validity strategies and methods have evolved based on
knowledge gained throughout these relationships.

Data Collection Methods:
I audio recorded 15 sessions and wrote field notes for each of these sessions. I
conducted a total of 9 interviews, three with each research participant—one at the
beginning of the workshop series, one in the middle, and one at the end. I also collected a
total of 18 student artifacts—from each student: two free-write entries, two research
planning documents, and two culminating writing assignments from the workshop (See
table 1).
The first round of interviews, at the beginning of the workshop series, took an
average of 45 minutes per research participant and focused on demographic information
and data collection in accordance with the aims of the study.

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
21

Pseudonym
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The second round of interviews, at the midway point of the workshop series,
sought to confirm and dig deeper into emerging themes and to gain a fuller understanding
of the literate identities of research participants.
Research Question

Information Needed

Method

1. How are students who

-Participants’ perception about their racial

-Interviews

identify as Black negotiating

identity

their racial identities through the
prism of literacy in a Youth

-Observation

-Participants’ perspectives on social issues of

-Artifacts

race

Participatory Action Space?
-Participants’ perspectives of why, how,
where and when they use different literacy
practices
-Participants’ perceptions about race and
language with the YPAR space
2. How are Black literacies

-How Black literacies are engaged and

leveraged to broaden critical

cultivated in the space

meta-awareness and social

-How participants feel about the cultivation

action within an out-of-school

of Black literacies in the space

Youth Participatory Action
-Examples of participants’ critical meta-

Research space?

awareness and social consciousness at the
beginning of the workshop and at the end of
the workshop
-Participants’ perceptions about how the
workshop impacted their critical meta-
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-Interviews
-Field notes
-Artifacts

awareness and social consciousness
-Evidence of shifts in critical meta-awareness
and social consciousness

Table 1. Overview of information needed

The third round of interviews, toward the end of the workshop series sought to
investigate what, if any, shifts in critical meta-awareness or social consciousness
occurred and whether participants felt that the community of practice influenced these
shifts.
The three participants met with me consistently throughout the study, including
informal conversations. Interview schedules were structured around the availability of
students.
In order to unearth emic perspectives and yield information for thick description, I
designed my interviews based on the Patton Model and the Spradley Model (Bloomberg
and Volpe, 2012). My interview design included a blend of opinion/value questions,
feeling questions, knowledge questions, sensory questions, descriptive questions,
structural explanation questions, and contrast question (See table 2).

Model

Question Type

Question Purpose

Example

Opinion or

To address a

In your opinion, why do you believe

value questions

conviction, judgment

Black students switch the way they

belief, or persuasion

speak? What is the value of this

Patton Model
behavior?
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Feeling

To address emotions,

How do you feel personally about the

Questions

sentiments, and

need to switch in and out of your

passion

Black literacy practices?

Knowledge

To assess the range of

What do you believe to be the

questions

information the

historical roots of switching in and

participant has on a

out of Black literacy practices? How

topic and where it

does larger society influence this?

came from
Sensory

To capture how

How do you feel physically when

questions

different moments or

you switch in and out of your literacy

phenomena make

practices?

participants feel
physically
Descriptive

To recount or depict a

Can you describe your first day in the

questions

concrete phenomenon

Youth Research and Social Justice
workshop?

Spradley Model
How do you begin to use a new
“slang” phrase or term? How do you
use these terms among your peers?
Structural

To explore the

Can you help me understand how a

explanation

organization of the

group of students entered into a deep

questions

participants’ cultural

conversation about race and

knowledge

Ferguson during lunch?
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Contrast

To determine what

What advice would you give to a

questions

something means

Black student who is struggling to

based on how it is

decide how s/he should speak within

used, what it is similar

different social spaces?

to, or what it is
different from

Table 2. Interview design examples

Large Categories

Awareness
(Critical Theory)

Social Justice
(Critical Theory, YPAR)

Subcategories/Descriptors

Codes

Awareness of personal race

(AW)APR

Awareness of social dynamics of race

(AW)ADR

Awareness of language use

(AW)LU

Meta-awareness

(AW)MA

Educational justice

(SJ)EJ

Racial justice

(SJ)RJ

Gender Equality

(SJ)GE

Us/They divide

(SJ)UT

Feeling of safety or discomfort

(L)SD

Use of academic literacies

(L)AL

Use of Black English varieties

(L)BEV

Critique/Analysis

(CP)CA

Critical questions

(CP)CQ

Sharing of knowledge

(CP)SK

Literacy
(Sociocultural Theory, Black
Linguistics, New Literacies)

Critical participation
(YPAR)

Table 3. Coding Legend/Schema
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Data Analysis Methods:
As I collected data, I organized each source by theme. Using open coding
methods, I scanned through initial data collected from audio-recorded sessions, field
notes, and round 1 interviews to determine any broad emerging themes to help me
categorize subsequent data. I then scanned for themes within the larger frameworks that
my questions brought to the table (i.e. Critical Theory, Sociocultural Theory, New
Literacies Studies, and Black Linguistics). Some broad emerging themes from my initial
analysis across data sources were: awareness, social justice, literacy, and critical
participation. As I collected more data, I searched for patterns and created
subcategories/descriptors for each and then went on to code all remaining data
accordingly (See table 3).

Validity Strategies:
I employed several strategies to ensure validity and ethical soundness of my work.
These strategies were developed from personal epistemological orientations, professional
experience, graduate coursework, and advisement. Understanding the complexity of my
positionality as a Black female researcher, I was transparent and employed strategies for
respondent validation. In the first meeting with each participant I asked if they had any
specific requests about how their words would be presented. After each round of
interviews I shared salient portions with each participant and asked them to confirm or
critique my understanding of the conversations. Beyond this, I triangulated any emerging
themes in data with artifacts, field notes, and follow up to ensure clarity.
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Throughout my interviews I did my best to ask only open ended questions and
when I did not, I sought to redress this in later interviews by asking broader, less leading
questions. Detailed, rich notes were taken after every session and compiled with
respective field notes. Interviews and sessions were transcribed and labeled privately no
more than two weeks after they occurred. Reflexive methods included reshaping
questions and methods based on research relationships and emerging data where
necessary. Lastly, throughout my writing and analysis, I shared drafts of my work with
peers, after making sure that pseudonyms for all participants and institutions replaced
actual names.

"
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“CONTENT, CONTEXT, RHYTHM”

"
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This chapter is organized around three elements that were central to the culturally
sustaining literacy instruction (i.e. spoken word, hip-hop writing) of the Youth Research
and Social Justice workshop throughout Fall 2014. The first day of workshop, and every
subsequent meeting, Emcee Fire reiterated that “context (the social issues within/around
the text), content (the rhetorical and linguistic devices within the text), and rhythm (the
form of oral delivery for the text)” would be the key elements of our analysis and
production of spoken word and hip hop texts. In what follows, I use the heading context
to briefly introduce each research participant; content to describe codifications and
findings; rhythm to describe the journey of following research participants throughout the
workshop.

