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Abstract 

Teaching to (Re)member Through an AP Seminar with African Diaspora Content 

Rhonesha L. Blaché 

 

The purpose of this unique critical ethnographic case study is to examine how the 

development of African Diaspora Literacy informed the African identity of students who identify 

as Black or African descendants and contribute to the journey toward complete liberation of 

African descendants worldwide by teaching Black students how to (re)member (Dillard, 2012). 

To address the problem of some Afro Caribbean American students holding negative, deficit 

perceptions of all associated with Africa including themselves, I posed the question: In what 

ways and to what extent does engagement in the Advanced Placement Seminar with African 

Diaspora Content influence five African-descended high school studentsô perception of Africa, 

the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants? Homogeneous, convenience 

sampling was used to identify five African-descended high school students enrolled in the AP 

Seminar at a College Board-certified predominantly Black high school in a major U.S. urban 

city. Qualitative data were collected through observations, student-created artifacts, an end-of-

course survey, and semi-structured individual and group interviews between Fall 2017 and 

Spring 2019. African Diaspora Literacy served as the theoretical framework for analysis. 

Findings suggest that studentsô perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora and themselves as 

African descendants were positively influenced by their 2-year participation in an AP Seminar 

implemented with a comprehensive, Sankofan, African-centered, pedagogical approach of 

(re)membering. This informed and strengthened studentsô African identity to the extent that their 



 

 

intrinsic motivation to learn more about their African and diaspora heritage positively influenced 

some of their family members and schoolmates. 
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Definition of Terms 

¶ African - a person of African descent (ethnically) or describing something of African 

origin. 

 

¶ African Diaspora ï people of African descent throughout the world at large including 

those within and outside of the continent of Africa (Manning, 2010). 

 

¶ African Diaspora Literacy ï the ability to comprehend the literature of Africa, Afro 

America, and the Caribbean from an informed, indigenous perspective (Clark, 2009). It 

ñenables us to repossess óour storyô (including our cultural identity as óAfricaôs 

childrenô).ò 

 

¶ Black ï referring to people of African descent as a socially constructed group (race) will 

be capitalized. As an aesthetic or color of an object will be written in lowercase unless 

beginning a sentence (following basic American English grammar rules). Though 

initially used to differentiate people with richly melanated skin in shades of black and 

brown from people who lack melanin and thus appear to have white, transparent or 

pinkish skin tones, it is also used to describe anyone with African lineage. (commonly 

used in the United States and South Africa). 

 

¶ Black Youth ï Youth of African descent. 

¶ Cultural Connectedness ï an awareness of the similarities between and common origins 

of various cultural traditions among different groups of people across and within 

geographic regions (Smith, 1999). 

 

¶ Sociopolitical/Critical Consciousness ï ability to apply, analyze, synthesize, and critique 

their environment and the problems they encounter; the essence of education in a 

democratic society (Ladson-Billings, 2021). 

 

¶ Curriculum ï the collective elements of the total learning experiences of students 

including but not limited to syllabi, all resources, on and off campus experiences, and 

cultural climate of the school itself. 

 

¶ Global Competence ï an understanding and acquisition of skills and knowledge 

necessary to function efficaciously almost anywhere in the world. 

 

¶ High School ï the latter phase of secondary school within the U.S. educational system 

including Grades 9-12 and generally for teenaged students. 

 

¶ Perceptions ï the way(s) in which something is regarded, understood, or interpreted 

through the process of stimulation, organization, interpretation/evaluation, memory, and 

recall. 
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¶ Popular Culture ï ñeveryday social experience of marginalized students as they confront, 

make sense of, and contend with social institutions such as schools, the mass media, 

corporations, and governments...a site of struggle between the subordinate and the 

dominant groups in society...a terrain of social exchange between an imposed mass 

culture and a peopleôs cultureò (Morrell, 2002, p. 73). 

 

¶ Racial Literacy ï an understanding of the origins and function of race in US schools and 

society (Douglass Horsford, 2014; Sealey-Ruiz, 2013). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

ñDoes Africa really look like they show you on TV?ò she asked. She, a young teenage 

girl with smooth, richly melanated skin, was sitting at the table directly in front of me with a 

sincere look of curiosity on her face. There were just a few moments left of the first day of this 

unique, historic Advanced Placement (AP) Seminar, and the library was silent. All eight students 

and three teachers, each of African descent, sat quietly with all eyes on me waiting to hear my 

response to this question that I, too, had pondered for many years. I immediately recalled feeling 

sadness as my Saturday morning cartoons were often interrupted by images of malnourished 

African children with boney arms and legs and large round bellies, on the brink of death with 

flies in their eyes. 

ñFlies-in-the-eyesò is the actual name given to the most successful advertising approach 

used by child sponsorship agencies like Christian Childrenôs Fund (CCF) and Save the Children. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, American actress Sally Struthers and other celebrities frequently 

appeared on TV to ask for ñjust a few cents a dayò to feed a starving child in Africa (Harth, 

2012; Hawk, 1992; Lundy, 2013; Oguh, 2015; Ogunyemi, 2011; Osunde et al., 1996; Poncian, 

2015; Wolff, 2016). In a 1983 Chicago Tribune article, an account executive for one advertising 

agency representing the CCF explained that ñWhat we do is show the reality...ò. In the same 

article, a California State University professor of social marketing stated, ñThere is no point to 

the commercial if the child is in no danger of dying.ò One executive called it a ñgold mine.ò 

Agencies like CCF and Save the Children now comprise a multibillion-dollar industry. This 

commodification of Black pain is a perpetuation of the white supremacist agenda, which requires 

the global devaluation of Africa and her people to achieve cultural subordination and division 

among Africans (Ackah, 2016; Freeman, 2005; Nantambu, 1998; Rodney, 1972; Seck, 2005). 
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Mass media and schooling continue to be two of the most pervasive conduits to 

perpetuate these narratives of utter despair throughout the African Diaspora (Seck, 2005). Nelson 

Mandela (2003) emphasized the importance of education as ñthe most powerful weapon we can 

use to change the world.ò While many people consider this an uplifting statement of hope for a 

better world than we have today, these words can also be applied to understand how education, 

both formal and informal, can be used as a weapon of destruction. 

These ubiquitous images of starving African children have deeply penetrated the minds 

of people all over the world so much so that many parents, especially those of African descent, 

still try to convince their children to finish every bite of food on their dinner plates because 

ñthere are children starving in Africa.ò Many African Americans, including youth, believe this 

too and still reference those same images and other negative stereotypes and myths when they 

think of Africa and themselves as African descendants (Adams-Bass et al., 2014; Cross, 1971; 

Du Bois, 1903; Evans-Winters, 2005; Gibson, 2016; Gordon, 2008; Harth, 2012; hooks, 1992; 

Jacobs, 2016; Morrison, 2017). For example, a middle-aged, well-traveled, U.S. college-

educated African American man felt insulted when I shared that he resembled a man I met in 

Kenya. He, too, immediately thought of African children with flies in their eyes. Toni Morrison 

(2017) described this same issue as she recalled the smallest velvet collection plate passed 

around in church with a few mere coins from children in a half-hearted attempt to collect funds 

toward helping the ever 

needy homeland to which we were said to belong but which none of us had seen or cared 

to see, inhabited by people with whom we maintained a delicate relationship of mutual 

ignorance and disdain, and with whom we shared a mythology of passive, traumatized 

Otherness cultivated by textbooks, film, cartoons, and the hostile name-calling children 

learn to love. (pp. 100-101) 
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It was not until I saw and experienced a bit of Africa myself that I was able to counter 

those images fully and challenge those narratives about the ñrealitiesò of Africa. While I could 

not deny that some of the negative images of Africans were indeed real, I was excited for the 

opportunity to help facilitate the studentsô journey of unpacking and discovering the complex 

answers to that catalytic query. I ended the session with a promise to share with them my favorite 

images of Africa which I considered to be beautiful, despite what I had been conditioned to 

envision when I thought about Africa. What happened next is the focus of this study. 

Background of the Problem 

     To point out merely the defects as they appear today will be of little 

benefit to the present and future generations. These things must be 

viewed in their historic setting. The conditions of today have been 

determined by what has taken place in the past. (Woodson, 2018, p. 8) 

 

A lie repeated over a long period of time does not become true, still people tend to 

believe it. Due to the perpetuated myth of Black inferiority and the narrative of Africa as the dark 

continent, some Afro Caribbean American students hold negative perceptions of Africa, the 

African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants. How did we get here? As the African 

ancestors of Ouidah, Benin, were trudged along a path toward the nearest Door of No Return, the 

colonizers marched them seven or nine times around the Tree of Forgetfulness in efforts to 

uproot and erase their memory of all associated with their identity as human beings, including 

their African origin, history, and culture, then used hot metal to brand each of them with a 

permanent mark to identify them as property. ñLike a tree without its rootsò (Seifert, 1938), these 

African people and their descendants have struggled to stand up firm and strong against the 

oppressive force of white domination. Still, we persisted. 

For more than 500 years, Africans in the Americans have constantly struggled to both 

retain our ancestral knowledge and acquire the new knowledge and skills necessary to thrive. 
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Before emancipation in the United States and the Caribbean, enslaved African were forbidden to 

learn unless they were reading the Bible or serving a specific economic purpose for the white 

slave owner (Lynch-Richards, 1976; Palmer, 1998; Wilkins & Gamble, 2000; Woodson, 

1919/2013). However, some Africans in the United States and throughout the Caribbean learned 

to read in secrecy and eventually established their own schools to teach fellow Africans of all 

ages. Laws quickly and insidiously evolved to slow our educational progress and maintain white 

dominance. In the British Caribbean, the Negro Education Grant (Coates, 2012) was offered to 

provide education for ex-slaves, but the curriculum promoted assimilation into Eurocentric ideals 

while demeaning the humanity of Africans. Unfortunately, this myth of Black inferiority has 

been instilled in the minds of people of African descent globally (Dei, 1994; Givens, 2021; 

Hilliard, 1999; Thompson et al., 2019; Woodson, 2018). 

Numerous negative myths and stereotypes about Africaôs history, geography, economics, 

politics, culture and its people overall have been identified as being perpetuated by Western 

media and society at large (Harth, 2012; Hawk, 1992; Hilliard, 1999; Osunde et al., 1996). 

Myths are long-term held beliefs without any proven scientific evidence that are often passed 

down through generations of people. Some traditions and customs are based on myths since most 

people tend not to question the ways of life they were raised to believe, especially for those who 

benefit from the consequences of them. Myths provide the basis and contextual frameworks 

within which stereotypes are developed (Harth, 2012; Kim, 2017). For this reason, many people 

in the world today continue to operate based on myths rather than truths, even long after the basis 

for such has been invalidated with evidence to the contrary (Harth, 2012). This is especially the 

case with myths and stereotypes about Africa and people of African descent (Odemerho & 

Spells, 2013; Patterson, 1964). They are so pervasive and insidious in that they have been 
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perpetually reinforced through misrepresentations in both subtle and explicit ways, especially 

through Western media (Morrison, 2017; Ogunyemi, 2011; Schraeder & Endless, 1998). Despite 

being invalidated with a wealth of evidence readily available, it is a tremendous challenge for 

Africans outside of Africa to overcome the detrimental effects of this perpetual campaign of 

misinformation (Azibo et al., 2007; Maynard, 1974; Shockley, 2008; Woodson, 2018). At the 

same time, the strong influence of consistent negative media over a long period of time makes it 

extremely difficult to believe otherwise. 

The 1954 landmark U.S. case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas yielded 

a unanimous U.S. Supreme Court decision declaring that racial segregation in public schools is 

unconstitutional and separate educational facilities were inherently unequal. At that time, this 

federal decision seemed like a major breakthrough to finally be afforded equal access to a high-

quality education and equal opportunity for a thriving life. However, nearly 7 decades later, 

adequate funding has yet to be provided to bring our schools up to par, and both segregated and 

integrated schools became sites of both overt and covert anti-Black violence (Douglass Horsford, 

2011; Dumas, 2016; Johnson, 2019; Love, 2019; Milner & Howard, 2004; Morris, 2016). 

With integration, schools were no longer safe spaces to learn. They were now sites of 

anti-Black violence and miseducation that would persist through omissions, distortions, and 

inaccuracies of our history and lack of representation in the curricula. From the old to the new 

Jim Crow (Alexander, 2012), anti-Black violence in schools remains so pervasive that it has 

continued in plain sight, yet is undetected by most people, even with live videos repeatedly 

showing our Black children being brutally demeaned, beaten, poisoned, drugged, and killed. We 

often blame ourselves without recognizing the forces of oppression constantly at work to prevent 

us from regaining strength by first replanting our roots in the rich soil of our ancestral history 
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rather than struggling to gain strength while grounded in artificial, nutrient-deficient dirt. Even 

with the #BlackLivesMatter campaign and 8 years of having a Black president with a beautiful, 

popular Black family, we have yet to avoid the dangers of believing the single story shared by 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009), which include increased suicide rates among Black youth 

(Assari et al., 2017). It is African descendants who have the ability to change our current and 

future circumstances by determining how we view ourselves and want others to view us 

(Poncian, 2015). Therefore, our adults must recognize and address the problem within ourselves 

in order to support our youth in establishing a positive identity and establishing our own 

narratives. 

Context of the Study 

Although the number of Black students taking Advanced Placement (AP) courses and 

exams increases each year (Rios, 2019), Black students are still underrepresented in AP courses 

and the average of their exam scores is still lower than the overall average (Journal of Blacks in 

Higher Education, 2008). Furthermore, there are still many barriers to Black studentsô access to 

AP courses, including teachersô low expectations, negative stigmatism, and student self-efficacy 

as some of the key factors that tend to deter Black students from enrolling in AP courses 

(Klopfenstein, 2004a, 2004b; Pugh, 2017). Thus, we must be intentional in our efforts to increase 

Black studentsô access to rigorous forms of education that also provide them opportunities 

throughout their educational journey beyond traditional primary and secondary schooling. 

In an effort to disrupt the dominant narrative and address this disparity in our educational 

system, some distinguished scholars of African Diaspora Studies have developed a historic AP 

Seminar with African Diaspora (AD) Content now offered by the College Board. Not only is this 

the College Boardôs first African-themed course, this may be the first time the collective voices 
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of the African diaspora have been compiled into a curriculum to educate high school students of 

all ethnicities about the significant African presence throughout the world. The course was 

piloted in the fall of 2017 at two schoolsðone with a white male teacher with predominantly 

white students in the Southern region of the United States and one with a Black female teacher 

and students, all of African descent, in the Northeast region. The latter site was where that 

catalytic query was asked during the first days of the Seminar course. That particular group of 

students took the 1-year course for 2 years due to an administrative error. Students were given 

credit for that first year, which was counted as a Pre-AP Seminar since no College Board 

assessments were completed for credit. Five of the eight initial students repeated the full course 

the following year, along with 20 additional students (freshmen, sophomores, and juniors). 

Five African American high school students completed the piloted AP Seminar with AD 

Content. This included a strategically curated list of experiential learning events outside of 

school implemented with culturally relevant pedagogy and support from Teachers College, 

Columbia University, which was a contributing university partner in the Three-way Professional 

Partnership Model established by the African Diaspora Consortium (ADC). This study 

documented these events and the extent of their collective influence on the studentsô perceptions 

of Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this unique critical ethnographic case study was to examine how the 

development of African diaspora literacy informed the African identity of students who identify 

as Black or African descendants and contribute to the journey toward complete liberation of 

African descendants worldwide by teaching Black students how to (re)member (Dillard, 2012). 

Research Question 
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In what ways and to what extent does engagement in the AP Seminar with African 

Diaspora Content influence five African-descended high school studentsô perceptions of (1) 

Africa, (2) the African diaspora and (3) themselves as African descendants? 

Significance of the Study 

This study sought to advance the current state of knowledge in the fields of Black 

Education, Curriculum Development, Afrocentric/Black Psychology, Africana Studies, and 

Special Education by extending the conversation about Alternative Black Curricula to include 

the historical development of the AP Seminar with African Diaspora (AD) Content. This study 

will also contribute to educational and social science research regarding positive educational 

experiences and resilience of African-descended youth. Assuming that findings will show a 

strong positive result of African-descended studentsô engagement with the AP Seminar with AD 

Content positively influencing their perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves 

as African descendants, it is possible that more students (of all ethnicities) will be able to take the 

course due to increased awareness and eventual availability of the course and its success. As of 

2018, the College Board offered the AP Seminar as part of its AP CapstoneTM program at 1,180 

schools across the United States and Canada. That number has increased and is expected to 

continue, further exposing schools to AD content as an optional theme for the course. By the 

time this dissertation is published, the AP Seminar with AD Content will likely  be offered across 

multiple countries throughout the world. 

Although several districts and states across the United States currently offer some form of 

Africana Studies (Fasano et al., 2021; Ferguson, 2020; Flannery, 2020; Najarro, 2022), some 

have adopted policies and laws to mandate that African American Studies be taught in some 

form to all of their students. However, there is often little to no adherence to the mandates nor 
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consequences for those who do nothing (Aggarwal, 2020). This study could add to the 

conversation by informing and encouraging stakeholders at all levels to reconsider the 

importance of ensuring students do learn about African descendant contributions to the United 

States and the world at large in meaningful, effective ways. Many schools struggle to offer 

quality education about African descendant contributions to the world, whether that be due to a 

lack of skill, knowledge, resources, or desire. On the minimal end of the spectrum, some schools 

consider themselves in accordance with the laws by celebrating the Martin Luther King, Jr. 

holiday with a bulletin board, a few props, and a viewing of his 1963 ñI Have a Dreamò speech. 

Other schools might choose to offer an elective course on African American history or include 

some contributions of African Americans to discuss during a U.S. History course. In 2020, the 

governor of Connecticut announced that all high schools in the state would be required to offer 

courses on Black and Latino Studies by Fall of 2022 (Office of the Governor, 2022). However, 

students are not at all required to take any of these courses (Aggarwal, 2020). On the other end of 

the spectrum, a few U.S. districts have made African American history a requirement for 

graduation. More broadly, the debate over the inclusion of Ethnic Studies courses in curricula is 

gaining more favorable support as global competence becomes a more sought-after and 

necessary skill and technology connects the world at increasing rates (Flannery, 2020). 

At the time of this study, the College Board had not yet offered a traditional content 

course about African descendants. Thus, this study advances the current state of knowledge in 

the fields of Black Education, Curriculum Development, Afrocentric/Black Psychology, 

Africana Studies, and Special Education by extending the conversation about Alternative Black 

Curricula to include the historical development of the AP Seminar with AD Content. This study 

could also support the case for changing more courses from teacher-centered to student-centered 
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so that the teacherôs role is as a facilitator of skill acquisition rather than a dictator of a 

predetermined set of facts. Effective pedagogy is still an issue for many teachers who lack 

knowledge and training related to anything about African descendants beyond the myths still 

perpetuated in Eurocentric curricula today. 

Organization of the Study 

This study is divided into eight chapters followed by references and appendices. Chapter 

1 introduced the study, including the background of the problem and rationale of the study. 

Chapter 2 discusses themes found in current research and literature and gaps in both the research 

and practice of educating Black youth. Chapter 3 explains my research design and methods of 

data collection and analysis. Chapters 4-8 provides a critical discourse analysis of the data 

collected. Chapter 9 offers a summary of my conclusions based on the results of my data 

analysis. The Appendices include samples of the course curriculum, interview transcripts, 

student projects, and data collection instruments. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature  

Our survival as a people is connected to our unwavering identification as Africans. 

~ Asa G. Hilliard, III 

The purpose of this chapter is to: (a) explicate how I employed African Diaspora Literacy 

as a conceptual framework (Johnson et al., 2019) in an analysis of literature on the influence of 

miseducation and emancipatory education for Black/Afro Caribbean youth in the United States 

and their identity development as African descendants; (b) provide a review of literature that 

situates the purpose of the study and its methodology; and (c) propose a need for further inquiry 

into the influence of Black youthôs engagement in alternative curricula on their African identity 

development. 

From Theoretical Framework to Analytical Tool 

This review of literature was conducted in a manner to overcome distortions, 

inaccuracies, and omissions of what is known about the topic of this study. Therefore, I made a 

personal commitment to be intentional about every aspect of this research and take personal 

responsibility for the full process, including the intended outcome of transformation (West-

Olatunji, 2006). Thus, I utilized my conceptual framework of African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) 

(Johnson et al., 2019; King, 2005) to acknowledge my academic elders and contemporaries and 

examine their collective voices, especially those of African diaspora scholars and activists who 

have conducted and reported previous research investigating various pedagogical practices for 

educating African-descended youth. In the spirit of Sankofa, an African philosophy that 

encourages us to first seek wisdom from the past in order to better understand the present and 

influence the best outcomes of the future, I began chronologically to investigate, first, the 

historical work of the ancestors; then, I used that information to guide my search for 
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contemporary documented efforts to counter the myth of Black inferiority and better inform 

Black studentsô African ethnic identity through education. As our struggle for human freedom is 

a shared journey (Freeman, 2005; King, 2005; Manning, 2010), I mined the literature for work 

from authors across the African diaspora and various fields to enhance my own ADLit and 

reviewed the literature as an ongoing, iterative process throughout the entire study to maintain a 

sense of urgency and ensure my efforts were as comprehensive and in-depth as possible. This 

informed my methodology and methods of conducting this study in all aspects of my role as the 

researcher. This also served as an ongoing cathartic, healing process for me as it enlightened me 

to information of which I was unaware. 

As a precaution to avoid further marginalizing, devaluing, or simply mislabeling some 

forms of education based on Eurocentric standards, I avoided the tendency to categorize 

educational or learning experiences as formal or informal, traditional or non-traditional. 

However, through this investigation, I found that some efforts either intentionally or 

unintentionally led to either miseducation of or emancipatory education for Black youth, as 

defined below in terms of curricula, pedagogy, and their influence on student perceptions and 

identity development. 

Black Racial Identity and African Ethnic Identity  

Defining Identity 

There are different definitions for and beliefs about the conceptualization of identity, with 

a distinct difference between African and Western/European scholars. The main distinction 

between Afrocentric and Eurocentric definitions of identity lies in their underlying worldviews 

of collectivism and individualism, respectively. José Cossa (2020) further explained that 

Eurocentric ideas of identity are based on individuality, like Descartesôs notion that ñI think, 
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therefore I am.ò In contrast, the African philosophy of identity is based on the notion of 

collectivity, which emphasizes our existence in terms of our shared responsibility and occupation 

of space and time, along with all people and things that make up the universe, including the spirit 

of our ancestors who are always with us (Cossa, 2021a, 2021b). Among other terms used, this 

broadly held philosophy is most recognized by the Bantu term uBuntu, which loosely translates 

to ñI am, because we are; we are, therefore I am.ò Linda Myers (1992) offered the terms 

consubstantiation and holonomy as characteristic of Afrocentric identity. She explained that 

holonomy is ñthe whole being somehow contained in each of its parts...ò (p. 10). 

Among many African and Afrocentric scholars throughout the world including myself, 

this philosophy is understood onto-epistemology that informs our sense of identity and purpose. 

In terms of education, this is essential because self-knowledge is understood as the foundation of 

all knowledge (Myers, 1992). In contrast, Eurocentric identity is more often associated with what 

Michael Polanyi (1966) in The Tacit Dimension termed ñtacit knowledgeò: the idea that external 

knowledge is the basis of all knowledge (as cited in Myers, 1992). While this conversation goes 

much deeper, for the sake of this study, I simplified it to this extent, especially as this difference 

also supports the conversation between other Black psychologists who further delineate the 

distinctions between racial and ethnic identity. 

While some scholars of African descent use the terms Black and African interchangeably, 

some make clear distinctions between Black as a race and African as an ethnicity, with ethnicity 

being the much broader category (Mahiri, 2017; Thomas & Schwarzbaum, 2017). While all 

scholars are well aware that Black, like colored and negro, refers to the social construct of race, 

some still use it interchangeably to make the point that they do understand that all Black people 
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are inherently African, whether born in Africa or not (Dei, 1994; King & Swartz, 2018; Lee, 

2005; Rashidi, 2011; Shockley, 2008; Shockley & Lomotey, 2020; Wright, 2005). 

Black/African Identity Development Models 

The scholars who make the clear distinction between Black, African, and many other 

racial and ethnic labels are often psychologists studying and researching Black racial identity in 

efforts to create identity development models to measure peopleôs development over time (Azibo 

et al., 2013; Baldwin, 1984; Cross et al., 1991; Richardson et al., 2010). William Crossôs (1971) 

Nigrescence Model assessed Black identity based on oneôs reaction to oppression or critical 

environmental interactions, with results shown in a linear fashion along a continuum from Negro 

to Black racial identity attitudes. However, this does not address oneôs African ethnic identity. 

Since then, several more models have been created by different Black psychologists. Cross 

(1995) also revised his own 20 years later. Many of the models are quantitative or mixed 

questionnaires, ranging from approximately 40 to 80 questions each. Some of the questionnaires 

include the following: 

¶ Black Personality Questionnaire (Azibo, 1996; Wright & Isenstein, 1978); 

¶ Cultural Misorientation Scale (Azibo, 2006); 

¶ Stages Questionnaire (Cross 1973, 1978); 

¶ Developmental Inventory of Black Consciousness (Milliones, 1980); 

¶ African Self Consciousness Scale (Baldwin & Bell, 1985); 

¶ People of Color Racial Identity Scale (POCRIAS; Helms, 1995); 

¶ Schedule of Racist Events (SRE; Landrine & Klonoff, 1996); 

Thomas Parham and Janet Helms (1981, 1985) tried to extend Crossôs racial identity 

model with a particular focus on Black students. While their work was not focused on socially 
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oppressive phenomena, Naôim Akbar (1989) explained that in order to offer effective counseling 

and/or educational services to African descendants who are struggling with their self-concept, he, 

like Asa Hilliard (1999), focused on oneôs core identity as African or ethnic identity. Akbar 

explained that he finds the quantitative scaled models problematic in their ability to diagnose 

someone properly for several reasons. He pointed out that most of the scales rely on attitudinal 

variables to external factors that leaves us constantly focused on and vulnerable to the actions of 

those who still seek to oppress us. Furthermore, Crossôs Nigrescence Model ends with the most 

positive identity being internalization, which leads to a lowered perception of oppressive 

problems and, thus, a reduced critical consciousness. This makes Black people even more 

vulnerable as they are less likely to be able to thrive and be resilient in the face of anti-

African/Black racism. Rather than building oneôs capacity to become more familiar and 

accepting of oneôs own cultural group, it seems these scales focus on assessing and encouraging 

Black folks to seek validation from non-Black people. The case for a core identity based on 

oneôs ethnicity is made in the following statement: ñIdentity can be shaken by certain transient 

social situationsé. If Nigrescence is assumed to be core identity, then once formed it would 

remain essentially intactéò (Akbar, 1989, p. 2). Still we must be cognizant that although 

socially constructed, race has very real consequences in the way that it is used in our society 

(Sealey-Ruiz, 2013). 

Although spirituality is a challenge to include in conversations on traditional Western 

psychology, it is essential for an African-centered analysis of identity development (Akbar, 

1989; Hilliard, 1999; Juang & Syed, 2008; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Watt, 2003). Akbar further 

argued that one must include spirituality as central to the conceptualization of an African/Black 

identity, as core with the intention toward re-Africanization (Shockley & Cleveland, 2011) or 
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(re)membering (Dillard, 2022) oneôs ancestral roots of Africa. Unfortunately, Akbar found that 

early models of Black racial identity do not account for spirituality but should. Hilliard (1999) 

reminded us that spirituality is also an essential part of traditional African socialization and 

education, which contribute to core, solid, long-lasting identity. Furthermore, identity formation 

that is developed from positive experiences is much more firmly established than one based on 

negative experiences (Akbar, 1984, 1989; Armstrong, 2013). Tisdell and Tolliverôs (2003) study 

focused on the following: 

     The role of spirituality in (a) dealing with internalized oppression and reclaiming 

cultural identity, (b) mediating among multiple identities, (c) crossing culture to facilitate 

spiritual development, and (d) unconscious knowledge-construction processes that are 

connected to image, symbol, and ritual that are often cultural. (p. 386) 

 

They found that ña spiritually grounded and culturally relevant approach to pedagogyò (p. 386) 

supported teachersô development of a positive cultural identity. Although this study was focused 

on a multicultural cohort of teachers, this is also important for Black youth as teachers cannot 

adequately teach or facilitate a process they have not experienced themselves (Howard, 2016), 

which is just as important (Dillard, 2022). 

Several education scholars have spoken to the necessity of re-establishing an African 

identity and the process of achieving this through education. While some scholars use the term 

re-Africanization (Hilliard, 1999; Shockley & Cleveland, 2011), some use the term 

(re)membering (Dillard, 2022; Givens, 2021; King & Swartz, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2021; 

Smith, 1999). Shockley and Cleveland (2011) defined re-Africanization as ñthe process of 

studying, observing, and eventually fully practicing an African culture.ò Cynthia Dillard (2022) 

offered a detailed description of ñ(re)membering as [an] endarkened feminist praxis [of] five 

related processesò (p. 21), including (re)searching, (re)visioning, (re)cognizing, (re)presenting, 
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and (re)claiming our African identity. Dillard (2022) emphasized that the process is not 

necessarily linear but listed and explained them in the following order: 

¶ (re)searching involves searching for new information about Black/African heritage 

that will help us clearly see ourselves; 

¶ (re)visioning involves broadening our perspective of Africans globally by using all of 

our senses beyond just our sight; 

¶ (re)cognizing involves a paradigm shift in our understandings and deepest feelings 

about Black/African peopleôs presence and contributions to the world; 

¶ (re)presenting involves presenting ourselves as Africans/Black people more 

holistically to provide counter-narratives to the perpetual myth of Black inferiority; 

and 

¶ ñ(re)claiming involves going back (and forward) to lay claim to the legacy of 

Black/African people and to take your place within or in relation to this legacy.ò  

(p. 22) 

Black Youth Perceptions of Africa  

Via Culture 

While at least one research study has shown that a predominantly Black community of 

African Americans can hold an overall positive perception of Africa (Odemerho & Spells, 2013), 

the majority of research on perceptions of Africa implicates the opposite to be more common 

(Adams-Bass et al., 2014; Afolabi, 2017; De Amicis Caballero, 2021; Imana, 2020). Much of 

this work was conducted with adult populations (Ngomba, 2014; Ogunyemi, 2011) rather than 

youth, but the adults admitted that they learned the negative stereotypes about Africa as youth 



18 

 

and still maintained them as adults. This speaks to the long-term pervasiveness of such 

campaigns. 

Messages via media about Africa, Africans, and African descendants, as they pertain to 

identity development in African descendants, is detrimental (Gordon, 2008; hooks, 1992) 

because oftentimes, these messages are filled with stereotypical images that convey narratives  

of Black inferiority. For example, in their study, Adams-Bass et al. (2014) posited that high 

exposure to negative stereotypical TV images influenced Black adolescent youth to accept these 

images as valid. 