“To be black and worthy
of the space we take up
feels paradoxical…”

—Terrance, Research Participant,
Excerpt from Trayvon/Antonio Martin is Eighteen
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CONTEXT

Wanda:
When Wanda first stepped into the room she barely said a word. She signed up for
a creative writing, social justice, performance intensive afterschool elective and she
barely said five words three sessions into our time together. Wanda has been a part of the
Youth Research and Social Justice program since 2013, but her current outspoken
persona should not fool you. During one of our first cypher sessions, Wanda was on deck
to spit her newly written bars after about four of her peers:
Lyiscott: [rocking to the beat] aiight Wanda, get in there. Let’s hear your
bars.
Wanda: [shakes head ‘no’]
Lyiscott: You got this. We’re all family. See? It’s just us and everyone
else shared. You got this.
Wanda: No. You should skip me.
Lyiscott: What if someone reads it with you?
Wanda: Nah.
[Other students encourage Wanda to share her piece to no avail]
My first impression of Wanda was a confused one. After weeks of consistent attendance
in the Youth Research and Social Justice elective on her school campus where we spoke
openly about being a safe space, youth voice, advocacy, and educational justice, Wanda
still remained just as shy as she was on day one. It was not until I had an informal
conversation with Wanda after a workshop in the Fall of 2014 that I learned how and why
her personality had blossomed within the context of the workshop:

Lyiscott: [to Linda] You remember when Wanda first came into this
program? She wouldn’t say one word! Now listen to her. She stay talkin’
about the issues and volunteering to read her pieces during sessions.
Wanda: [laughs]
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Linda: I remember, I definitely remember.
Lyiscott: And then last year at the youth summit she went up there in front
of about 150 other students and spit this poem that we didn’t even know
she was writing. It was FIRE!
Wanda: [laughs] Thank you. I know. I was just so inspired by other poets
and projects that I was hearing so I was like, you know, why don’t I just try
it, you know?
Lyiscott: Word? Like you def just switched it up on us!
Wanda: After that day I realized what we were talking about in the
workshop the whole time. Now I’m like if I have something to say imma
just say it, you know? Like, this is what I think and believe in so why not? I
don’t know.
Lyiscott: Wow. I had no idea that moment was so important for you.
Wanda is 16 years old and attends a selective, public, college preparatory high school in
Harlem, NY. Living in a two-parent working class home, Wanda is an only child and has
grades in school that are slightly above average.
According to Wanda, she speaks Black English playfully with her mom and with
friends when it’s appropriate. Her literacies, the ways that she reads and writes, are
informed by her Black Southern roots, her friends, who are mostly a mix of Latin@s and
Black Americans, and her time in school. In terms of her social consciousness and social
action, Wanda admits that before coming into Youth Research and Social Justice, certain
social issues would upset her, and even though she understood these issues in connection
to politics, she would not share her thoughts with anyone, except a few close friends.
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Terrance:

Lyiscott: So does anybody have a piece that they already wrote? Anything
that you want to share? You can either share a piece you wrote or
whatever you wrote for the writing prompt.
Terrance: Yeah. I…I got um, a piece on my phone that I wanna rock
Emcee Fire: Aiight let’s get it homie, let’s hear it
Terrance:
Trayvon/Antonio Martin is Eighteen
[And legal] now.
[Taking full advantage of the enough he is.
Might go sign up for the war.
Might as well.
Still can't get drunk,
or perhaps get a real loan
without offering his death,
as if it were even legal
to be young, black, living
and really living.
He is no exception.
Just "legal" now:
Legal to sex and war
and sign permission slips
for his own intents
and purposes.
What is a young black life?
But, thick hair,
good organs for the taking,
and crying mothers,
Anyhow. If that. Then,
what makes him feel that
he had the right to be
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rendered enough?
To be black and worthy
of the space we take up
feels paradoxical
now and then;
It is his only constant,
his forgotten privilege,
to have inherited
a surplus of self-doubt.
But, he's legal now,
old enough to be
declared "enough of that"
and withstand it all.]
Might as well...

Terrance is 19 years old. He is currently not in school based on his decision to take a
year off after high school to explore his artistic voice as a poet. A youth poet since the
age of 15, Terrance shared the above poem with us during the second workshop. The
poem embodies how deeply disturbed Terrance remains about the racial issues in
America, especially in connection to his personal identity. Knowing this is central to
knowing who Terrance is. He is a hopeful young man full of fire and rage about racial
inequality. During a round 1 interview, he shared the following with me:
Lyiscott: hmm. I hear that. How do you feel about what’s going on right
now with.. I wish I could choose a name…
[Terrance laughs]
but its sad i cant . .. Eric Garner, Mike Brown, Tamir Rice, Renisha
McBride... i just.. its just everybody.
Terrance: yeah Trayvon too…
Lyiscott: right
Terrance: yeah
Lyiscott: everybody, how are you feeling personally as a young black
man?
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Terrance: uhh..... annoyed and upset all the time like I'm already angry
and it just continues to justify my anger...umm..towards the system. I... it
sometimes I feel like it can’t be helped even though I know it can be torn
down if it was built this way…I’m just so angry, but that’s why I’m here.
To do something, you know?
Trace was born and raised in Brooklyn, NY and lives with his two parents in a workingclass neighborhood that is saturated with West Indian culture. His literacy practices are
most informed by his mother, who is from England, his father, who is from Trinidad,
time spent with his friends, who are mostly West Indian, and time spent at a community
based youth poetry organization. In terms of social consciousness and social action,
Terrance shares that he has always been socially and politically aware and that his
engagement in social action spiked after the actions inspired by Ferguson, MO in 2014.

Eric:
Eric shows up to each and every workshop with a well-pressed white shirt and tie
that makes up his school uniform. Eric is 17 years old and is in his junior year at an
independent, Catholic, all boys high school in Bronx, NY. Eric lives with his mother,
who is of Grenadian descent, in a small apartment in Harlem, NY. When asked to
describe his neighborhood, he shared the following:
Eric: It’s just a regular type of hood, you know. Nothing crazy. If you stay
focused on what you have to stay focused on you good. I mean, of course I
see other things happening, but it’s none of my business so I just keep it
pushin’. But if you walk through my hood you’ll just see like buildings,
stores…like corner stores, but now all the white people comin’ so we got
other stores, you know.
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Since the first day of workshop, Eric made it very clear that his intention was to uplift
Black men. He frequently shares his frustration and opinion that his people use white
supremacy as too much of an obstacle and not enough to motivate us to conquer and
move forward. Eric’s literate identity is heavily informed by his mom’s Grendadian
background, but mostly by his time moving in and out of multiple forms with friends
inside and outside of school. Much like Wintress, Eric shared that while he has been
attuned to social issues for a very long time, he does not speak up about his perspective
much. In fact, it was his hope that the Youth Research and Justice program would help
him develop his voice and connect him to social action outlets.