While we may not be able to control the media, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) pointed out 

that ñboth healing and transformation become crucial strategies in any approach which asks a 

community to remember what they may have decided unconsciously or consciously to forgetò  

(p. 146). She emphasized the importance of making sure that re-membering is facilitated with 

careful consideration of the sensitive nature of discussing the pain of the past, especially while 

the residual effects are still experienced today. While Smith spoke on behalf of the Maori people 

of New Zealand and their remembrance of a painful past, her words are relevant to Black youth 

and all oppressed people. In the case of African people, European enslavers and modern white 

supremacists work diligently to encourage us to only remember the painful parts of our history to 

keep us in a state of perpetual crisis and survival mode (Hilliard, 1995). This continues to be 

done through systemic racism, as demonstrated in a variety of ways including both out-of-school 

and in-school learning. One example of an out-of-school way is through negative stereotypical 

media campaigns (Stamps, 2021; Tosi, 2011) and public lynchings which continue today, with 

one of the most recent being that of the public lynching of George Floyd. 
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Via Curricula 

There would be no lynching if it did not start in the classroom. 

~Carter G. Woodson 

In contrast to the horrific traumas we have been taught to remember, we Africans have 

been strategically forced and conditioned to either forget or choose to disassociate with the parts 

of our history, heritage, and culture that can empower us. Jarvis Givens (2021) made clear 

connections between physical lynchings of Black bodies and the lynchings or distortions of our 

African identity during in-school learning as he cited some of Carter G. Woodsonôs most 

powerful words about how we have been miseducated to the extent of even considering 

discarding our African heritage. Givens quoted Woodson, stating the following: 

     By conditioning black students to óadmire the Hebrew, the Greek, the Latin and the 

Teuton, ó...while at the same time denying the existence of black diasporic achievement, 

educators ólead the Negro to detest the man of African bloodïto hate himself.é To 

handicap a student by teaching him that his black face is a curse and that his struggle to 

change his condition is hopeless is the worst sort of lynching.ô (p. 114) 

 

Today, scholars continue to document and discuss how in the United States over six 

decades after the Brown v. Board of Education decision declared racially segregated schools 

unconstitutional, equality and equity have yet to be fully realized for Blacks (Douglass Horsford, 

2011; Milner & Howard, 2004). Abolitionist teachers (Love, 2019) at all levels continue to 

struggle to include the true history of Africa and African descendants in their curricula (Boutte & 

Strickland, 2020; Hershey & Artime, 2014; King, 2019, 2020). Even when Africa is discussed in 

classrooms, it is most often relegated to the margins with very little attention to its history, 

culture, and many contributions to the world at large (Khan, 2013, 2021; King & Maiga, 2018). 

For some educators, teaching about Africa is a must, and they do it in ways that 

emphasize the positive features of Africa and African people to combat the negative stereotypes 
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perpetuated globally (Boutte et al., 2019; Dawson & Gibson, 2019; Hostetler & Dubose, 2021; 

OôToole et al, 2020; Piersma, 1974). Jasmine Hostetler (Hostetler & Dubose, 2021) shared 

examples of how she has incorporated African praise poems, identity poetry, African cultural 

texts, and relevant African symbols into her classroom decor, and spent time teaching herself as 

a white woman about ancient Africa in order to teach her Black students about Africa through 

her high school language arts course. Dawson and Gibson (2019) explained their strategy for 

teaching students about Africa in stating the following: 

     Discussing the graphic details of what enslaved Africans experienced need not paint 

pictures of one dimensional beings that are little more than victims. Instead, when this 

lesson is combined with lessons about African civilizations before European contact, and 

when it includes details and entire lessons about the varied and continuous resistance to 

enslavement, it can be part of sharing a legacy that inspires pride.é Students who are not 

of African descent can connect to universal human questions of the human capacity for 

brutality and how they can commit to individual and collective transformation.é Lessons 

such as this are also an antidote to egregious omissions regarding Africa and people of 

African descent. (p. 73) 

 

A few other scholar practitioners have studied how various teaching strategies challenged 

their studentsô perceptions of Africa (Myrick, 1996; OôToole et al, 2020; Piersma, 1974). For 

example, Mary Lee Piersma (1974) conducted a study with her all-white primary students to see 

if exposure to various modes of information about Africa would change their perceptions about 

the continent and the people. Piersma used three different approaches including literature only, 

audiovisual, and multimedia presentations. She found that all three positively influenced the 

studentsô misperceptions to the extent that they began to ask a new set of questions, showing a 

significant change in their initial perceptions. This indicated that even for non-Black students, 

proper education will allow students to think critically beyond the dominant narratives. The 

multimedia approach showed the greatest change in studentsô initially negative perceptions as it 

allowed students to use more senses to receive information about Africa. 
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Any time one is able to maintain the attention of a child, learning will  take place. 

Television has the ability to capture and maintain the attention of Black youth in the United 

States for longer periods of time than any other demographic (Gordon, 2008). In fact, television 

can be considered edutainment as it does educate these young minds through entertainment. 

Sadly, the lessons they are learning include many detrimental messages about Africa, Africans, 

and African descendants that inform their sense of identity as African descendants themselves 

(Gordon, 2008; hooks, 1992). Adams-Bass et al. (2014) posited that high exposure to negative 

stereotype TV images influence Black adolescent youth to accept these images as valid, thereby 

encouraging the development of negative self-concepts. These images are also found throughout 

their daily lives and further enhanced by miseducation in schools, thus reinforcing the 

internalization and manifestation of those stereotypes, most of which are indeed negative (Cross, 

1971). 

More than just the language of instruction, context and content matter and must counter 

the negative narratives perpetuated within Eurocentric U.S. curricula. Considering that counter-

narratives (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) are part of what 

have helped African Americans be so resilient since our forced arrival to the United States in 

1619, African American educators have been using alternative Black curricula for nearly 400 

years (King, 2014). Even more important is to have a curriculum that broadens our 

understanding of Africans globally (Boutte et al., 2021; Manning, 2010). 

Facilitating Black Youth Identity Development 

Myers et al. (1991) defined identity development as ña process of integrating and 

expanding oneôs sense of selfò (p. 54). Many psychology and education scholars have been 

investigating identity development in Black youth for many years to learn how best to facilitate a 
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positive identity (Adams-Bass et al., 2014; Clark & Clark, 1950; Evans-Winters, 2005; Gibson, 

2016; Jacobs, 2016; King & Swartz, 2016; Shujaa, 1993). Although some scholars and educators 

have identified and documented the problems diminishing Black youth identities, many have 

also found effective ways to facilitate positive identity development for Black youth and 

gathered evidence for many more benefits as a result of having a positive identity. The following 

section is a discussion of the problems, effective solutions, and residual benefits of those 

solutions. 

Many scholars have found a strong correlation between youth identity development and 

their experiences in schools (Douglass Horsford, 2011; Giroux & McLaren, 1986; Hilliard, 2003; 

OôToole et al., 2020; Shujaa, 1993, 2003; Steele, 2003; Thompson et al., 2019). In particular, 

psychologists Jeanene Robinson and Mia Biran (2006) found the following: 

     African identity provides Africans with a sense of purpose and the resources necessary 

to motivate efforts to excel in any environment. Identity is what anchors a person to a 

cultural reality, and it is what helps to maintain a focus that motivates academic success. 

It links persons to their ancestors, living Africans, and Africans yet to be born, all of 

whose presence acts as a compass that directs behavior. It is therefore thought that 

African Americans who have this base will be better equipped to excel in an environment 

than someone without this base. (p. 46) 

 

Robinson and Biran pointed out that a core ethnic identity for Black youth is essential not only to 

their academic achievement but also to their pursuit of happiness in life overall, regardless of 

environment. At the same time, oneôs environment does contribute to the initial development of 

oneôs identity; thus, it is key to ensure that our youth are taught in environments that facilitate a 

positive identity, especially their schools (Burbanks, 2019; Hilliard, 2003). 

Schooling v. Education 

Several scholars have pointed out that youth experiences in schools are dependent on 

whether they receive schooling or education (Dei, 1994; Hilliard, 2003; Shujaa, 1993, 2003; 
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Steele, 2003). Mwalimu Shujaa (2003) explained the distinction between the two for Black 

students, stating that ñeducation is a process of culture and identity transmission while schooling 

is intended to ensure that status quo power relationships are maintained.ò George S. Dei (1994) 

spoke to the dangers of schooling, stating the following: 

     There is an urgent need for a critical analysis of the institutional power structures 

within which learning, teaching, and administration of education take place in the schools 

and how these structures function to marginalize, exclude, and alienate black youths. The 

current processes of schooling undermine black students' subjectivities and their lived 

experiences.é (pp. 18-19) 

 

Schooling must be disrupted in order to empower Black youth to address the myth of Black 

inferiority, and thus unveil the many other distortions, omissions, and inaccuracies that continue 

to mis-educate our society today (Boutte et al., 2017). Theresa Perry (Perry et al., 2003) asked, 

ñWhy should one focus on learning in school if that learning doesnôt, in reality or in oneôs 

imaginary community, have the capacity to affect, inform, or alter oneôs self-perception or oneôs 

status as a member of an oppressed group?ò (p. 11). Why should we settle for learning to 

assimilate when our goal is to build our communities in ways that affirm our cultural heritage? 

We absolutely should not settle. As a solution, several Black scholars have pointed out the power 

of education for Black youth in order to facilitate positive Black youth identity development 

(Hilliard, 2003; Lateef, 2021; Robinson & Biran, 2006; Shujaa, 1993, 2003). Therefore, the 

remainder of this conversation focuses on successful methods of providing education rather than 

schooling. 

Classrooms as Transformative Spaces 

Re-educating Educators/Reteaching Teachers. In addition to an African-centered lens 

(Asante, 1991), educators need to be aware of their own biases and work to decolonize their own 

minds so that they can offer the ñ...sympathy, knowledge, and truth...ò prescribed by W. E. B.  
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Du Bois (1935) with a strong sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Sealey-Ruiz, 2017). This 

would require an archaeology of self process, as recently suggested and coined by Yolanda 

Sealey-Ruiz (2021). This involves an in-depth examination of the roots of oneôs own beliefs and 

behaviors in efforts to align those beliefs with oneôs goals for how to perform in oneôs desired 

roles, especially in such an influential position as an educator (Sealey-Ruiz, 2017). 

Although we have established that the desire is for students to adopt a core identity based 

on ethnicity rather than race, Sealey-Ruiz (2021) made the case for racial literacy as an essential 

skill for teachers that requires them to learn about and acknowledge systemic racism within 

schools and American society. We know race is not a scientific fact, but it is indeed a social 

construct with real negative, ongoing consequences. This is especially important for youth of 

African descent in a course with AD content where critical literacy is an essential component. To 

dig a bit deeper, she shared that teachers must have a safe space to question, engage, and reflect 

because those are the three tenets of racial literacy development that allow teachers ñto engage in 

the necessary personal reflection about their racial beliefs and practices.ò This is a critical 

prerequisite as ñteachers must be able to teach their students to do the sameò (n.p.). Sealey-Ruiz 

(2021) further explained that there are six components of racial literacy development, with 

Critical Love as the foundational element. She emphasized that although there are multiple ways 

to show love, there can be no justice without love! 

Trying a Little Tenderness, Love, and Care. Before attempting to teach any content to 

students, it is essential to make an authentic connection with students, especially when they are 

struggling with a lack of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993), self-esteem, and other insecurities related 

to their self-concept or identity (Jackson et al., 2014; McArthur & Lane, 2019). McArthur and 

Lane (2019) explained that this is especially the case when teaching Black girls in the United 
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States, and the teacher facilitating or delivering education to our beautifully melanated young 

ladies of all shades is as important as the content delivered (Bandura, 1993). They declared that 

teachers must offer a ñpoliticized ethic of caring and healing as pedagogical love.ò This can take 

the form of ñothermotheringò or ñfo-real love,ò promoting studentsô agency, advocating for 

studentsô needs, and much more. These strategies are often inherently implemented by many 

Black women teachers, though not all. We often find ourselves fulfilling the nurturing role of the 

ñothermotherò and expressing ñfor-real loveò for our babies, but this must be ñintentional, 

deliberate, and authenticò to be most effective (McArthur & Lane, 2019, p. 65). It is also 

important to consider that trust in relationships takes time to build, especially when students have 

experienced otherwise. However, teachers can begin these practices as soon as they have any 

form of access to their students. 

Emotional support systems are necessary for Black youthôs academic success (Roberts, 

2010), but one cannot offer support for coping or unpacking the nuances of emotional processes 

of learning about complex ideas and topics, which they have yet to practice or address 

themselves (Howard, 2016). Teachers cannot provide something they do not yet have. This 

includes some understanding of Black history and the emotional healing needed as Black 

students process the harsh realities of the past and present as well as the realization that the 

beauty of our past has been either hidden or distorted. This need is amplified for Black youth 

who continue to experience violence and marginalization disproportionately within society and 

schools (Morris, 2016). 

Illuminating Our Languages. Once teachers connect with their studentsô hearts,  

they can then explore their heads. As this two-step process happens repeatedly and often 

simultaneously throughout the educational journey, it is important to consider that language 
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matters. As with any group of people, education should begin with knowledge of self; thus, 

education for Black students should begin with knowledge of Black history (Woodson, 2018). 

This builds and strengthens the connection to their roots, thereby developing and strengthening a 

positive sense of identity in other areas of life too. To make the most of learning Black history, 

several scholars and practitioners have suggested some effective methods to help Black youth 

build literacy skills through ethnic voices (Lee, 1991), code-switching (Delpit, 1992; Sealey-

Ruiz, 2005), and media literacy (Morrell et al., 2013). 

It Takes a Village. Just as important as having a supportive teacher, mentorship is a 

unique relationship that pledges to have powerful lasting effects on young people in a variety of 

ways. For Black youth, mentorship means a relationship with a role model, support through life 

challenges, and advocacy for success by people who are committed to improving self-perception 

among youth of color and dedicate their most valuable resources to economic, social, and 

spiritual progress within our community (Rivers & Rivers, 2002). With mentors, it is possible to 

create an ñimagined communityò (Loomba, 2015, p. 112) that represents a loving cohort of 

mentors and youth who share a common goal to uplift and empower. An example of a Sankofan 

approach would be to reveal hidden details about our illustrious past and affirm our present for 

us to move masterfully forward into our future. 

Although there are many adults who would like to contribute to the development of 

youth, it is important to train mentors since one cannot expect good mentoring skills to be 

inherent. If the mentors are part of a program, training could afford mentors a brief overview of 

expectations and some firsthand experiences with the types of activities planned so that they are 

better able to facilitate and understand the experience of the youth. Once trained, it is suggested 
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that mentors should be provided space to move toward deep self-reflection and development of 

racial literacy and other skill sets imparted to youth (Byrd & Chlup, 2012; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011). 

African Identity Development 

Though not as widely discussed as racial identity, several scholars have contributed to the 

attention to and understanding of African identity development with theories, scaled models, and 

empirical research (Akbar, 1989; Baldwin & Bell, 1985; Hilliard, 1992, 1995; Kambon, 1996; 

Myrick, 1996, 2002). Asa Hilliard (as cited in Thompson, 1992) listed the four parameters of 

African identity. He included: (a) psychological identity (personal, self-esteem); (b) physical 

identity (perceived attractiveness); (c) sociopolitical identity (Black oppressed, race, class); and 

(d) cultural identity. 

As few scholars have discussed African identity development for Black students with 

empirical data, I drew on the research of Cecelia Myrick (1996, 2002), whose case study used 

data collected over just a short period of 10 weeks with her 21 African college students 

representing the United States, Haiti, Nigeria, Cameroon, and Ethiopia. Her research, although 

mostly quantitative and using the African Self-Consciousness Scale (Baldwin & Bell, 1985), 

made the case for the use of critical literacy to address her studentsô African identity and develop 

critical and cultural consciousness (McLeod, 1986; Myrick, 1996). With an African cosmology 

framework, she addressed the questions: (a) What perspectives do African American and other 

African-descent students have toward their African identity? and (b) How do students with 

different perspectives toward their identity react to immersion into an African-centered literacy 

curriculum? 

Myrickôs strategy for strengthening her studentsô development of an African identity was 

to offer a select set of literature as recommended by Asa Hilliard to address their particular needs 
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at that given time. As a result, each studentôs perspectives changed incrementally. While the 

extent of change was dependent upon each studentôs initial perspective and how deeply they 

engaged with the assigned readings, she ensured that the set of texts for each student was 

important to the student and could fill the gaps in their self-knowledge. Figuring out which texts 

were best suited for each student required her to be well-read and critically literate herself to 

match relevant themes and information. She found that studentsô self-knowledge was awakened 

as they each made cross-cultural connections and gained intrinsic motivation to read, write, and 

learn more. She believed that even a single book could spark the journey toward a stronger 

African identity. 

More data had yet to be published when Myrick passed away in 2010, but they included 

qualitative data too. The fact that Asa Hilliard was on her committee and she also drew on his 

work for her understanding is quite affirming for the questions and research I have proposed. 

Theoretical Framework 

I imagine that each and every human being who naturally seeks knowledge through 

understanding their environment has reflected on some or all of the following questions: Who or 

what am I? What does it mean to be human? What does it mean to be educated or intelligent? 

Why am I here? Where and with whom do I belong? What is my purpose or role? The answers to 

these questions provide a sense of self, identity, and purpose, which often guide our thinking and 

thus our behavior throughout our daily lives. Cynthia Dillard (2009) explained that ñthe 

transformation of the society and the ideologies that guide it depend profoundly on the nature of 

systems and environments for becoming óeducated.ô These shape the very meaning of both 

collective identity and, as individuals, of becoming fully human...ò (p. 244). 
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For this reason, I begin with an explanation of my personal philosophy for my life and 

the guiding principle of my theoretical framework (Johnson et al., 2019): uBuntu (also spelled 

Ubuntu). It is a philosophical perspective that originated in the southern region of Africa as a 

widespread philosophical perspective defining what it means to be human. uBuntu is short for 

uMuntu nguMuntu ngaBantu, which can be loosely translated in English as a person is a person 

unto persons. Notice the word others is not used (Cossa, 2021b). uBuntu as a principle 

recognizes our inherent connections, and thus does not allow for any person to be ñotheredò 

(Morrison, 2017). As a term, it is derived from Bantu Nguni languages such as Zulu and Xhosa 

(Ncube, 2010), but referred to by more terms in many different languages predominantly 

throughout Africa and Asia that offer the same or similar worldview of humans equally existing 

in reciprocity with one another, nature, and the universe at large (Bell & Metz, 2011; Bhabha, 

2012; Caracciolo & Mungai, 2009; Clasquin, 1997; Cossa, 2021b; Morrison, 2017; Nabudere, 

2005; Said, 2014; Venter, 2004). For example, in Malawi, the Chichewa word for uBuntu is 

uMunthu (Caracciolo & Mungai, 2009), while in Zimbabwe, the Shona term is hunhu (Ncube, 

2010). Many scholars have described uBuntu using such terms as caring, community, harmony, 

healing, hospitality, compassion, dignity, and continuity (Bekker, 2008; Caracciolo & Mungai, 

2009; Mangaliso, 2001; Ncube, 2010). Desmond Tutu (1999, as cited in Caracciolo & Mungai, 

2009) explained uBuntu as ñthe very essence of being humanò: 

     It is not, ñI think therefore I am.ò It says rather: ñI am human because I belong. I 

participate, I share.ò A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of 

others, does not feel threatened that others are able and good, for he or she belongs in a 

greater whole and is diminished when others are humiliated or diminished, when others 

are tortured or oppressed, or treated as if they were less than who they are. (p. 31) 

 

Jose Cossa (2020) further explained that humanism is not synonymous with uBuntu, because it 

does not stem from the same understanding of what it means to be human; thus, the terms should 
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not be used interchangeably. Western concepts of humanity focus on the individual as separate 

from nature and other humans, while uBuntu is absent of the idea of the isolated individual and 

informed by the belief that ñour ancestors are always with usò (p. 7); thus, we are never alone. 

Several African scholars have supported the understanding and use of uBuntu as an 

ontology, axiology, epistemology, and methodology that supports a holistic education with an 

emphasis on the interdependency of human connections and a collective approach to meaning-

making, identity, and purpose (Assié-Lumumba, 2017; Cossa, 2020; Letseka, 2013; Oviawe, 

2016). In this study, I employed uBuntu as an onto-epistemology and as an understanding that 

people are created by and connected to people as part of the whole system that is the universe. 

Each individual person operates in consideration of how their actions will affect the whole of 

which they are a part; thus, they respect all elements of nature and seek to work in the best 

interest of all. One may prefer to work with a group of people to achieve our collective goals, 

and thus choose to co-construct data and understandings with research participants from our 

shared experiences. All people are equally of high importance and value; thus, there is no need 

for social hierarchy. In uBuntu, being different or unique is a gift to be used for the benefit of the 

collective, yet does not equate to being better or worse, higher or lower in any way. In 

consideration of this, there is no desire to stand in opposition by claiming a position along any 

hierarchical scale, nor intentionally seeking to cause harm to anyone or anything, because doing 

so is to cause harm to all, including oneself. Hence, the common use of the phrase ñI am, because 

we areò (Dillard, 2009; Idoniboye-Obu & Whetho, 2008). 

The Western definition of humanism is based solely on biocentrism, the idea that humans 

are humans because of their biological composition and that intelligence is genetic, rather than 

acquired through social connections with people as a collective. In contrast to uBuntu, 
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individuality is the focus. Sylvia Wynter (2003) explained that this distinct difference in these 

definitions is the root cause which allows for the narcissistic mindset of white supremacists and 

racists to exist and be sustained for several centuries based on a perpetual, ever-evolving lie at 

the expense of anyone who poses a potential threat to expose the myth and does not fit the 

fictitious narrative they have created and recreated for themselves. Therefore, although uBuntu is 

not an oppositional framework, the oppositional, intentionally harmful nature of the Western 

understanding necessitates the use of uBuntu as a decolonizing, oppositional onto-epistemology 

within the context of the ongoing struggle for human freedom. 

Guided by the principle of uBuntu (Assié-Lumumba, 2017; Cossa, 2020; Letseka, 2013; 

Oviawe, 2016) and building on the wisdom from a litany of historical and contemporary research 

from Phyllis Wheatley, Frederick Douglass, and Carter G. Woodson to Christopher Emdin, 

Bettina Love, and Jamila Lyiscott, I utilized African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) as my theoretical 

framework to guide and inform every aspect of this study. ADLit encompasses critical literacy, 

Black/Endarkened Feminism, Black girl literacy, racial literacy, critical race theory, and African-

centeredness. Therefore, it has already been conceptualized (Boutte et al., 2017). 

In its simplest, autonomous context, literacy is defined as ñthe ability to read and writeò 

or as ñcompetence or knowledge in a specified areaò (Dictionary.com, 2020; Street, 2003). The 

more complex understanding explains literacy as an important social practice (Street, 2003) 

rooted in our onto-epistemologies (Bhattacharya, 2017), thus informing how we read or interpret 

what and how we experience the world through all of our senses along with our emotions. 

Unfortunately, the experiences of African descendants over the past 500 years have been 

controlled or strongly influenced by oppression from colonial powers and white domination. 

Arnove and Graff (1987) posited that, within particular contexts, literacy can be ña process of 
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consciousness-raising aimed at human liberationò (p. 203, as cited in Ladson-Billings, 1992,  

p. 380). 

Brian Street (2003) described the field of New Literacy Studies (NLS) as ña new tradition 

in considering the nature of literacy, focusing not so much on acquisition of skills, as in 

dominant approaches, but rather on what it means to think of literacy as a social practiceò (p. 77). 

This makes space and calls for the recognition of a broader variety of literacies to disrupt, 

problematize, and resist the imposition of dominant understandings to address the needs of the 

marginalized within cultural contexts (Morrell, 2014; Muhammad & Haddix, 2016; Sealey-Ruiz, 

2011, 2016; Shor, 1999; Street, 2003). Ernest Morrell (2002) explained that ñcritical literacy...is 

defined as the ability not only to read and write, but also to assess texts in order to understand the 

relationship between power and domination that underlie and inform those texts.ò He further 

explained that ñcritical literacy can lead to an emancipated worldview and even transformational 

social actionò (p. 2). Within the context of education, ADLit is a form of critical literacy. 

Accordingly, within the context of this study that seeks to implement transformative education 

for social change concerning people of African descent, a critical form of literacy is necessary 

because, as a skill, literacy contributes to our ability to utilize it as cognitive and social practices, 

which one needs to assess the socially constructed meaning of a broadly diverse range of 

literature in order to understand the historical roots and consequences of oneôs values and beliefs 

as well as those of others (Giroux, 1983, 1992). For example, critical literacy helps us understand 

the complexity of how the social construction of white dominance has been maintained through 

economic and political power (Morrell, 2002; Street, 2003). 

As a response to the many calls for critical theory to inform critical practices that create 

social change (Morrell, 2015), Johnson et al. (2019) built on the wisdom and strength of African-
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centered cultural values to offer ADLit  as a dynamic framework rooted in culturally responsive 

pedagogies and critical race theory. In turn, it calls for African descendants to take collective 

responsibility and do collective work to develop cultural competence to uplift Blackness through 

humanizing and liberatory education across generations. Lamar Johnson (2019) suggested that 

ADLit can be a tool for developing cultural and global competence because it provides a 

framework for ñteaching about African people across the diaspora in a manner that overcomes 

typical distortions, inaccuracies, and omissionsò (Johnson et al., 2019, p. xi). As a skill and 

practice, ADLit requires one to look in-depth beyond the surface level of our common struggles 

for a comprehensive understanding of our connections to Africa and to one another across the 

diaspora. 

While all people of all ethnicities would benefit from ADLit, it is especially good for 

African diaspora youth as it assists Black youth with their development of cultural identity and 

cultural competence (Boutte et al., 2010; Boutte et al., 2019; Ladson-Billings, 1992a, 1992b; 

Morrell, 2002; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2005; Paris, 2012; Sealey-Ruiz, 2016). This study 

addressed the need for youth to develop a positive identity and competence within a cultural 

context through a new inquiry-based curriculum with AD content. This is critical in the struggle 

to dispel the myth of Black inferiority through education and heal the pain and damage passed 

down through 500 years of generations. ADLit utilizes African traditions such as oral history and 

healing circles, and centers African voices to reclaim stories of our authentic heritage, while 

building on the many valiant efforts of our ancestors and elders to heal in sustainable and 

adaptable ways that will counter the ever-evolving perpetuation of the myth of Black inferiority 

and the systemic oppression it maintains (Alim & Paris, 2017; Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim, 2014). 
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African -centered Pedagogy and Identity 

African-centered Education Principles 

Scholarly and practical efforts are being made to address the marginalization of Black 

women and youth in educational spaces to implement academic support systems that provide 

rigor and standards of excellence through culturally relevant, African-centered pedagogy to build 

intrinsic motivation beginning with knowledge of self (Asante, 1991; Baldwin, 1963; Durden, 

2007; King, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2014). African-centered pedagogy is pedagogy from an 

Afrocentric lens. Afrocentricity is a non-hegemonic perspective that is a necessary step for Black 

people to experience in efforts to achieve the ideal multicultural perspective, and thus not just a 

mere replacement for Eurocentric ideology (Asante, 1991). 

More importantly, the Afrocentric paradigm is holistic with a focus on achieving 

everlasting peace and happiness. It emphasizes that self-knowledge is the basis of all knowledge, 

and self-love is the basis of all love. Both must begin within oneself, then generate outwardly in 

phases. Afrocentricity is inclusive of all humans and in harmony with nature. Like uBuntu, it 

recognizes that ñI am because we are; or we are, therefore, I am.ò The diunital logic of the 

Afrocentric framework emphasizes the union of opposites because we are all connected and 

simultaneously represent both spirit and material (Myers, 1985). This could also help to release 

those negative stereotypes by providing positive counternarratives (Richter et al., 2013). 

Therefore, first and foremost, Black students need to learn about their heritage and 

history. However, it is important to ensure that the Black history taught 

does not consist simply in trying to parallel the history of white folk with similar boasting 

about black and brown folk, but rather an honest evaluation of human effort and 

accomplishment, without colorblindness, and without transforming history into a record 

of dynasties and prodigies. (Du Bois, 1935, p. 334) 
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Reconnecting to African Ways of Knowing and Being. Molefi Kete Asante (1991) 

developed Afrocentricity to draw attention to the need for centering African ideals in intellectual 

discourses and analyses that involve the culture and behavior of people throughout the African 

diaspora as subjects rather than objects of victimization. Asante recognized that his intentions 

were and still are considered radical and revolutionary as they expose and disrupt the 

exploitation and dehumanization within Eurocentric and Western ideology. Many other scholars 

have agreed with Asante (Banks, 1993; Byrd & Hope, 2020; Coles, 2019; Dei, 2018; Ladson-

Billings, 1995). At the same time, Afrocentricity emphasizes the need for African descendants to 

be for themselves as a collective and highlights for others that this does not mean to be against 

anyone else, unless necessitated by attacks from those who wish to bring us harm by preventing 

or limiting our ability to empower and elevate ourselves. While some scholars may interpret 

Afrocentricity as having the same origins as Eurocentric paradigms like postmodernism 

(Monteiro-Ferreira, 2009), Afrocentricity is not focused on creating hierarchies or perpetuating 

Eurocentric divide and conquer strategies (Boutte et al., 2017; Shockley & Lomotey, 2020). 

Borrowing from the successful curricula of past and present generations, many scholars 

and educators of the past and present believe that a new African-centered curriculum is needed to 

teach those who represent our future (Asante, 1991; Baldwin, 1963; Cross, 1971; Dillard et al., 

2000; King, 2014; Woodson, 2018). Furthermore, as students are learning about Black history, 

the older they are, the more they will likely need to unlearn many ideas and concepts that 

contradict the narratives from Black history as they try to incorporate this new information into 

their understanding of the past and especially the present. They are likely to experience a culture 

shock and even a paradigm shift. This can be a very emotional experience, which needs to be 
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supported by guiding students along the process of unpacking the details and navigating the same 

environments with this new information and possibly a new mindset. 

Culturally Relevant/Responsive/Sustaining/Affirming Pedagogy 

Culturally responsive teaching is defined as using the cultural characteristics, 

experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more 

effectively (Gay, 2002). There are many examples of Black educators and even some white ones 

currently implementing effective culturally relevant pedagogy in their classrooms (Foster, 1997; 

Ladson-Billings, 1992a, 2014, 2021; Wolf, 2021). For example, Simone Gibson (2016) boosted 

the reading confidence of the Black youth in her class by ñChallenging Stereotypical Images of 

Black Womanhood through Urban Fiction.ò Charlotte E. Jacobs (2016) used critical media 

literacy as a pathway to promoting positive identity development among Black youth. bell hooks 

(1992) explained: 

the oppositional gaze as a site of resistance for colonized black people globally. 