CONTENT

Themes and Findings:
The following tables (Table 4.1-Table 4.4) outline the frequency of each subcategory
across all collected data. A discussion of codes and examples of codes follows:
Pseudonym

Wanda

Terrance

Data Source

AW(APR)

AW(ADR)

AW(LU)

AW(MA)

Interviews

24

13

48

26

Field Notes/Audio

13

5

21

13

Artifacts

2

0

0

15

Interviews

56

44

57

36
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Eric

Field Notes

20

33

30

7

Artifacts

41

52

4

22

Interviews

49

33

18

9

Field Notes

17

37

17

12

Artifacts

29

40

0

23

28.98

29.68

22.52

18.82

%

Table 4.1 Data Summary Table (Awareness Category)

Pseudonym

Data Source

SJ(EJ)

SJ(RJ)

SJ(GE)

SJ(UT)

Interviews

23

4

12

55

Field

6

3

55

21

Artifacts

3

0

43

6

Interviews

4

41

3

63

Field Notes

3

54

2

39

Artifacts

3

46

0

15

Interviews

12

38

0

49

Field Notes

11

36

0

27

Wanda
Notes/Audio

Terrance

Eric
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Artifacts
%

0

51

0

21

8.68

36.45

15.35

39.52

Table 4.2 Data Summary Table (Social Justice Category)

Pseudonym

Wanda

Terrance

Eric

Data Source

L(SD)

L(AL)

L(BEV)

Interviews

22

16

73

Field Notes/Audio

13

56

33

Artifacts

4

44

29

Interviews

30

25

106

Field Notes

9

73

113

Artifacts

0

65

97

Interviews

17

24

33

Field Notes

6

55

52

Artifacts

3

53

84

13.29

34.57

52.14

%

Table 4.3 Data Summary Table (Literacy Category)
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Pseudonym

Data Source

(CP)CA

(CP)CQ

CP(SK)

Interviews

22

0

9

Field

20

6

12

Artifacts

11

5

13

Interviews

32

0

6

Field Notes

45

23

31

Artifacts

23

2

37

Interviews

17

3

17

Field Notes

12

13

11

Artifacts

16

0

29

47.71

12.53

39.76

Wanda
Notes/Audio

Terrance

Eric

%

Table 4.4 Data Summary Table (Critical Participation Category)

Two large categories emerged within the Critical Theory framework that I
brought to this study: ‘awareness’ and ‘social justice,’ respectively. As a paradigm,
Critical Theory argues that the social organization of society and culture is influenced by
larger dynamics of politics/power that must be challenged in the service of equity
(Carspecken, 1996). In order to answer my research inquiries about consciousness,
critical meta-awareness, and the value of a YPAR context, I sought out emergent themes
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that reflected this framework. An initial scan of first round interviews from each research
participant, early research participant artifacts, and early recordings of sessions, revealed
the broad emerging theme, ‘awareness.’ Across the board, even before research
participants became critical participants apprenticed into the tradition of YPAR, they
demonstrated awareness about the connections between the social organization of their
reality and larger political forces. From here, I added descriptors for the most prevalent
sub-themes—awareness of personal race, awareness of social dynamics of race,
awareness of language, meta-awareness—and coded them accordingly (See table 3). I
used the following criteria to code a given unit of data:
•

Awareness of Personal Race: When a research participant referred to their racial
identity

•

Awareness of Social Dynamics of Race: When a research participant referred to
social issues, social realities, or experiential realities that centered on race

•

Awareness of language: When a research participant demonstrated an awareness
of how language is being used

•

Meta-awareness: When a research participant refered to the way that they think or
to motivations behind their behaviors
Also within Critical Theory, the large category, ‘social justice,’ emerged

throughout initial data. Within the context of the Youth Research and Social Justice
program, conversations about social justice were welcomed, encouraged, and cultivated.
Research participants had many opportunities to share their social justice perspectives
during sessions, but I found that the category became emergent throughout interviews as
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well. For example, an informal conversation I had with Eric one day before the workshop
session began reveals this:
Lyiscott: How you been man. Like I love how you stay committed. You
been here every single week. We gonna have to give you a reward!
Eric:[laughs] yeah. But I’m tired. Like, for real, tired. School and
everything…
Lyiscott: Awww, you gotta make sure to rest between your shifts takin’
over the world
Eric: Yeah, I know, but [stretches back], you know, like….I gotta go here,
I gotta go there. It’s a lot. I got it though.
Lyiscott: I hear that.
Eric: Yo, you know what I can’t stand? Like, um, uh now that everything
is happening with Mike Brown and all that, like now Black people just
tryna find excuses. Like look at me. I know what’s goin’ on out there, but
like, I’m not gonna let that stop me. Like, we can’t play the blame game
around here. I feel like I gotta let people know that so they don’t stay
lost…
I distinguished the category ‘social justice’ from ‘awareness’ whenever a research
participant mentioned a way to respond to or fix a social issue that they were aware of.
Here, Eric’s passion to “let people know so they don’t stay lost,” exemplifies his
conceptualization of and relationship to social justice issues. However, it also exemplifies
a concern that I have about Eric’s and other students’ relationship to our work in the
Youth Research and Social Justice workshop—the danger of the superman complex. In
the above conversation with Eric, I took note of my praises about his consistent
attendance, and my efforts to affirm him with my words, “you gotta make sure to rest
between your shifts takin’ over the world.” As students are encouraged to shift from
awareness to action it is critical that this action is developed within anti-colonial
epistemologies that do not create, even our youth researchers, as “heroes” for the
communities that we choose to work with.
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According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), “the Critical Theory paradigm, which is also
referred to as an advocacy, liberatory, or participatory framework, includes feminist
perspectives, racialized discourses, queer theory, and disability inquiry” (p. 29). As I
collected more data, I searched for themes within the large category, ‘social justice,’ that
reflected awareness of these (and other) discourses. I then added these descriptors:
educational justice, racial justice, gender equality, us/they divide. I used the following
criteria to code a given unit of data:
•

Educational Justice: When a research participant referred to a problem within the
education system and how it needs to be challenged or redressed

•

Racial Justice: When a research participant referred to a racial issue and how it
needs to be challenged or redressed

•

Gender Equality: When a research participant referred to a gender issue and how
it needs to be challenged or redressed

•

Us/They divide: When a research participant conveyed their thinking about a
social issue using us/they language.