Subordinates in relations of power learn experientially that there is a critical gaze, one 

that ñlooksò to document, one that is oppositional. In resistance struggle, the power of the 

dominated to assert agency by claiming and cultivating ñawarenessò politicizes ñlookingò 

relationsðone learns to look a certain way in order to resist. (p. 116) 

 

Support for the development of cultural connections and critical consciousness is vital to 

the development of a positive identity particularly for Black youth (Baldwin, 1963; Dei, 2012; 

Givens et al., 2016; hooks, 1992; Jacobs, 2016; Nasir et al., 2009; Wiggan & Watson-Vandiver, 

2019). As children or people develop an in-depth level of consciousness, they begin to critically 

examine their social environment (Baldwin, 1963). Therefore, the purpose of education should 

be to create environmentally conscious people with a sense of agency to make decisions based 

on their own critical analysis of the world (Baldwin, 1963). This idea along with an oppositional 

gaze (hooks, 1992) allows educators and their Black students to ñdisrupt the traditional power 
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dynamics in US school settings (e.g., teacher as expert, student as novice), but also create a new 

way to envision Black youthôs identities and roles in societyò (Jacobs, 2016, p. 235). In this way, 

educators act as facilitators to students as they acquire knowledge and skills through intrinsically 

motivated inquiry. 

Critical Ethnic Studies and Youth Identity Development 

The ethnic studies debate has persisted for several decades among educators, researchers, 

policymakers, and society at large (LaBelle, 1996; Persons, 1987; Pinkney, 2016; Teahan & 

Podany, 1971). As some U.S. educators have been attempting to teach ethnic studies, other 

educators have pushed back with claims that exposure to ethnic studies outside of the dominant 

Eurocentric discourse would cause Black and brown students to gain pride in themselves and 

their heritage but also increase hostility toward whites, while causing white students to feel bad 

(LaBelle, 1996; Persons, 1987; Pinkney, 2016; Teahan & Podany, 1971). This ongoing debate 

has been a rollercoaster of wins and losses as some U.S. cities and states, like Chicago and 

Arizona, have successfully attempted to either support or ban the teaching of ethnic studies only 

to have the laws reversed at later dates (Persons, 1987; Santa Cruz, 2010). 

As of 2019, several U.S. school districts have made African American Studies a course 

requirement for high school graduation. The Philadelphia School District and Illinois State 

Department of Education require that all students have some level of exposure and 

demonstration of competence about topics directly related to the lives of African American 

people. Other schools, districts, and state education departments are gradually implementing 

some form of exposure of African American Studies too, despite the constant opposition by 

those who would rather avoid the conversations that force American citizens to reconsider their 

long-held beliefs of myths and ñalternative facts.ò Furthermore, filling in the gaps of our missing 
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history is vital to instill a sense of cultural identity from local and modern to global and 

historical, because part of our healing process must include a reconnection to our ancestral roots, 

physically and culturally. Self-liberation and empowerment may not rest solely on the discovery 

and restoration/rehabilitation of our cultural identity (Loomba, 2015). 

African Diaspora Literacy and African Youth Identity 

Carol D. Lee (1991) explained that ñliteracy is not a single, amorphous set of skills that 

are evenly applicable across any circumstances reading..., but...rather a set of social practices 

situated in specific sociocultural contextsò (p. 292). Many scholars would agree that when 

building racial, diaspora, or multicultural literacies, it is important to not just include but begin 

with ethnic voices in literature (Hilliard, 1995; King & Swartz, 2016; Morrell & Morrell, 2012; 

Myrick 2002; Rashidi, 2017). It is also important to include studentsô voices (Morrell & Morrell, 

2021). Representation matters and seeing and reading positive narratives about oneôs self in 

literature builds positive self-esteem. Moreover, this requires educators to make a conscious 

effort to acknowledge the voices that Black youth themselves bring to the classroom, so that they 

can build on and connect their interests to the literacy skills needed to critically analyze 

meaningful texts, which reflect Black experiences and build efficacy (Boutte  

et al., 2017; Lee, 1991). Language matters and Black youthôs attitudes toward or about the 

language and vocabulary used in the literature used to teach them literacy matter; thus, a basic 

knowledge of the vocabulary, content, or at least interest in the topic are also necessary (Lee, 

1991). Furthermore, Lee (1991) posited that knowledge of the sociocultural codes and literary 

conventions of the texts are required to read any given set of literature. In other words, context 

matters, too. Following are several examples of scholars who further explained the importance of 

language, voice, and agency in the education of Black youth. 
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For the purpose of learning when and how to code-switch, Lisa Delpit (1992) encouraged 

the acquisition of multiple forms of discourse for students (Black students especially). Delpit 

explained that acquiring multiple discourses can take an extraordinary effort on the part of both 

the teacher and students; thus, the teacher must be committed to providing proper and adequate 

support for Black youth to counter culturally alienating environments. She described a scenario, 

for example, in which one of her Black students struggled with academic writing, reading, and 

talking, despite being a very talented graduate student. Over a period of 2 years, this student was 

guided through her transformation using a gradual release process by a dedicated coach. This 

process included talking through her ideas with the coach, who then taught her how to translate 

those ideas into academic discourse. The student then became known among her professors for 

being a great writer. Although this example is about a Black woman, this shows the importance 

of teaching our Black youth these skills as early as possible in their formal and informal 

education. 

Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz (2005) also encouraged teaching and learning multiple forms of 

discourse for the purpose of code-switching. She made the case that for Black students, it is 

crucial to first recognize, acknowledge, and validate our mother-tongue, which is often African 

American Vernacular English (AAVE). Again, this is an initial step in the process of gradually 

acquiring an additional form of discourse, which in this case was Standard American English 

(SAE), since her students were required to write their final research paper in SAE. 

Though not widely recognized or accepted as such, AAVE, also referred to as Ebonics, is 

an authentic language based on linguistic evidence of having a consistent formal structure. It is 

fitting that Sealey-Ruiz (2005) called AAVE the ñlanguage of African American imagination and 

realityò (p. 45) because it indeed informs our sense of creativity. This is quite significant in that 
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African-descended people create art for lifeôs sake moreso than the mere purpose of visual 

pleasure. For this reason, our artistic creativity comes from deep within and is often used as a 

method of healing. Therefore, allowing Black youth to speak the language which they think is 

important as it speaks to both our heads and our heartsða combination I believe is a prerequisite 

to speak to our souls, which is the key to our healing process. 

In order to build and enact resilience through resistance to the negative stimulants in 

media and their social environments, Black youth can be taught to employ critical media literacy 

skills (Morrell et al., 2013) to help ensure they receive that information in a non-detrimental way. 

For example, when Black youth encounter negative images of other Black youth in media, if 

they are experiencing William Crossôs (1971) Pre-encounter stage of Racial Identity or adopting 

a Social Dominance Orientation (SDO) (Boykin et al., under review), they are likely to accept 

the images as valid without question and internalize those negative images as their own, often 

resulting in dislike of themselves and Black people in general. However, with critical media 

literacy skills, they will know how to question the images and understand the perspective of the 

producers as merely an opinion or ignorance without internalizing the negativity. In this way, 

their exposure is reduced to just another opportunity to inform themselves of their environment, 

so they are even more prepared to navigate within, through, and around the proverbial matrix 

known as white supremacy. Educators can provide an arsenal of counter-narratives to the past, 

while teaching Black youth to produce their own, thus becoming the canon of their own 

narratives of the present and in the future (Boutte et al., 2017; Jacobs, 2016). 

AP Seminar and Black Youth 

The present study explored the Advanced Placement (AP) Seminar as a supportive 

context for enacting critical African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) and the principles of Afrocentric 
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pedagogy for the purpose of developing a positive African identity among youth of African 

descent. Youth of African descent in the United States who are taught in emotionally, 

academically, and culturally supportive environments using alternative curricula designed with 

them in mind are exceling, but partnerships are needed for sustainability (Asante, 1991; Baldwin, 

1963; Cross, 1971; King, 2014). The village in which a child is raised is a significant source of 

influence; thus, the village needs to support the development of our Black youth positively. Even 

within our still very oppressive society, we are able to utilize a wide variety of creative strategies 

and techniques rooted in awareness of our ever-lasting Africanisms, resistance and resilience, 

uplifted by our spiritual connections, maintained by innovation, and inspired by hope for and 

faith in our youth. 

Unfortunately, there has been a lack of accessibility to AP courses for Black students 

(Klopfenstein, 2004a, 2004b; Kyburg et al., 2007; Lam, 2021; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019; 

Whiting & Ford, 2009; Wolf, 2021) and even less about the AP Capstone program. As discussed 

earlier, a lack of positive identity can be a barrier to even pursuing courses believed to be too 

rigorous or having a teacher with a style of teaching that does not align with Black studentsô 

learning styles or is not culturally relevant (Jeffries & Silvernail, 2017). For most traditional AP 

courses, teachers tend to be more concerned with studentsô exposure to the content taught rather 

than transferable skill development (Graefe & Richotte, 2019; Kolluri, 2018). 

As more AP courses become available to Black students (Sparks, 2015), research 

supports the idea that they should seek to be taught by a knowledgeable African-centered or at 

least culturally responsive teacher to maximize the benefit of the AP Capstone program (Kyburg 

et al., 2007; Wolf, 2021). Kyburg et al. (2007) and Wolf (2021) found that due to its non-

traditional structure, the AP Capstone program has the potential to encourage teachers to focus 
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on and tailor the lessons to meet studentsô needs. Wolf (2021) took it a step further as he found 

that teachersô use of culturally responsive pedagogy and self-reflexivity allowed them to grow 

alongside their students with more efficacy to facilitate discussions about complex topics such as 

racism, oppression, and so on. He further explained that ñmany AP Capstone teachers de-

emphasize grades and points in favor of deeper learning, feedback to help students succeed on 

authentic performance tasks, and student ownership over skill developmentò (p. 125). This 

course structure could also support the development of ADLit  as teachers have the flexibility to 

utilize pedagogy more relevant for Black students. Without the intention of implementing the 

course in an African-centered way, Black students could experience the AP Seminar in a way 

that perpetuates racist trends in our society (Wolf, 2021). 

In addition, Jagesic et al. (2020) found that one added benefit to students taking the AP 

Seminar is that students tend to have higher scores on other AP exams and significantly higher 

grades during their first year in college, with greater rates of retention than students who did not 

take the AP Seminar. I suspect that with the combination of a teacher implementing culturally 

responsive pedagogy within the space of an AP Seminar course for Black students, this could 

increase Black studentsô academic success while increasing the potential for greater African 

identity development. 

Conclusion 

From this review of the literature that informed my research, I have learned that to focus 

on a Black racial identity without a stronger focus on an African ethnic identity is like only 

treating the painful symptoms without identifying and addressing the root cause of the pain itself. 

The body signals to us when something is wrong. It is not always a physiological issue but often 

a disturbance of oneôs soul or spirit that manifests in the body. Therefore, it is essential for Black 
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youth to establish a core African identity as it connects Africans globally and empowers African 

descendants to pursue all other endeavors in life in alignment with our core values, beliefs, and 

culture. Oneôs core is not as vulnerable to the external dominant narratives that plague Africans 

worldwide. For this reason, I distinguish between race and ethnicity, especially since there are 

Africans today who are pro-Black but anti-African. 

With this problem clearly identified, Black education in research and practice must 

highlight what is and what is not working, both within and outside of classrooms across the 

diaspora (Johnson, 2021; Manning, 2021; Nakhid & Farrugia, 2021; Tabi, 2021; Wallace et al., 

2021). As educational practitioners and researchers, we must fill our toolboxes with an arsenal of 

strategies to empower our Black youth to become powerful Black adults who empower others to 

build a better life for themselves and ultimately the world at large. We can then replicate and/or 

build on these methods as far and as wide as we can to develop and grow as a field of study 

broad in scope geographically, culturally, academically, and more with those who share our 

goals. There is no single solution or single type of person, but rather a network of collectives 

who can all strive toward the same major goal while drawing on our ancestral wisdom. 

I imagine a network of institutions across the spectrum (Pre-K to Doctoral) offering 

opportunities to become grounded in African-centered philosophy, pedagogy, and all other areas 

of study. I look forward to developing institutions that approach education holistically and in 

respect of all things living and nonliving. Sankofa is needed for us to embrace the future with the 

wisdom and truth we were meant to have prior to it being hidden (Boutte et al., 2019). No longer 

should we need to ask permission to address our concerns and implement the changes we know 

we need in order to do what is best for us and those around us. Liberating ourselves as African 

descendants must include liberation for those who bring us harm, unless they refuse to receive it 
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as such (Freire, 2018). We must bring our own seats to the current tables until we are in positions 

to create our own tables that are readily equipped with more than enough seats for those who are 

for us. 

In order to empower our Black youth, we must first reach their hearts, then teach their 

heads, before we can heal their souls. It is the order of this approach that makes it possible to 

positively redefine and re-image Black youth as human citizens. The combination of their heart 

and head will allow us to reach their souls, thereby influencing them for the purpose of long-

lasting empowerment. Our methods must reflect the best understanding that we have of how 

culture, identity, and learning are interdependent (Jackson & Boutte, 2009). So, we must use 

learning strategies that teach about culture and foster positive identity development, which in 

turn will enhance studentsô learning as they become intrinsically motivated to practice their 

critical literacy skills to deepen their understanding and, thus, connections to their culture and 

further inform their core identity. 

The AP Seminar with AD Content, as it was implemented during the course of this study, 

consisted of most of the elements included in what Ladson-Billings (1995) would remind us is 

just good teaching, but also African-centered pedagogical excellence. Hopefully, this will 

become the standard for all implementations of this particular course. 

So, how will this study contribute to the interdisciplinary field of education? This study is 

concerned with the effectiveness of the AP Seminar implemented by African-centered educators 

to offer the space and opportunity for African-descended students to learn and utilize African 

diaspora literacy and critical research skills for the purpose (re)claiming a positive perception 

and connection to their African identity. The strategies used in implementing this unique and 

new version of the AP Seminar are a testament to our ancestors who effectively educated Black 
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children prior to Brown v. Board, as well as many of todayôs Black educators who are teaching 

against the grain even within Eurocentric schools. What happens when one draws from their 

collective wealth of wisdom to implement a comprehensive curriculum aligned with African-

centered pedagogy? In what ways and to what extent does African American and Afro Caribbean 

studentsô engagement in the AP Seminar with AD Content influence their perceptions of Africa, 

the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants? Keep reading to find out. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Method 

Kakali Bhattacharya (2017) explained that ñtheoretical influences inform how one 

conceptualizes case study researchò (p. 109). Accordingly, I drew on theoretical influences 

including African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) (Johnson et al., 2019) and the Sankofan approach 

(Dei, 2000) to combine the methodological approaches of critical ethnography and case study. I 

closely examined how a single cohort of five Black youth engaged in meaning making with the 

goal of revealing, releasing, and reshaping their values, beliefs, and assumptions throughout the 

data collection and conducting a constant comparative analysis process for a period of 2 years. 

This has allowed me to conduct in-depth inquiries as I seek to discover, describe, understand, 

and explain the relationship between the AP Seminar with AD Contentôs implementation with 

African-descended students and their perception of Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves 

as African descendants (Hamel et al., 1993). The study is critical in that the content and context 

of the course were designed to empower the participants with agency as a marginalized group by 

disrupting the status quo and addressing the absence of AD content in their formal educational 

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Additionally, as researchers, ñour understanding changes 

over time, which implies that so does the understanding of the participants of their own livesò 

(Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 110). The timeframe of 2.5 years allows the participants, as a culture-

sharing cohort of developing African-descended youth, time to understand the possible changes 

in their perceptions, thus providing opportunity for in-depth inquiry to identify possible shared 

and learned patterns of beliefs. Therefore, a single critical ethnographic case study is fitting to 

address the following research question: 
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In what ways and to what extent does engagement in the AP Seminar with African 

Diaspora Content influence five African-descended high school studentsô perceptions of 

(1) Africa, (2) the African diaspora, and (3) themselves as African descendants? 

Research Design 

This qualitative study utilized critical ethnographic case study methodology 

(Bhattacharya, 2017; Creswell & Poth, 2016; Stake, 1995). Critical ethnography and case study 

can each be both a methodology and a form of data representation (Bhattacharya, 2017). This 

interdisciplinary study beckons a variety of methodological approaches. African Diaspora 

Literacy (ADLit) is an ideological model of social practice; thus, the act of conducting a critical 

ethnographic case study is itself an act of ADLit (Street, 1985, 2003). The anthropological nature 

of ethnography as the study of culture was critical to the purpose of this study, with intent to both 

deeply understand and cultivate the African-centered cultural context of the course and the 

participants (Goodenough, 1973, as cited in Bhattacharya, 2017). Case studies have many 

definitions, but they generally ñanswer focused questions with in-depth inquiryò (Bhattacharya, 

2017, p. 109). Therefore, the combination of critical ethnography and a single interpretive case 

study allowed me to explore a single unique experience within the bounds of a culture-sharing 

group of five African-descended students participating in the AP Seminar with AD Content over 

a period of 2 academic years, including the one summer between them. I sought to examine and 

gain a new in-depth understanding of the processes of this course and its potential to influence 

the transformation of studentsô perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as 

African descendants over time within the context of this strategically unique implementation 

informed by the framework of ADLit (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). 
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This approach aligns with ADLit which, as an African-centered framework, privileges 

the voice, agency, personal experiences, and popular culture (see Morrell, 2002) of the 

historically and contemporarily marginalized participants as African descendants in order to 

reclaim our stories and draw on the collective strength of the African diaspora beyond monolithic 

notions of Blackness. This allows us to develop a collective knowledge of our identity as human 

beings (Johnson et al., 2019; West-Olatunji, 2006). As a liberating process, ADLit also calls for 

trans-subjectivity to maximize trustworthiness as I analyzed five complex experiences by 

becoming ñpart of the collective experience of the participantsò (West-Olatunji, 2006, p. 331) to 

construct one collective collage of understanding. As the researcher, trans-subjectivity (Coxon, 

2020) supported my personal commitment, contact, and responsibility to be reflexive, reciprocal, 

and transformative for the collective culture-sharing group as part of the African diaspora. Still, 

my ontology of uBuntu is unwavering. 

Through this methodological approach, I collected a broad variety of sources of data in a 

variety of ways that facilitated an analysis of the ways in which a small group of students within 

one local area experienced one course and the extent to which this influenced their perceptions. 

Though not intended for generalizability, insights learned from this study can serve as an 

illustration of the potential of this new, unique course and inform future development and 

implementations of this course with similar demographics and suggestions for further research 

(Ladson-Billings, 1992a; Merriam, 1998; Paris, 2012). Although the bounds of this case are 

small, it is possible to utilize the observations of literary events to conceptualize literary practices 

through ethnographic methods (Jordan, 1985; Street, 2003). Brian Street (2003) suggested that 

ideological literary models like ADLit are ideal frameworks and conceptual tools to characterize 

the relationship between local and distant or global interests, which aligns with the intent of 
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ADLit to contribute to the collective strength of the global African diaspora and support each 

local group within it. 

This single ethnographic case study was conducted over a period of 2.5 years, from 

September 2017 to December 2019. In the Fall of 2017, since all participants had to voluntarily 

enroll in the course already in progress, I recruited them during a class session of the AP Seminar 

with African Diaspora (AD) Content by first introducing myself and verbally announcing and 

explaining the opportunity to participate, which led to a conversation consisting of questions and 

answers. Data were collected via making on- and off-campus observations with field notes and 

photographs, collecting samples of student-created artifacts, conducting individual interviews, 

facilitating focus group sessions, administering an end-of-course survey, and utilizing a research 

journal. I engaged in constant comparative analysis across all data sources with a Sankofan 

approach to allow both participants and me to learn from our collective experiences as we 

cultivated cultural connections, global competence, and critical consciousness across space and 

time beyond colonial boundaries (Jorgensen, 2001; Massaquoi, 2004). The chapter continues 

with a detailed description of my research design, an explanation of my researcher positionality, 

possible limitations of this study, and an overview of how I (re)presented the data and discussed 

the findings in the following chapters. 

Research Setting 

The research site is Malcolm X College Preparatory School, a secondary 6-12 college 

preparatory school located in Brooklyn, New York, with a predominantly African American and 

Afro Caribbean population of administrators, faculty, staff, students, and community. The site 

was specifically chosen from a list of schools certified by the College Board to offer the AP  



50 

 

Seminar with AD Content based on its ethnic demographics, proximity to one of ADCôs partner 

universities, and its commitment to excellence as evident within the culture of the school 

(Brandwein, 1981; Shockley & Lomotey, 2020; Woodson, 2018). The school offers many course 

options for students and ensures that each takes at least one AP course prior to the graduation 

state exam in each of the four core academic disciplines: English language arts, mathematics, 

science, and social sciences. Students must also sit for the College Board examination of each 

AP course they take. The school was awarded by the College Board for high levels of 

achievement on AP exams and maintains overall standards beyond state requirements. Topics 

about Africa, African Americans, and other groups of African descent are embedded through the 

scope and sequence from Grades 6-12, which represents the entire school. 

Administratorsô and teachersô strong support and high expectations were key factors in 

selecting the school site (Brandwein, 1981; Pugh, 2017). The school is led by an Afro Caribbean 

male principal who is committed to providing opportunities for his studentsô overall success. He 

was very excited and supportive of the course and has increased participation over the last 2 

years. The teacher of the course, who is also the Assistant Principal of Social Studies, was a 

female African descendant who eagerly volunteered to teach the course and has a personal 

interest in African diaspora studies. 

Off-campus activities took place at various locations, both locally and out of state. Most 

activities took place within New York City, including visits to local cultural museums, historical 

archives, restaurants, prestigious universities, and various theaters for artistic performances. We 

occasionally traveled out of state to a historically Black university, U.S. federal buildings, 

archive collections, national museums, and monuments. 
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Participant Selection 

At the beginning of this multiyear study, all participants were 10th grade African-

descended students enrolled in the AP Seminar with AD Content. Due to attrition, out of the 

initial eight African-descended students (2 boys, 6 girls) who voluntarily enrolled in the course 

during Year 1, five students were willing and able to mostly or fully participate in the study over 

the course of 2 academic years. This included retaking the 1-year seminar, several off-campus 

and out-of-state field trips, a summer program, interviews, focus groups, and an end-of-course 

survey. Therefore, this group of students represents a homogeneous convenience sample. All five 

participants were female high school students who self-identified as Black and African 

descendants. In alignment with my conceptual framework, research questions, and research 

design, this group of five Black teenage students shared a culture as they each have Afro 

Caribbean heritage, live within the same community, and have attended the same school for at 

least 1 year prior to the study. As Black youth, they also represent a marginalized group in need 

of advocacy. The fact that all of the participants were Black girls is only due to attrition, though 

this demographic does deserve and did receive special attention toward their particular needs 

utilizing the ADLit  framework in the implementation of the course, which honors our various 

ways of knowing and being (Evans-Winters, 2005; Muhammad & Haddix, 2016). This is 

discussed in Chapter 9. 

Researcher Positionality 

Researcher Role 

As the researcher, I played multiple roles in this study. I was an observer, interviewer, 

artifact collector, and instructional assistant. My level of involvement and interaction with the 

students varied based on my natural inclination to respond to the activity in the moment and the 
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studentsô need for my assistance, whether the need was expressed by students, the teacher, or at 

my discretion during observations when I noticed an opportunity for my input to enhance 

studentsô learning, if appropriate. My input also contributed to the alignment of the AD content 

with the original AP Seminar and the utilization of ADLit  methods and development for each 

student. Examples are explained in Chapter 9. 

Over time, as my rapport with the students strengthened, my role naturally but also 

intentionally expanded into a mentor, a confidant, a cheerleader, a coach, a role model, a tutor, 

an editor, and an overall supporter, using all within my capacity to support the cultivation of their 

human potential. Having a close relationship with the students afforded me access to all of the 

data I planned to collect, which included daily notes on their personal thoughts and feelings 

about what they experienced and learned. The interviews, observational data, and artifacts 

allowed me to document each studentôs initial perceptions of Africa and their self-identified 

changes in their perceptions of Africa and the ways in which their engagement with the AP 

Seminar with AD Content influenced those possible changes over the duration of the study. 

During Year 1, I attended class sessions 1 to 3 times per week. I invited two other 

advanced doctoral studentsðone middle-aged Afro Caribbean man from Europe and one Afro 

Latina from the Caribbean in her late 20sðwho volunteered two to four times per month to 

support the teacher and students during class activities by contributing their thoughts to 

discussions and guiding students to further develop their research and writing skills in adherence 

to College Board protocols. During Year 2, I attended class sessions less frequently as I adjusted 

my visits to coincide with participantsô complex schedules, which fluctuated due to their dual 

enrollment in both high school and college courses. This reduced participantsô attendance in the 

course to 3 to 5 days per week. For this reason, I often met off-campus with participants between 
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their classes, after school, and on weekends when our schedules aligned. I also stayed in contact 

with participants both individually and collectively via text messages, phone calls, live video 

chats, and emails. In addition, one African-descended female masterôs student from New 

Zealand in her mid-20s volunteered to fulfill the same graduate student role twice per week 

consistently for the full duration of the academic year. 

I fulfilled several roles for the course as part of the African Diaspora Consortiumôs 

Three-Way Professional Partnership Model. As the Graduate Assistant, now Senior Executive 

Director, of the international non-profit organization, I contributed to the ongoing development 

of the course by supporting the affiliated AP Seminar teachers, curating additional multimedia 

resources and a series of experiential learning opportunities for the students based on student 

interests and needs related to the African Diaspora theme and critical skill development. This 

enrichment included field trips to local and out-of-state artistic and historical cultural and 

academic events like live theatrical and musical performances, films, galas, art exhibitions, 

lectures, panel discussions, research conferences, museums, tours of government facilities, ethnic 

restaurants, festivals, markets, libraries, and summer youth institutes. The Graduate Assistant 

role also consisted of supporting the teacher and students during class activities by contributing 

my thoughts to discussions and guiding students to further develop their research and writing 

skills in adherence to the College Board protocols. Throughout the duration of the study, I also 

served as a mentor for the research participants, which included personal conversations about 

various academic and life matters based on participantsô individual and collective needs. 

Researcher Identity 

uMuntu nguMuntu ngaBantu. In other words, uBuntu, or I am, because we are. By we, I 

mean humans and all of the myriad components of the natural world in which we live, which is 
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key to my ecotistical worldview (Lupinacci, 2017). While I am not anthropocentric, as an 

African descendant, my ontology is indeed African-centered, which includes an inherent utmost 

respect for mother nature and the non-hierarchical role of humanity as a whole. I understand my 

position in this world to be along the circumference of life, with the divine at the center with 

whom I can communicate via my spirit and those of my ancestors. I have learned and still learn 

best through African-centered practices like storytelling, watching and practicing the actions of 

my elders, asking critical questions, and using creativity and ingenuity to solve real-life problems 

for the purpose of communal well-being. Why and how have always been my favorite questions. 

As my mother would say, ñI have been over 21 for over 21 years.ò In that time, I have 

constantly developed and grown as a scholar, a person who pursues intellectual activity and 

seeks knowledge for the purpose of establishing expertise in an area of study. The area I have 

studied most is myself holistically. I have sought to better understand myself through my 

multiple understandings of the world at large. I first learned about myself through my motherôs 

eyes. From her, I learned that I am loved, a precious being who is to be respected as a child of 

God. Nothing less shall be tolerated. She taught me that my body is my temple, mine alone. To 

violate my temple in any way is to be worthy of consequences to the extent that ensures the 

violation will never be repeated. I am to operate with full integrity in all that I do and to always 

trust my spirit. These teachings can be traced directly through at least four generations deep into 

my matriarchal lineage of women with century-long lifespans, who were very familiar with 

machetes, brass-knuckles, sawed-off shotguns, midwifery, and Gullah Geechee language and 

culture, including the wisdom of how to cultivate seeds and hunt animals to produce nourishing 

food for a full family. I draw on the ancestral wisdom of spiritual women healers who, as mobile 

midwives, traveled long distances by foot and stayed close to the Mississippi River for the 
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purpose of being able to hide underwater long enough to avoid the dangers of coming into 

contact with white supremacists. I stand on the ancestral shoulders of multitalented 

entrepreneurs, educators, administrators, artists, and more. 

While I am still learning about my Creek Native American, Haitian, and direct African 

heritage, I proudly identify my cultural heritage as African, my socially constructed race as 

Black, and my nationality as U.S. American. I was raised and educated in the middle-class, 

predominantly Black and Brown community of South Phoenix, which is situated in the southern 

half of Arizona in the southwest region of the United States. 

I have always taken my education seriously and loved learning for the sake of 

knowledge, especially through interdisciplinary and cultural approaches. From my primary to 

tertiary education, I have been blessed with an excellent set of diverse teachers and mentors, 

most of whom I can still list by name. I have constantly participated in various extracurricular 

activities and still spend every summer engaged in experiential learning. My lifelong curiosity 

about the world led me to graduate as an International Baccalaureate (IB) student and become an 

international teacher. 

Throughout my life, I have experienced and actively fought against racial and educational 

injustices. As a child, I recall being very critical of the education policies and practices of some 

of my elementary teachers, schools, districts, and state. At age 8, I organized my first group 

resistance effort against the unfair discipline practices of my third-grade teacher. As a teenager, I 

was helping to establish my high schoolôs African American Cultural Club and campaigning for 

the impeachment of Arizonaôs governor, whose racist agenda made Arizona the last state to 

finally agree to establish the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.ôs birthday as a federal holiday. 

Throughout my tertiary education, I have experienced several accounts of educational trauma 
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that gradually led to my development of impostor syndrome during my doctoral journey. I have 

been actively healing from these adverse experiences with the support of my healing-centered 

village of prayer warriors, spiritual guides, licensed counselors, and African-centered mentors 

and colleagues. 

I intentionally came to this study with over 20 years of diverse personal and professional 

international experiences as a life-long learner and an educator of students at every grade level, 

from primary to tertiary and adult re-entry in a wide variety of settings from rural to urban, small 

to large, single sex to co-educational, public to private, local to international, and predominantly 

white to all Black spaces. Also as an avid traveler, part of my purpose has been to reclaim all of 

my cultural heritage in efforts to further develop my own ethnic identity with an open mind, so 

that I can help others develop their own too (Johnson et al., 2019). This study was a strategic part 

of my mission to develop the blueprint for my international dream school to heal and empower 

children through education, especially African children globally. 

As a learner determined to align myself with African-centered principles, I sometimes 

find myself utilizing my double-consciousness (Du Bois, 1903/1989), experimenting with 

hybridity (Bhabha, 2012), and constantly seeking to divorce myself from much of the colonial 

ideology and knowledge on which I was raised and educated, while discovering some of its 

misunderstood origins within my proud African and Native American roots. For this reason, as 

an educator or a facilitator of the acquisition of knowledge, I tend to operate within an in-

between space or liminality (Turner, 1964), which allows me to create a safe, open-minded 

environment in which to 

expose students to multiple worldviews, to identify creative ways of knowing and 

relating with their work and each other, and to develop a sense of interrelatedness of 

being that comes from understanding and holding contradictions, tensions, and similar 

perspectives in the same space. (Bhattacharya, 2018, p. 277) 



57 

 

As a researcher or producer of knowledge, I have found myself struggling within the 

space Gloria Anzaldúa (2002) referred to as ñnepantla...the site of transformation...where 

different perspectives come into conflict and where you question the basic ideas, tenets, and 

identities inherited from your family, your education, and your different culturesò (pp. 548-549). 