Below is an example of when the subcategory, ‘us/they divide’ emerged during a round 1
interview with Terrance:
Lyiscott: … so just a little bit more about you. Do you speak more than
one language?
Terrance: umm... if you like to consider this dialect that we speak in then
yeah
Lyiscott: what dialect? what do you call it?
Terrance: black language.
Lyiscott: black language? so...
Terrance: yea.. well they consider it ebonics.
Lyiscott: whose they?
Terrance: umm..society.
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The next large category, ‘literacy,’ functioned within the knowledge frameworks
of Sociocultural Theory (that literacy is socially situated and mediates reality), Black
Linguistics (that literacy is intricately bound to the social realities of race), and New
Literacies (that the sociocultural realities of literacy in our ever-shifting world creates
literacy as a social practice and not just a cognitive one). As a culturally sustaining
literacy workshop focused on cultivating hip-hop and spoken word literacy practices
alongside academic literacy practices, research participants had many opportunities to
engage different facets of their complex literacies. In order to answer my question about
the literate identities of students, I searched for patterns within this large category that
emerged throughout data sources and decided on the following descriptors: feelings of
safety or discomfort, use of academic literacy, use of Black English varieties. I used the
following criteria to code a given unit of data:
•

Feelings of Safety or Discomfort: When a research participant reported or
acknowledged feeling safe to use a certain literacy practice with a social setting or
uncomfortable using a certain literacy practice within a social setting

•

Use of academic literacy: When a research participant used an academic term or
way of knowing as defined by Morrell22

•

Use of Black English varieties: When a research participant used a Black English,
variety, creolization of English or way of knowing within the parameters of Black
languages as defined by Makoni, Smitherman, Ball, and Spears23

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
22

“Academic Literacy…refers to those forms of engaging with, producing, and talking about texts that
have currency in primary, secondary, and postsecondary education” (Morrell, 2002, p. 72).
23
“The term ‘Black languages’ covers languages of Africa and the Diaspora…These languages and those
in Africa are grouped together because the problems and possibilities associated with these languages are
similar. All exist in social contexts of white supremacy and resource expropriation characteristic of
neoimperialism and internalized oppression” (Makoni, et al, 2003, p. 2)
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The following is an example from a round 2 interview with Wanda where ‘feelings of
safety or discomfort’ and ‘use of Black English varieties’ were prevalent subthemes:

Lyiscott: So I notice that in the class, in Youth Research and Social
Justice, when people are working on writin’ bars or doin’ hip-hop, um, uh,
like people feel more free to use Black language or slang than in any other
time. Than when they’re speaking.
Wanda: -Or regular school?
Lyiscott: Yeah, regular school, or like anything like that, right. Um, so I
notice that. Can you think of other places where you notice that Black
students feeling comfortable using Black language?
Wanda: Um, I think in school as well, but not so much in the classroom,
like more like in the hallways and lunch area, stuff like that.
Lyiscott: mmm
Wanda: Um, kinda like outside too, like if you go to like, um restaurants
like regular like pizza different places and stuff.
Lyiscott: Nice. Why do you think, why do you think that is?
Wanda: I think you have less, it’s not really, people are not gonna tell you
“No you can’t”. Like say that in this. Like, it’s not like they can say this is
not appropriate.
Lyiscott: Yeah, yeah.
Wanda: cause if you like in the class or home you know what people
expect to hear.
Lyiscott: Mmm, so what do you think is the value of doing that? Like
whats the benefit or value of speaking like that in any particular place or
time in your mind?
Wanda: Um, I think it’s like, it’s more like the expression. Like
you…that’s how you um some people get their point across. Like you feel
that certain words, like you know how in certain languages um there like
no direct translation? Like if I say “this is poppin’” or “her eyebrows on
fleek,” it’s gonna sound really wack if I translate it. Then it’s like why say
it at all if it’s not gonna come out right?
Lyiscott: Right.
Wanda: So like, for you, it may not be in like quote on quote “Proper
English” or like whatever…to describe what you, what you wanna say at
the moment, to describe like uh a saying or whatever. Like describe it.
Lyiscott: mmm. Wait so how do you, how do you feel about that? So like
do you speak multiple languages at home?
Wanda: ummm…
Lyiscott: So um, do you speak um like, like uh non-standard English?
Wanda: like at home?
Lyiscott: Like anywhere?
Wanda: Yeah, well yeah.
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Lyiscott: Like where?
Wanda: Yea, umm I uh, I probably...I probably do speak it at home. I
feel like with my mom cause she kind of…[laughs]. She’s like “Oh,
that’s hip” or whatever [laughs].
Lyiscott: That’s cute.
Wanda: But umm, and, uhh like when I’m like out with my friends like, if
we go like…like if I found something, like somewhere where theres a
bunch of people we know we don’t have to be like cordial or like going
out and stuff…
Lyiscott: Right.
Wanda: SO like, if we go somewhere, somewhere like Chinese food or
Chinese places or something.
Lyiscott: mmmhmmm. How do you think that like uh the larger society
influences young people’s, like Black young people’s decision to, to speak
whatever form of English they should speak at the moment?
Wanda: umm, I think you you kinda expect to hear a response like if you
like speak a certain way. In like um public parts of society like you, like,
like people look, like if, you considered loud or considered speaking
like…Like people look at you or like, like they give you a little glance or
like you kinda expect a…You just decide “ohh I’m gonna turn it down” or
something…like that…
Lyiscott: So has that happened to you? To you before?
Wanda: Yeah (laughs) yeah, so like if um, I’m outside with my friends
then imma be like loud. People be like “ohh these ratchet kids.”
Lyiscott: mmmm…and how does it make you feel? Like how you feel
when that happens? Like what are you thinking?
Wanda: Ummm…I don’t, I don’t really pay it much mind basically.
Like, I guess it’s just like an expected response like, you know like “this is
how…” You know? This is how I, you know? Like you kinda…just like,
they’re doing whatever, you’re like being you know, yourself so you’re
like not gonna pay too much mind…
Lyiscott: mmmhmm
Here Wanda demonstrates her knowledge of popular cultural terms as well as racialized
terms such as “ratchet24” and connects this term to the way that she negotiates her literate
identity. Within her home, she uses Black language playfully with her mother where she
feels safe to do so. Outside of her home, Wanda is careful to use Black languages among
friends and in spaces where she feels safe enough to not receive a “quick glance” of
judgment, which translates in her mind to, “these kids are so ghetto.”
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
24

Refers to lower/working class, usually Black people, in light of stereotypical behaviors: loud, ghetto,
poor, flashy, uses slang or improper forms of English
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The last large category that emerged from open coding and initial analysis was
‘critical participation.’ Functioning within a YPAR framework that calls for participatory
action in connection with the development of a critical consciousness, emerging themes
and findings from this category helped to answer my research inquiries about shifts in
consciousness and meta-awareness in research participants. For this category, I drew on
Morrell’s (2004) work, which delineates the journey of youth who were apprenticed as
critical researchers, moving from peripheral engagement, to critical participation. I found
that throughout the workshop each participant moved from surface participation (i.e.
passive body language, participation by request of the facilitator, short responses to
prompts and questions) to a more critical and engaged participation (i.e. pushing back on
perspectives, providing deep analyses of subjects, thoughtfully engaging assignments and
prompts). Descriptors to code emerging patterns for this category were: critique/analysis,
critical questions, sharing of knowledge. I used the following criteria to code a given unit
of data:
•

Critique/Analysis: When a research participant critiqued or offered an analysis
of something within or about the Youth Research and Social Justice workshop