She would refer to me as a nepantlera. My extrinsic work is a reflection of my intrinsic work, 

thus directly tied to my identity. As demonstrated in the introduction of this study and the ways 

in which I fulfilled my role as a graduate volunteer for the course, I utilize African-centered 

frameworks and connect my practices to model those of my African ancestors, especially the 

Black women educators who were bridge leaders (Douglass Horsford, 2012). My preference to 

work collaboratively is reflected in my practice of co-constructing the representation of findings 

for this study with the participants. Finally, my African Diaspora Literacies are intentionally 

political and critical because I am on a mission to decolonize and thus liberate myself and 

anyone else willing to recognize and do the necessary work with cultural humility (Wallace, 

2005). 

Consequently, as a healing strategy, I am inclined to fully embrace and necessarily 

employ African-centeredness or Afrocentricity and stand in opposition to any and all paradigms 

like Eurocentrism and coloniality that was created to thrive on and thus intentionally perpetuate 

my oppression. Still, I strive to operate in alignment with the ontology that informs my purpose 

in life and understanding of humanity, uBuntu. Therefore, I recognize that any form of 

centeredness conflicts with the ecotistical idea that humans are not the center of the circle of life, 

but rather a part of the circleôs circumference as a contributing component. Identifying as the 

center with all else being supplementary to oneôs existence is a colonial idea that goes against the 

traditional African definition of humanity and what it means to be human. However, in 
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recognition of the complex, interdisciplinary dialectic nature of this study, I still employed 

African-centeredness. 

I also hold an endarkened feminist and post-oppositional onto-epistemology. My 

understanding of reality is drawn on 

the historical roots of Black feminist thought, embodying a distinguishable difference in 

cultural standpoint, located in the intersection overlap of the culturally constructed 

socializations of race, gender, and other identities, and the historical and contemporary 

contexts of oppressions and resistance for African American women. (Dillard, 2000,  

p. 662) 

 

I seek ñto create knowledge that extends beyond oppositional narrativesò (Bhattacharya, 2018,  

p. 281). Yet, due to the perpetual violence of white dominance, colonialism, capitalism, and the 

various forms of oppression plaguing people of African descent, my theoretical framework was 

focused on ADLit  (Johnson et al., 2019). Therefore, my positionality is likely to draw my 

attention to events and matters relevant to the studentsô connections to and understanding of 

Afrocentric elements of the curriculum, more so than others that do not fit the Afrocentric 

paradigm. Thus, I am aware of the need for and prepared to engage in constant and consistent 

self-reflexivity, no matter how uncomfortable this process may be (Pillow, 2003). 

My unapologetic use of first-person throughout this dissertation to my intertwined and 

various uses of terms to refer to people of African descent are examples of my employment of 

ADLit. I own my knowledge as I make every effort possible to reclaim my own stories. The 

various groups of people who represent the diaspora use various terms to identify themselves, 

along with the terms forced or applied to us by the white people in power; thus, I use the most 

appropriate term, but also honor the choices of the multiple African diasporic voices collectively 

represented in this study. 
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Although I shared gender, racial, and cultural heritage identity with the research 

participants, this familiarity was coupled with my identity as a well-traveled person who has 

firsthand experience with people from around the world, especially within the African diaspora. 

This experience gives me a much broader perspective than the students had, which I must 

consider in efforts to prevent seen, unseen, and potentially unforeseen dangers (Knupfer, 1996; 

Milner, 2007). Having been educated in a Eurocentric system, I am sensitive to and mindful of 

the possibility of perpetuating positivist, individualistic ideology. Thus, I actively study and 

utilize African-centered practices in my daily life. 

Today, as the Senior Executive Director of the African Diaspora Consortium (ADC) and 

an interdisciplinary doctoral candidate focused on African Diaspora studies at an Ivy League 

institution, I am passionate about educating people of all ethnicities about the African diaspora. 

As I used my voice to seek liberation for people of African descent through my research, I 

inadvertently gave the students an opportunity to also become knowledge producers (Villenas, 

1996) and take responsibility for positively contributing to the upliftment of African people 

globally through liberatory educational practices with a sense of urgency (Johnson et al., 2019). 

Research Procedures 

Students experienced two rounds of the AP Seminar with AD Content. Both rounds of 

the course were based on the same general syllabus produced by the College Board and ADC 

and facilitated by the same Afro Caribbean woman teacher. Each 50-minute class session took 

place daily from Monday to Friday. 

One difference between the two rounds was that during the first round, the teacher had 

not yet completed the official College Board and ADC teacher training sessions; thus, the 

students did not take the official College Board end-of-course assessments. Although I 
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consistently drew on the same sample population from Year 1, classroom dynamics were 

distinctly different from Year 1 to Year 2 due to several changes in the location of the classroom 

within the schoolôs campus; a significant increase in class size from 8 to 25 students; a broader 

range in diversity of studentsô ages, maturity, and academic grade levels; and a different set of 

graduate students to support during regular class sessions. 

Research Protocols 

This research involved minimal risk for participants, since most of the student activities 

were part of the regular assignments required by the course. The discussions and interviews may 

have become an emotional process, but if emotional responses were triggered, students had the 

option to stop at any time, and the school authorities and parents were notified (teacher, 

principal, and school counselor). Exposure of any information to the public was at the sole 

discretion of the participants and their parents. 

If a participant was in distress or became emotional, I addressed it immediately. In the 

case of tolerable sadness (i.e., tears), I asked the participant if they wanted to take a break, stop, 

or continue. If participants chose to, that moment was used for further inquiry as the topic of the 

study was indeed a sensitive topic. The school also had a counselor accessible to students if 

needed, and parents were contacted directly by the school or the researcher, as I had built a 

relationship with each of their parents/guardians as well. 

Data Sources 

Participant and Non-Participant Observations 

During class sessions, participants were expected to follow the instructions of the teacher 

and the expectations of the school behavior policies as usual. All participants had been observed 

more than 80 times as a group throughout the study. Class sessions took place for at least  
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45 minutes on campus, which were conducted in various classrooms designated by the 

administration. The most frequently used room was the school library. Class sessions yielded 

opportunities to document students during the teacherôs direct instruction, individual and group 

work, class discussions, and student presentations. I avoided attending the class on days when 

students were taking exams during the class. Off-campus excursions included local and out-of-

state field trips. During field trips, we often had discussions about what they were experiencing 

in the moment and thereafter. As a participant observant, I documented my observations with 

thick, rich descriptive field notes and self-reflexive journaling. When needed, I jotted down notes 

to capture seemingly random or unplanned moments. I also have digital records and manually 

documented notes of contact with participants outside of class, both individually and 

collectively, via text messages, phone calls, live video chats, and emails, which allowed for open 

and frequent communication as often as needed. 

Interviews 

The frequency, type, and durations of interviews were strategically determined by my 

discretion of what felt natural, based on my instincts, ongoing observations, and field notes as 

well as studentsô expressed desires for more discussion individually and/or collectively. 

Therefore, as advised by Bhattacharya (2017), I used a combination of natural conversations and 

informal open-ended, in-depth open-ended, and formal semi-structured interviews throughout the 

study. This allowed me to be comfortable as I played my role as both researcher and role model 

with authenticity, thereby encouraging my participants to also ñrelax and be as authentic and 

comfortable as possibleò (p. 127). All four types of interviews were conducted at several points 

throughout the duration of the study and were guided by the studyôs research question. I began 

with the most formal structures and gradually introduced less formal types as my relationship 
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with the participants strengthened to the point that they felt comfortable in asking me questions 

too. At that point, I chose to use the most fitting type for each event. 

Before recording, students were made aware that if they were not willing to be recorded, 

then they would not participate in the interview portion of the study. They had the option to 

continue working on class assignments or research. I explicitly stated that ñthe interviews will be 

audio-recorded and their responses will be tied to their chosen pseudonyms during transcription.ò 

I explained the definition and rationale for pseudonyms, which were used during the audio 

recordings and throughout my notes. Each student created her own pseudonym. No participants 

were recorded without expressed verbal consent prior to and at the beginning of each audio-

recording of the focus groups. Students were also told that they could stop participating at any 

point or decline to answer any questions asked. I explained to the participants that they were 

expected to respect the voices of all participants so that everyone could be heard and 

communicate their ideas fully without interruption. I often addressed each participant to 

acknowledge them in turn to speak, and sometimes I asked a question and left it open for anyone 

to respond when they felt a desire to do so. 

At the end of the first round of the course, I conducted 1-hour semi-structured individual 

phone interviews, which I manually transcribed and noted (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Calls were 

scheduled at a mutually agreed-upon time for each participant and myself. Participants were 

instructed to ensure that they were in a place and position with some privacy and to have their 

journals with them as a possible reference and in case they wanted to take their own notes. 

Naturally occurring conversations through face-to-face interactions, phone calls, and text 

messages were also documented to capture the development of my relationship with each 

participant as a mentor. Conversation topics were both personal and academic matters. 
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Focus Groups 

According to Fontana and Frey (2005), group interviews or focus groups are ñessentially 

a qualitative data-gathering technique that relies on the systematic questioning of several 

individuals simultaneously in a formal or informal settingò (p. 126). During the first academic 

year, the purpose of the initial focus group was exploratory and phenomenological to gain insight 

into studentsô initial perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as African 

descendants, as well as studentsô research interests to prepare them for their research assignments 

and eventual assessments. Since the class size was small and the setting was intimate, questions 

for the focus groups were gleaned from the class discussions, which often conjured more 

questions and revealed the need for more one-on-one interviews to allow more in-depth 

discussions. For this purpose and based on the duration of the regularly scheduled class, I 

conducted a 45-minute semi-structured, audio-recorded, face-to-face focus group in a semi-

formal setting with the students. We met in the school library in a quiet, semi-private room with 

a transparent glass window and an unlocked yet closed door to allow the teacher access at any 

point. 

Before recording, students were made aware that if they were not willing to be recorded, 

then they would not participate in the focus group. Instead, they had the option to continue 

working on class assignments or research. I explicitly stated that ñthe focus group will be audio-

recorded and their responses will be tied to their chosen pseudonyms during transcription.ò 

Again, I explained the definition and rationale for pseudonyms, which were incorporated into the 

audio recordings and throughout my notes. Each student came up with her own pseudonym. No 

participants were recorded without expressed verbal consent prior to and at the beginning of each 

focus group audio-recording. Students were also told that they could stop participating at any 



64 

 

point or decline to answer any questions asked. Again, participants were expected to respect the 

voices of everyone in the group so they could be heard and communicate their ideas fully 

without interruption. I often acknowledged each participant as they spoke, and sometimes I 

asked an open-ended question for anyone to respond when they felt a desire to do so. 

Based on a combination of interviewing models (Glesne, 2006; Seidman, 2013; Spradley, 

1979), formal questions were developed prior to the interviews and focus groups to help me stay 

on my intended goal, but I was flexible to encourage students to broaden their comfort zone and 

feel free to disclose their thoughts as fully as possible. As each question was posed to the group, 

the order in which students spoke varied, allowing each student to speak when they were ready 

to share their thoughts verbally and uninterrupted, with few exceptions. Elements of conversation 

were evident in that other students felt comfortable interjecting to naturally signify or help fellow 

students think through their responses, and my role as facilitator or moderator was minimized. 

This allowed me to take some notes in the moment and add to my formal list of questions for 

future discussions. 

I also facilitated photo-elicited conversations (Bhattacharya, 2017) by having participants 

engage in another focus group setting to review photos of their experiences over the 2 years. I 

shared the photos as a slide show and instructed participants to let me know when to pause it 

whenever a photo conjured up memories of a moment when they learned a valuable lesson they 

could share aloud with the group and/or write about in their journals. This was more effective to 

ensure they did utilize the journals as opposed to just asking them to complete the journals along 

with their homework assignments. This was especially important when the participants began 

taking college courses as part of the dual program with Malcolm X College since their 

homework load doubled and reduced their free time even more. This was important so that 
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journaling or any other activities did not feel like extra homework or cause any reluctance, 

hesitation, or resentment for the energy their participation would take. With this consideration, I 

also made sure that most, if not all, of our activities included food that they personally liked. 

Therefore, I often asked the participants what they wanted to eat prior to any sessions or had 

them choose what they wanted to eat during the activity. 

Student Artifacts 

Participants were asked to use their personal journals which I provided to document 

random thoughts, ideas, or feelings about the experiences they had related to this course. This 

included class activities, field trips, personal time at home with family or friends, or any time 

they felt the desire to do so. 

Student projects were facilitated in various ways and collected and documented in 

various forms. The teacher determined written assignments based upon the AP Seminar with AD 

Content curriculum, then copied and stored them as hard copies and/or electronic files. Written 

assignments provided insights into studentsô perceptions since they had to conduct research on 

topics they chose and often discuss the significance of their chosen topics. Student journals were 

provided for each student, which they were encouraged to use during and at the end of every 

class session, field trip, or whenever they felt the desire to express their thoughts about course-

related items, whether it be a personal narrative, ideas for research, feelings about a particular 

topic, or random thoughts or questions. Visually creative projects like pamphlets, photography, 

and vision boards in the form of photo collages were shot and stored digitally. I was privy to 

studentsô multimedia research presentations, which were video-recorded as required by the 

College Board for their official assessments and for studentsô self-assessments and peer review. I 

also collected hard copies of the visual aids used during their presentations, which included 
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printouts of their slides and digital photographs of the students during their live presentations at 

school and off-campus research conferences. Students also had online access to the results of 

their College Board assessments and their transcripts from both their high school and college to 

allow me to see their academic progress and choice of courses over time. 

During the summer of 2018 after Year 1, students participated in the Youth Historians of 

Harlem Summer Institute, during which they applied their research skills and content knowledge 

to conduct place-based research. This resulted in the development and implementation of a 

walking tour to teach teachers about Harlemôs history as represented in its public spaces. This 

represented an example of their academic and cultural competence, which aligned with ADLit  as 

a tool for its development. 

Finally, as the participants began preparing to apply for college, they each shared their 

college essays with me and requested a letter of recommendation from me as their mentor to 

their list of potential colleges, which I obliged. This also informed me of what they felt was most 

important to share about their high school experiences and their personal growth in preparation 

for college. 

Student grades were not dependent on their participation in the research, although they 

were aware that their participation would be observed and generally noted to help curriculum 

developers and the teacher improve the course along the way. 

End-of-Course Survey 

After full completion of the course at the end of Year 2, participants completed an online 

end-of-course survey to provide a personal reflection and detailed summary of their experience 

relative to the research question. Informed by the events of the study itself, the survey was 

developed gradually and finalized at the end of the second round of the course, with input from 



67 

 

the participants to ensure comprehensive coverage of the content and clarity of the format. It 

included open-ended questions with some photos of the participants during the activities they 

selected to join to help them recall their thoughts and feelings at those times. Participants curated 

a digital file of photos in chronological order to help recall the many events over the past 2 years, 

beginning from the first day I met them in their classroom. Participants were instructed to review 

the digital photos at their own convenience to allow more time to reflect as they wrote in their 

journals and completed the survey. 

Photos 

As described in more detail during the focus groups, we used photos to elicit memories as 

thoughts of events that occurred across the 2-year time span. 

Data Analysis 

Because this was a longitudinal, qualitative study with a great quantity of data, it was 

wise to compare and analyze sources of data immediately upon collection and consistently 

throughout the study in an iterative process between collection and analysis (Bhattacharya, 2017; 

Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). Therefore, I engaged in constant comparative analysis (Charmaz, 

2006; Maykut & Morehouse, 2002) across all data sources with a Sankofan approach to allow 

the participants and me to learn from our collective experiences as we cultivated cultural 

connections, global competence, and critical consciousness across space and time beyond 

colonial boundaries (Jorgensen, 2001; Massaquoi, 2004). This allowed me some flexibility with 

the natural timing, amount, and type of data I collected within the bounded timeframe of the 

ethnographic case study, as I was able to adjust according to the needs of my participants 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). 
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With a wealth of data, it is also critical to maintain organization to prevent being 

overwhelmed by the large amount of detail (Bhattacharya, 2017). Thus, as advised by several 

scholars (Bhattacharya, 2017; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Creswell & Poth, 2016), I maintained 

both digital and paper forms of each type of data, purposely labeled and filed separately in order 

of the dates collected. All data were kept in password-protected computer drives and locked file 

cabinets in my personal university office space. 