•

Critical Questions: When a research participant asked a question within or
about Youth Research and Social Justice work that would bring her/him to a
deeper level of understanding

•

Sharing of Knowledge: When a research participant shared background
knowledge or newly acquired knowledge with little-to-no prompting

The following bars, written by Terrance at the end of the workshop, is an example of
‘critical participation.’ Here, Terrance has captured ongoing inquiries (that made up his
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research project) about himself as a young many in connection to social issues of race.
This piece was also was heavily coded with ‘awareness’ and ‘social justice’ themes.
Several lines, such as the line where he connects the history of Medgar Evers to the
present-day issues of Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, and Mike Brown, demonstrate his
‘sharing of knowledge.’ These lines became central to the conversation of one workshop
session where after hearing the piece, his peers asked him to explain the historical
connection he referred to. Other lines, such as “Heaven only resides…” demonstrate
‘critique/analysis’ within the ‘critical participation’ categories because his analysis about
the dynamics of race, power, and voice emerged from workshop discussions in relation to
his research project:
Black Déjà Vu: [Trace] Howard DePass
I can still feel myself
Going to sleep in my last life
And waking up
In a new mother's arms.
I have been here before.
Nothing has changed.
Well, at least the
Sensation of a mother,
And her warmth of God
Hasn't.
Only the body changes.
But, the body is a conduit.
A vessel for soul & what not.
Joy looks the same
wherever you look.
Left, right, up & down, you, me. same.
But, rage is a funny thing.
Invisibly unnoticed, as the people
Who carry it. I may have left
My prior body, but not my rage.
No matter how fake joyous I may be.
I felt it before my first breath.
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I knew it before I knew life.
My blood carried anger
Before air. Deep Breathing
Has always been a relief for me.
This organ, skin, is nostalgic,
Of inequity and perseverance.
But, appendages have never sensed
What my heart and lungs have.
I can still feel myself
with his pestering reminders: "Heaven only
resides in the mouths of those that spoke
Of our story once we've died,
Especially for us black folk,
And we'll be right back."
Reincarnation just might be hell.
According to the caste, slaves
tend to stay slaves. 6 feet of dirt
sounds heavenly compared to no freedom.
//
[Only the body changes...
The world doesn't
Because history doesn't.
People don't,
Because souls don't.
This rage don't.
Because slavery don't.
Matter might, because they say Law of Conservation.
But, they say black lives ain’t matter. So, for me it
Hasn't. ]
[I can still feel myself,
And every self before that,
Left right up & down you. Me? same.
But, rage is a funny thing,
especially for us black folk.
We knew it before we knew life.
Only the body changes.
The world doesn't.
This rage don't.
Hasn't]
[Hasn't changed
with Medgar.
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Malcolm.
Martin or
Emmett.
Trayvon.
Mike and
Eric.
Didn't with us. But, they're the reason
I'm here today. I owe my body to them]
[And to those countless other libations:
with this spit, we invite you into this space.
May the spirits roll like kkkredits off tongues.
What my heart and lungs have
Called this is Black Déjà Vu.]
"
RHYTHM

After coding all of my data, I looked for patterns, a rhythm, in what was emerging across
time (i.e. round 1 interviews, session recordings 1-5/field notes from sessions 1-5, early
student artifacts; round 2 interviews, session recordings 6-10/field notes for sessions 610, midway student artifacts; round 3 interviews, session recordings 11-15/field notes
from sessions 11-15, final student artifacts) for each research participant.
Within the ‘awareness’ category, I found that across time in the Youth Research
and Social Justice category, there were no significant shifts in any of the students’
awareness in the subcategories, ‘awareness of personal race,’ ‘awareness of social
dynamics of race,’ or ‘awareness of language use.’ That is, students came into the
workshop setting very aware of social issues and remained aware throughout. What did
shift, however, was the subcategory, ‘meta-awareness.’ Final student artifacts and session
discussions were rich with critical self-reflections about behavior, motivation, and
positionality. The following conversation took place during the 13th session:
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Lyiscott: At the end of the day we have, you know, like some pretty dope
projects here. Please, please, make sure that for each of your projects
you’ve outlined [writes on board] the problem statement, vision, mission,
goal, research question, and collection method...in that order. I know we
went through these like a million times, but I know ya’ll. [laughs] Got it?
Cool.
Terrance: You know what’s crazy? Like we’ve been here and I get it,
Jamila, you know how you always ask us like how we’re…like, you
know, like complicit and stuff like that? I just want to tell ya’ll [turns to
his peers], like while I’m writing my bars it keeps making me think of
how I seen other young people who do this work…like people is out there.
Like they not playing. Black youth project…man….anyway, while I’m
writing I keep thinking about why I’m doing this? What am I doing you
know?….how is this connecting to what’s going on out there and let me
tell you…we gotta do the research that’s about us!
Lyiscott: Wooooow. He said ‘we gotta do the research that’s about us.’
That’s whassup! Look at Gawd! I been trying to break that down to ya’ll
since day one. You know like, when, like um…[laughs] like when I say
we need to investigate our own communities and issues, you know? And
Terrance just broke it down to ya’ll better than I ever could! I’m gettin’
madd emotional.
[laughter]
An analysis of the previous interaction between Terrance and myself gives us
insight into how Terrance has been processing his time in the workshop. First, he makes a
distinction between my (i.e. adult facilitator) telling them about the importance of the
work that we do together and the importance that the work took on for him when he was
exposed to other youth who are doing it. The fact that the YPAR projects in the workshop
took on another level of significance after Terrance reflected on the other youth he saw
doing similar work passionately, suggested for the adult facilitators that within our
intergenerational efforts, distinct value exists in knowledge that youth researchers learn
from other youth vs. us.
Second, Terrance conveys that he reflects on these revelations while he is writing
his bars for the assignment given by Emcee Fire. This moment truly illuminates the
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potential power of Black literacy as a social practice. As Trace constructed his bars in his
private time, imagining what it would sound like in the ears of his peers, and
meticulously revising so that the words would capture the scope of his research and social
critique, he did so with a connection to the experiences of our community of practice in
mind. While he was writing his bars, a genre that is barely regarded for its function as a
complex literate form, Terrance experienced illumination and reflection that informed
both his writing process and his proclamation, “we gotta do the research that’s about us.”
These moments became prevalent throughout the latter workshop sessions and
interviews. Follow up interviews with each research participant revealed that as they
were invited to participate in action research, they became more and more reflective of
their personal thinking and behaviors in connection with their developing social action
projects.
Although there was no significant shift in most of the ‘awareness’ subcategories,
there was a significant spike within the ‘social justice’ category. I found that whereas
students came into the program with deep levels of awareness, that awareness began to
translate into ‘social justice’ as they connected awareness to ideas for responding to or
fixing social injustices. While it follows logically that an increase in social justice
orientation would occur within a social justice workshop, it is the nature of this increase
that is worthy of note. Through informal conversations, interviews, and observation, I
found that their engagement in spoken word and hip-hop reading and writing, became a
bridge between awareness and social justice. In critically analyzing spoken word, hiphop, and academic texts, research participants were inspired by the social critique, and
creative or socially scientific forms of resistance unearthed from these texts and began to
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exercise this in their own production of texts. For example, whereas Wanda and Eric
reported coming into the program aware, but not socially active, they later shared that
critically analyzing artists like Sa-roc/David Banner, Kendrick Lamar/Pusha-T, and
Queen Latifah, gave them ideas about how to speak up and address certain social issues
in their research projects and in their final spoken word/hip-hop pieces. Wanda’s poem
below developed out of her engagement with texts throughout sessions and a subsequent
study that she conducted for the program in her school about body image:

And all we ever got was this image of what's fine
We're all trying to fit into one image that we let society define
At some point we have to take it personal
When every song that's popular sexualizes women that are considered
"beautiful"
They define you as skinny or fat, but none of it is facts
These images mess society up
They make some women throw up and others upchuck
And all for what?
For others who view us
For them to say they knew us
For fame? Attention? Or maybe all for affection?
My image isn't for you
My image comes before you
I hope this doesn't bore you
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I just wanted to speak on something real
Surgery is expensive
But happiness is free
But I shouldn't have to go on a shopping spree to make everyone see me

‘Us/they’ divide was a very significant subcategory throughout the data from large
category, ‘social justice.’ I labeled any moment where research participants used the
following words to explain personal and social phenomena: “us,” “they,” “them,” “we,”
“our,” “their.” In follow up conversations for deeper meaning of these binaries, research
participants offered that these divides represented: teacher/student, parent/child,
adult/youth, Black people/white people, Black people/society, politicians/citizens. A
follow up conversation with Terrance based on an earlier interview with him exemplifies
this. I shared this segment of the recording to learn more about who he had in mind when
he said, “this dialect that we speak”:
Lyiscott: So, do you remember this conversation? I’m following up to get
a deeper understanding of your thinking. After I asked about um,
languages, yeah, languages that you speak you um, you was like…uh um,
you said “if you like to consider this dialect that we speak in?” Who do
you speak that dialect with in your life?
Terrance: Oh, like um black language, like ebonics?
Lyiscott: Yeah.
Terrance: family at home yeah. yeah. With my friends too. Pretty much
all of my friends are West Indian. It’s a language that I don’t really speak
in school so you kinda can consider it to be your own language or our own
language.
Lyiscott: why don’t you speak it in school?
Terrance: because it’s instilled that its improper to speak your own
dialect that you’ve been raised on.
Lyiscott: mmhm
Terrance: when you uhh... when you go to school you have to deal with
the department of education, you know? Umm…Monday through Friday.
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Lyiscott: Why do you think that is? In that space is it just in school that
you feel like that? Like this is the place and then when I leave here
everywhere else I go I can speak black English if I want?
Terrance: uhh... I try to do it as much as possible. Like I love that I’m
free to speak like that here and at [outside youth organization], but outside
of certain places there’s always a ''can you repeat that?'' or ''can you break
it down for me?''
Lyiscott: mmmmm. Like they don’t even understand the form of English
that you’re speaking?
Terrance: Yup
Lyiscott: So by “we” you mean?
Terrance: Black people mostly, but also people who can understand what
I’m sayin’ when I’m not speaking [uses air quotes] “proper” English
An overview of Terrance’s YPAR project (Figure 1) reveals that in negotiating his racial
identity, he is very conscious and critical of the way that Black bodies are read and
understood. In the above conversation, Terrance shares that his communication choices
between his Black American, Black West-Indian, and Formal varieties of English are
heavily based on avoiding questions like, “can you repeat that?” He specifies that he
speaks these forms with Black people mostly, but generally, anyone who can understand.
Terrance makes an effort to avoid the faux pas of being misunderstood in a given
situation with his language. In analyzing this conversation, I could not help but connect
Terrance’s navigation of language to the words of his poem. “Trayvon/Antonio Martin is
Eighteen” (included earlier), where he writes,
“To be black and worthy
of the space we take up
feels paradoxical
now and then”
When Trayvon Martin’ noticed George Zimmerman reading his body, he expressed his
fear to his friend on the phone. He was immediately aware of how his Blackness, written
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into world history as dangerous and disposable, could be misunderstood. He was right. In
much the same way that Terrance works to avoid spaces of being understood in his
words, his poem and YPAR project about “The Moment of Apprehension” for Black
people shows his concern for how Black bodies are read and misunderstood on a regular
basis.

The Moment of Apprehension: A YPAR Inquiry (Trace)
Topic:
Meaning to literally humanize the moment in which an arrest is made, the research gathers qualitative data,
primarily through interviews. Foremost, attacking the question “what makes the moment of apprehension,
inherently, dangerous for black people?” To elaborate, serial killers such as Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer,
and Charles Manson go on to become spectacles of psychology. Meanwhile, there is a culture within Law
Enforcement that sees unarmed ‘black bodies’ such as Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, and Mike Brown, as
an even greater threat. This culture tries to justify the harassment and murder of countless people of color
by saying “They were no angel.” This culture, disheartening at times, seems as segregated now as it was
before the Civil Rights Act. This culture needs to see all humans as human. This participatory action
research aims to help do that.
Research Question:
What makes the moment of apprehension (arrest) so dangerous for black people?
Participants and Data Sources:
Audio-recorded semi-structured interviews
Six African-American male participants
A 16-year-old student, friend, pastor, early 40's, police officer, late 50's, a veteran, Security Guard, in his
early 40’s, a retired teacher, musician, mid-60’s
Emergent Themes:
Two of the several codes and themes that emerged from all 6 of the interviews are:
• Given the wide range of circumstances in individual instances, there is no identifiable reason why Blacks
die disproportionately when apprehended by police;
• All participants had been affected by, or lived with someone who was directly affected by, police
excessive force.
Their responses conveyed their belief that the high incidence of casualties among young Black males goes
unchecked because, as one participant (a veteran employed as a security guard) stated:
There's no consequence when a cop kills a Black person because our lives are expendable and they've
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always been expendable. (Veteran, security guard)
Participants also questioned the public narrative about crime in neighborhoods of color:
The higher number of arrests is not because Blacks commit more crime. It's because there is more policing
in urban areas. (Veteran, security guard)
...
Similar to the findings from participatory action research studies in other New York City neighborhoods,
high rates of arrest seem to be associated with racial profiling and other forms of aggressive policing such
as those promoted by “Stop and Frisk” and “Broken Windows” policing (Stoudt, Fox, & Fine, 2012).

Figure 2 Overview of Terrance’s YPAR project
The ‘us/they’ divide theme was connected to a myriad of spaces including home,
school, and general society, but for the purposes of my inquiries, I especially tuned into
how notions of a distinct racialized self connected to literacy within the space. Through
interviews and follow up conversations with all three research participants, I found that
they each were very intentional about when and where they spoke Black forms of
English. For Wanda, her choices were based on if she felt concerned about silent or
vocalized judgment in the classroom or while out with her friends. For Terrance, most of
his decisions about how to speak were based on how well he could communicate with the
people around him. For Eric, his decisions were also based on if people would be able to
understand him, but he also emphasized the importance of being appropriate wherever
you go when asked the question, “what kind of advice would you give to a Black student
who is struggling to decide how to speak within different spaces?”
Because the culturally sustaining literacy instruction was woven into the
curriculum of the Youth Research and Social Justice program, Wanda and Terrance
shared that they felt welcomed and encouraged to use their Black literacy practices within
the space. Concerns about discomfort and being understood did not apply to the space for
them. Eric felt comfortable using Black literacy practices during writing, but not during
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speaking. All three research participants demonstrated awareness of racialized social
stigma’s surrounding Black literacy practices, as in Wanda’s concern with being labeled
“ratchet” for using Black English varieties in public with her friends. Within the large
category, ‘literacy,’ I noticed no change in the ‘use of Black English varieties’
subcategory over time, but a significant increase in the ‘use of academic literacies’
category. Further analysis of these patterns revealed that students came into the space and
felt safe to use their Black language varieties early, especially because they were
encouraged to do so for spoken word and hip-hop writing. But as students developed
skills as critical researchers through YPAR, and as they developed critical literacy skills
in the analysis of hip-hop, spoken word, and academic texts with emcee Fire and myself,
they began to apply those skills to later analyses, production, and dialogue with the space.
This overlapped with the large category ‘critical participation.’
As they went through the program, all three research participants showed a spike
in critical participation across all subcategories. Follow up with research participants on
these themes revealed that along with analyses, writing, and development of personal
research projects in the workshop, hearing the writing and projects of other students, and
conversations where they were asked to share, receive and give feedback, strengthened
their critical participation. Take a look at an overview of Wanda’s YPAR project (Figure
2):
Female Body Image among Peers in Our Culture and Society: A YPAR Inquiry
Research Topic:
Identifying where the “ideal” body image in society comes from and examining its impact on young
women can lead to building communities of respect where girls feel accepted by themselves and one
another.
Research Questions:
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1) When and how often young women feel pressure to live up to an ideal body image?
2) Where do they think these ideas about body image come from?
Participants and Data Sources:
Open-ended survey
65 male and female high school juniors (diverse racial/ethnic/socioeconomic backgrounds)
Semi-structured interviews, transcribed
11 females, 3 males (purposive convenience sample from survey respondents)
Emergent Themes:
While ideas about body image varied, both male and female participants reported worrying about their
appearance multiple times each day.
84% of respondents, believed that there is a single ideal image for women in society
16% felt that there were various “ideal” images, depending on culture, race, age, body type
84.6% reported experiencing insecurity about their own bodies more than once daily
24.6% reported feeling constantly insecure about their bodies
One key theme throughout the data was how the media seemed to inform what was considered ideal in
terms of female body image:
I think girls do feel pressured [by the media]. They want to be accepted and media pushes them to want to
be accepted. Like with rappers having certain girls in their videos. They see that and want to be like those
girls. Young girls idolize and make role models out of video vixens because they see the money and fame.
(Interview, female)
As [part of the female] gender, it’s hard to feel accepted when the media puts this image of what beauty
really is and then boys and girls everywhere have that image in their head and when someone doesn't live
up to that ridiculous standard, they're not [considered] beautiful. (Interview, female)
While participants believed that there was pressure from the media for women to look a certain way, no one
knew where these media messages originated. A critical media pedagogy can equip youth with the critical
literacy tools needed for critical participation in society.

Figure 2 Overview of Wanda’s YPAR project
Wanda shared that the vulnerability of sharing her work with the class and then getting
critical feedback helped her to critique herself and other projects more effectively. As
Wanda put her project into continued conversation with the group, she not only asked key
questions of her peers to refine her methods, but came prepared to our meetings with
more and more information on her topic so that we could continue our collaboration
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around each other’s work. Especially because Wanda was our most silent student when
she entered the program, I eagerly labeled the moments where she scribbled notes after
feedback, and shared her newly acquired knowledge, as ‘critical participation,’ and
watched as those moments became more and more frequent over the course of our time
together.
Additionally, Terrance shared that having the freedom to write using different
English varieties, and being challenged with the crafts of hip-hop writing and spoken
word poetry made him more attuned and inquisitive throughout the workshop sessions.
He felt that he was better able to express himself and that attempting to master the
rhetorical and linguistic strategies taught by emcee Fire encouraged him to ask questions,
share strategies of his own, and listen very carefully to strategies and literary devices that
other students were using.
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“WE GOTTA DO THE RESEARCH THAT’S ABOUT US”
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Overview:
Planning, preparation, and execution of this study occurred in the thick of social
action sparked in Ferguson, MO. As a community organizer, artist, and activist, I am
heavily involved in the Black Lives Matter movement from riding to/marching in
Ferguson, (youth) organizing, numerous marches, die-ins, teach-ins, speeches, panels,
healing sessions, blog posts, etc. Inevitably, these experiences saturated all aspects of my
work as well as the experiences of students within the Youth Research and Social Justice
program. Racial justice, the prison industrial complex, and the thick racial tension
pervading our society were ever on the forefront of our minds. I found the Youth
Research and Social Justice workshop to be a key social space for negotiating these
issues in my life and in the lives of research participants, as revealed in findings.
As we moved further into the workshop series, and the world moved deeper into
actions and debates surrounding the continued abuses against Black bodies, research
participants used Youth Research and Social Justice time to air and critically analyze
questions, frustrations, and media representations that were salient in their minds. The
findings of my study cannot be interpreted, applied, or understood outside of this
framing. Our journey together was so saturated with these experiences that some aspect
of current events about Black lives came up during every session. For this reason, what I
hear from data and dialogue with research participants is deeply connected to the
immediate sociocultural context of my study.
My time with Wanda, Terrance, and Eric gave me an emic understanding of how
they negotiate their racial identities through literacy. Throughout their daily lives, these
three Black students make conscious decisions about when and where to engage in the
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different literacy practices at their disposal. In doing this, they understand these decisions
as racialized (i.e. fear of being judged as ratchet, or concern about effective
communication with people who are not Black and/or people who do not speak Black
English varieties). Within the Youth Research and Social Justice space students felt
welcomed and encouraged to bring in multiple aspects of their literate identities while
cultivating literacy skills that readily reflect Black English varieties. Beyond this, the
Youth Research and Justice program served as a community of practice for using these
and academic literacies to envision social justice possibilities in light of chosen social ills.
As students were apprenticed as critical researchers as well as poets and lyricists,
they increasingly applied academic literacy skills to all texts. Toward the end of my
study, I became uncomfortable with labeling ‘critique/analysis,’ ‘critical questions,’ and
‘sharing of knowledge’ as academic categories because students were developing these
skills through instruction from emcee Fire about how to fully appreciate, deconstruct, and
produce spoken word and hip hop texts. Emcee Fire and myself found organic
convergences between our goals of instructions for YPAR and hip hop/spoken word
writing, and adjusted the curriculum accordingly throughout the workshop.
In terms of meta-awareness and social consciousness development through the
Black literacies engaged in the program, I found that research participants became more
aware of their motivations and behaviors, and became more critically engaged in
developing social action agendas over the course of the workshop. Research participants
reported that the openness to engage in literacy practices that readily reflected their own
gave them more freedom to articulate their emotions and ideas. Further, bringing in drafts
of their own work, hearing drafts of other students, offering and receiving feedback,

"

112"

helped them become engaged in further questioning, critique, and production of their own
texts and research projects over time.

Limitations:
When I first became familiar with the field of Participatory Action Research, I
was deeply moved by the potential of a methodology that works to broaden the
authorship of academic research. I had been well aware of and fully disconcerted by the
colonial mentality behind both quantitative and qualitative schools of thought, but had
not adequately considered what being ushered into these disciplines would mean for
others and myself. As I learned more about reflexive methods, however, I worked hard to
add deeper and deeper layers of integrity to my work. Yet and still, I have found a key
limitation in my study has been in the process of apprenticing students into critical
research without enough attention to their own reflexive methods. I say this because I feel
strongly that my attention to the critical meta awareness of research participants will shift
when students are invited to critique their own methods and biases with the same rigor
that we help them critically analyze social ills.
Along the same thread of thought, while out-of-school classrooms do not have the
same restraints as in-school classrooms, this does not mean that they are void of restraints
altogether. Another key limitation that I found throughout this study was that because this
space supplemented the in-school demands of our students, they were at times forced to
abandoned YRSJ work to meet deadlines, finish homework, or attend test-prep. Students
were also sometimes drained by other responsibilities, which disrupted their fluidity of
participation in the program.
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While Critical Ethnography is not meant to be generalizable, it is important to
note that students came to the YRSJ workshop voluntarily. The promotion for the
workshop included information about social justice and hip-hop writing work that may
have impacted the choices of students who came into the program. In order to truly
unpack the potential of these methodological and pedagogical frameworks, future
research must consider what this line of inquiry would look like with other types of Black
students (i.e. students not attracted to social justice or hip hop work, students within
different social strata, court-involved youth, etc.).
Lastly, the academy is a long way from regarding youth as social scientists and
taking their work as seriously as other scholars. While this dissertation advocates for
youth mind and voice as central to educational reform, I am fully aware that based on my
privilege of age and merit as a member of the academy, my words about their research
and work will be more readily considered than their actual research and work. This
reality is further compounded by the continued disregard for Black lives across all
academic disciplines. The work of being taken seriously is an integral component of the
transformation that we seek.
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Significance and Contributions
As traditional in-school coursework and experiences within the Urban Education
system continue to privilege dominant discourses, they also continue to exclude the ways
of knowing and cultural wealth that students bring into the classroom. Critical
pedagogical efforts to redress the inequities reproduced by our school system have
made more advances on paper than in practice due to a myriad of restraints bearing
down on the average classroom space. While there is no room to let policy makers,
administrators, educators, and students off of the hook within in-school spaces, the
freedom within out-of-school spaces of education that are committed to the same racial
justice and critical pedagogical tenets create them as powerful sites of possibility. With
these freedoms, the Youth Research and Justice program has been able to develop and
execute curricular strategies that prioritize cultural sustainment and student knowledgeproduction. A culturally sustaining Youth Participatory Research space disrupts the
hierarchies that are maintained in the average classroom. Rich information about the
substance vs. the presence of diversity is available here, and when coupled with tools for
pursuing self-generated lines of social inquiry, this space powerfully informs us of the
questions, answers, and capacity available within students.
As it stands, most well-intentioned administrators and educators who work to
integrate socially just pedagogy within their institutions are forced to do so incrementally
and are often met with much resistance in the process. Our classrooms are forced to
subordinate culture, diversity, and true social critique to high-stakes testing, monolithic
curricula, and discipline practices that continue to assault both the minds and bodies of
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Black students. Alternatively, out-of-school classrooms such as the Youth Research and
Justice program not only supplement in-school efforts, but center the subjectivity of
students, and work to restore the power of community apprenticeship found within
indigenous practices, opening a world of possibilities for students and educators.
Learning goals include the acquisition of cultural and academic literacies, as well as
collective investigation and imagination around relevant social injustices. For these
reasons, this study adds tremendous value to the corpus of efforts that work to advance
the educational experiences and outcomes of Black students. My work within such a
potent, yet under regarded space in the academy seeks to offer a glimpse into the
possibilities for culturally and racially just education across disciplines.
For in-school and out-of-school literacy educators who place the bulk of their
curricular weight on the cognitive dimension of learning, this dissertation reframes
literacy for Black students as a tool of sociocultural and internal navigation. Because the
sociocultural contexts of Black students have been continuously fraught with racial
hatred and other forms of social injustices, it is crucial that literacy instruction attends to
the social dimension of learning. The habits of mind and heart that must be developed by
educators who seek to participate in ensuring that the quality and substance of Black life
matters to our world must involve honest dialogue about the sociocultural realities that
Black students are situated in. It must also involve opportunities that move beyond the
mere presence of diversity in the classroom. That is to say that students need space for
seeing, understanding, and developing cultural practices as central to their intellectual
processes. This means that necessarily, the racial and cultural dynamics within each
respective space must be unpacked and the cultures of students must be regarded with

"

116"

humility and integrity. Participatory methods call for educators to see students as
authorities of their own knowledge-bases and to create space for the kinds of intellectual
curiosities that emerge from the social realities of students.
Within the field of qualitative research, this dissertation seeks to assert the
profound value of Youth Participatory Action Research. Powerful collaborative efforts to
attack questions of injustice along with creatively compelling articulations of their causes
through hip hop and spoken word created these youth as invaluable contributors to the
work of social science. This problematizes ideas about who qualitative research should
come from and what it should sound like. On an institutional level, youth research
incubated within relevant cultural practices can radically transform who sits at the table
when policy and practices are being established. Such work also, in content as well as
form, demonstrates the rigor and capacity of non-orthodox ways of knowing. On an
interpersonal level, when the story of Black lives are told by Black people, the narrative
of disregard and inferiority that we are all too familiar with, will be swallowed by the
kaleidoscope of perspectives and realities that exist within Black life.
Throughout our entire journey, Terrance’s emotion-filled statement, “we gotta do
the research that’s about us,” stood out to me the most. In so many ways it symbolizes his
journey of awakening that connected his emotions and thoughts about social injustice to
the brand of action that YPAR offers. While all students were required to produce YPAR
projects at the beginning of the program, this statement epitomizes a sense of urgency
and conviction that developed in all of us as we inscribed our pens, our hands, and our
voices into a community of research and practice within a world that is still not
convinced that Black Lives Matter.
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