I manually created and used a digital form, then printed a cross-comparison chart to help 

me identify patterns within and across the various types of data (Bhattacharya, 2017). Based on 

the design of my co-constructed end-of-course survey and to align with my research question, I 

organized my data into several charts. One chart maintained my data inventory focused on the 

various course activities and the various sources of data that provided information about them. 

Another chart was designed to compare each participantsô various responses to each type of data 

collected, thus allowing me to compare and look for patterns across the participants since this 

was a single ethnographic case study. As I carefully and critically read all data, I classified the 

data into convenient sets, developed open codes and coding families for categories, synthesized 

the information, identified patterns to determine themes, and analyzed their meanings along with 

my participants. 

The thematic coding process involved open coding (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) in 

efforts to possibly generate second-level codes (Charmaz, 2006) from the coding families. 

Coding families were based on my research questions, then the various elements or features of 

the ADLit  framework, and as needed to identify potential new ways that ADLit would inform the 

studentsô perceptions. Comparing across coding families allowed me to identify relationships or 

connections between student responses and various course activities within the context of the 
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whole course experience (Maxwell, 2012), as well as occurrences of disjunctions and 

contradictions to allow me to maintain a critical viewpoint during the meaning-making process 

(Lather, 1986). 

All final results were validated by the triangulation of data and member checks to 

enhance the co-construction and meaning making as a way to further prevent the crisis of 

representation (Riessman, 2008). Although I strove to present a semi-holistic representation of 

this culture-sharing group of students, interpreting every single piece of data was unlikely and 

nearly impossible; moreover, certain factors may have influenced this study that I am still not 

aware of as they were beyond my scope and access to the culture and lives of my participants 

(Stake, 1995). Therefore, due to the high level of subjectivity in this study and this particular part 

of the process, participant member checks included contributing to my selection of the most 

informative data and the meaning-making process. I also reviewed my research journal often for 

the sake of self-reflexivity (McCabe & Holmes, 2009; Pillow, 2003) as we engaged in the 

meaning-making process. 

During the pilot of this study, I analyzed my observational field notes, studentsô class 

notes, and the initial interview transcripts by using discourse analysis and comparatively looking 

for common terms and ideas expressed across all three sets of data to identified themes (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2016). Through thematic coding, I identified several key terms 

used (African culture, root*, connect*, heritage, solutions), and several ideas and thoughts 

conveyed two main themes expressed: cultural connections between Africa and African 

Americans/Afro Caribbeans, and consciousness or awareness with care and concern for the  

well-being of African descendants. 

  



70 

 

Credibility and Trustworthiness  

The trustworthiness of qualitative research is subjective, and I recognize that I came to 

this research with my own subjectivities. In order to establish the credibility of my research, as 

suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Maxwell (2008), my research design included a 

variety of validation strategies. I spent 2 years in the research setting to establish prolonged 

engagement. I collected multiple sources of rich data via various methods and theoretical lenses. 

I gathered feedback from those familiar with the participants, the setting, and my research in 

general to ensure an accurate representation of research participantsô voices and experiences. 

Along with self-reflexivity and constant comparative analysis throughout the full duration of the 

study, I conducted member checks and worked directly with participants to co-create the final 

representation of findings. This was done to help prevent the crisis of representation (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011) and ensure studentsô voices were represented by their own narratives, both 

individually and collectively. 

Since this study sought to change studentsô perceptions about sensitive topics, I  

also sought to achieve catalytic validity (Lather, 1986) in consideration of the potential 

transformation that participants may experience and its impact on their intellectual and identity 

development, consciousness, and connections to the content of the course itself. The goals of the 

course included transformation of studentsô understandings, perspectives, and abilities. The 

recognition of the transformative nature of an in-depth longitudinal inquiry into the lived 

experiences of Black youth in an AP Seminar in the context of the African diaspora aligned with 

the ADLit  framework. This study has political implications in that there are and have been many 

court cases at all levels of the legal system to fight for and against propositions to include more 

Africana content in school curricula at all levels. Students are taught with and required to 
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acknowledge multiple perspectives of any topic or issue. My research question directly 

addressed the studentsô African identity development. The course itself is historical and students 

learned about historical narratives about Africa and their fellow African descendants, ancestors, 

and themselves. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

The limitations and delimitations of this case study were set by the boundaries of the case 

itself, which included the unique criteria of my participant selection, the uncommon duration of 

the study, my personal subjectivities, and the unlikeliness of someone replicating this study with 

the same privilege and capacity of the role I played. 

The criteria of my participant selection were initially simplified to any student of African 

descent who enrolled in the AP Seminar with AD Content. Since there were only eight potential 

students at one unique school site, the findings were limited to the context of the environment in 

which it took place. Today, there are at least 20 schools offering the course to many more 

students and at least 100 schools across the world who are considering it. For this reason, the 

classroom dynamics are most often not exactly the same due to a broad range of combined 

factors, including teacher support and philosophy, administrative support and demographics, 

overall school climate and demographics, class size, grade level, age range, and access to 

resources within the school and the community. However, due to the organic nature of this study, 

it was not meant to be prescriptive but rather suggestive to utilize whatever resources to which 

one may have access. I address this in my conclusions, including suggestions and 

recommendations from the participants for ways to build on and modify the example of this 

study. 
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The duration of this study was due to the reality of the unique and unlikely error that 

caused the cohort of students to take the 1-year course twice. Since the AP Capstone program is 

already a 2-year program including AP Seminar and AP Research, the African diaspora theme 

could continue across the full program. This would work only if the students decided to select 

African diaspora-related topics, since their research topics are solely based on their individual 

interests in the second year AP Research course. Also, since the College Board decided to re-

label the first round of this particular pilot as a Pre-AP course, that could become an additional 

option. Either way, a similar study could be conducted over a 2-year period if researchers work 

with student participants through the full AP Capstone program. While I could have continued 

the study for a third year, the attrition would have reduced the sample size to just two students. 

Since then, I have maintained a mentor-mentee relationship with each participant and intend to 

maintain this for life. Once Ms. Blachéôs baby, forever my baby! 

My personal subjectivities were recognized, noted, and monitored using self-reflexive 

journaling and peer debriefing, and were delimited by constant comparative analysis, ongoing 

member checks, and my awareness of my eclectic positionality. My unique and privileged 

position as someone directly involved in the development and implementation of the curriculum 

is not likely to be replicated. Still, the course and curriculum have the potential to be adjusted 

and/or modified to meet the various needs of populations of students with different profiles. That 

is one of the key features of the curriculum and goals of the ADC. 

Overview of the Findings Chapters 

Studentsô participation included a broad variety of activities, assignments, assessments, 

and field trips. The following five chapters discuss the research findings in the form of multiyear 

narratives, in which I analyze the three main ways that students experienced the course and the 
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extent to which those experiences influenced their perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora, 

and themselves as African descendants. The themes of the five findings chapters are as follows: 

Chapter 4, (Re)visioning Africa through Multiple Lenses; Chapter 5, (Re)searching and 

(Re)claiming African Origins Through the Sankofa Project; Chapter 6, Cultivating Cultural 

Competence and Critical Consciousness; Chapter 7, (Re)cognizing and (Re)presenting 

Community as Classroom; and Chapter 8, (Re)assuring the Chrysalis. Each of the five findings 

chapters ends with a conclusion discussing the theme and extent of influence on studentsô 

perceptions. 

While I attempted to present this narrative as linearly as possible, I needed to go back and 

forth in time to provide full context for the stories being shared. This allowed me to address the 

extent to which each form of engaging with the course was able to influence the studentsô 

perceptions. This also allowed me to explain the research findings, drawing from my framework, 

which illuminated the processes through which these students developed positive perceptions of 

themselves as African descendants. 

   



74 

 

Chapter 4: Findingsð(Re)visioning Africa Through Multiple Lenses 

Research Question 

In what ways and to what extent does experience in the AP Seminar with African 

Diaspora Content influence five African descended high school studentsô perceptions of (1) 

Africa, (2) the African diaspora, and (3) themselves as African descendants? 

Africa Through the White Gaze 

ñDoes Africa really look like they show you on TV?ò Jackie asked. She was one of eight, 

age 15, sophomore students who elected to participate in the first-ever AP Seminar course with 

an African diaspora theme. The course was being piloted at a well-known public secondary 

school in the predominantly Afro Caribbean community of a major urban city in the northeast 

region of the United States. It was the beginning of the 2017 fall semester, and the eight students 

were filled with curiosity, but a bit shy to open up and speak on this first day of me introducing 

myself and sharing my excitement and gratitude for their participation. At that moment, all eight 

faces were fixed on me eagerly waiting for a response with curiosity. Before addressing Jackieôs 

question, I smiled at her and inhaled deeply. 

Prior to opening up the floor for questions, I had introduced myself as a member of the 

African Diaspora Consortium, the nonprofit organization which developed the course and 

recruited the school to participate. I offered myself as an educator, a researcher, a resource, an 

observer, a student, and, most importantly, a mentor and friend. I shared my vision for a year 

filled with enriching experiences that would help them learn more about people of African 

descent. To start it off, I was eager to show them what Africa really looked like that was rarely, if 

ever, shown on TV. 
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Before exhaling, I held my breath for a moment, noticing that Jackieôs question had 

shaken my spirit. I was saddened to think that one can still see Sally Struthers and countless 

others parading their political power and privileges while struttinô along the stolen streets of 

African villages deliberately designed to depict desolation, infinitely infected with untreatable 

diseases. No cures, just constantly repeated lies about the real cause of the malnourished African 

babies with flies in their eyes. Decades later, that initial image was still etched into my memory 

so much so that I knew exactly what Jackie was referring to when she asked that catalytic query 

which led to the focus of this dissertation. 

I wanted to start with joy, but it was more important to meet the students where they 

were, and that question was a clear indication. In response, I elected to ask the students to 

describe what they believed Africa looked like or what it was like in general. There was a long 

pause before anyone spoke. Everyoneðthe teacher, students, and Iðjust sat quietly in the 

library for a few moments. I noticed the intense looks on each of their faces, chests rising with 

deep breaths, feet tapping, knees rocking side to side, and arms folding tightly as if a chill had 

run through the room. 

We encouraged the students to write their thoughts in their journals as a daily practice, 

and this moment was a great example of needing to write as they thought. The teacher 

encouraged them to write freely in their natural voice. It took a moment for each of them to pick 

up their pens, but once they did, the words began to flow. As they put their pens back down with 

their eyes reading across their journals, there was another pause. Walking around the room to 

observe what students were writing, I noticed that some students wrote a list of descriptive 

words, while some wrote about a paragraph or less. 
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After a moment of pause and a reiteration of my question, a discussion ensued. One 

student, Lydia, opened up to share that she ñalways thought Africa was a poor country,ò 

especially because ñtheyôre always in need of help.ò 

Jasmineôs eyebrows raised and she took a deep breath, exhaling as she said with 

emphasis, ñWell, actually, Africa is a continent, not a country, but to me it has always seemed to 

be full of famine, war, disease, and poor people.ò 

Aaliyah shook her head in agreement, ñYeah, like itôs infected with numerous diseases 

that have no treatment.ò Evens added that he ñbelieved Africa consisted of mainly poor, 

underdeveloped countries that lacked innovations.ò 

Of all the studentsô answers, one word stood out: poor. They described Africa as poor in 

finance, health, beauty, moral behavior, technology, intellect, and opportunity for a desirable 

lifestyle. For these students and many generations before them, Africa represented the standard 

image of poverty. Throughout all of our lives, Africa has been depicted and regarded as the 

epitome of impoverishment, so much so that her people were not even worthy of being 

considered fully human or respected as such. 

Each student shared their thoughts as if to confess their shame. Their eyes dropped. They 

sat still and quietly, with their arms pulled closely to their bodies and their hands doing various 

things indicating signs of nervousness or uneasiness: lacing fingers together, tapping on the 

table, picking at fingernails, or tucking hands away under their arms or legs. Deep breaths with 

slow exhales and blank stares as if to be focused on an imagined image with eyes wide open. 

None of them had ever been to Africa to see it for themselves yet, but their imaginations were 

filled with what the media had fed their minds. 
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When asked specifically where these ideas came from, the students listed news, TV 

advertisements, movies, books, social media (i.e., Instagram), and online encyclopedias. Ebony 

shared, ñFor example, I was on Instagram one day when I came across a post that portrayed 

multiple malnourished children whose clothes were dirty and in poor condition.ò 

ñBased on the commercials, it seemed that Africa was full of wild savages constantly at 

war and always asking for donations,ò Jasmine explained. She further described her experience 

stating:  

     The organization that played advertisements asking for people to donate money to 

feed and clothe the children in Africa.... Their advertisements would display pictures of 

malnourished children, dried bodies of water, flooding, barren trees, damages from 

previous physical conflicts, and music that would evoke sadness to make people feel 

sympathetic. 

 

I then asked the students if they had ever heard any derogatory comments about Africans 

from people in their communities. Evens began to giggle and said something in a low tone. 

Unsure of what he had said, I asked him to repeat it for all to hear. He seemed a bit nervous and 

began to giggle again. I assured him that it was okay to share openly as it was important to 

discuss any and everything that was influencing their perceptions of Africa. He then said 

ñAfrican booty scratcherò and nervously looked around the library at his classmates and teacher 

for their reactions. Lydia looked at him with a glare and sternly said, ñThatôs not funny! Donôt 

say that!ò I reminded her that he was not saying it toward anyone in the classroom, and it was 

okay at that moment to share for the purpose of discussion. Although I was well aware of the 

term and its common use throughout my life, I asked Evens to explain what it meant to him. He 

explained that he and his peers used the term to insult one another, but he had no idea what it 

really meant or where it came from. The students were unaware that the term began during 

enslavement and had a literal meaning. Once aware, it was at that point that the students could no 
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longer find humor in the humiliation of enslaved African children forced to either use their bare 

hands to relieve the slave masterôs gluteal itch or be brutally beaten with a switch until within an 

inch of their last breath. The phrase has been passed down through generations and is still being 

used among children and adults as an insult. Unlike the N-word, no one has ever tried to use it as 

a term of endearment. 

When interviewed during a focus group at the end of the first year, the students admitted 

that they felt disgusted by that term and any other terms or jokes that perpetuated negative 

stereotypes about Black people and decided that they would never use that term again toward 

another person. So, what do you do when you realize that one of the sources of misinformation 

has become you and your elders who too were miseducated to believe that white supremacist 

narrative of Black inferiority? How do you reckon with the reality that you have been taught to 

perpetuate the mythical story, further stripping you and your ancestors of your historical and 

cultural glory? 

Evens said, ñTheyôre not funny anymore to me. They donôt help the Black community. 

Iôd slap myself for saying those things like Africa Town.ò  

With more than two decades between us in age, the students and I could describe the 

same images embedded in our minds and be triggered easily by the mention of one word, Africa. 

That is how long this pervasive campaign has been successfully influencing the minds of 

multiple millions of people across several generations. I wondered if their perceptions of Africa 

would be influenced to change as they engaged with the AD content. If so, how and to what 

extent? 

Fortunately, the teacher and I knew better. We knew that the vast continent of Africa 

defied a single narrative of poverty. We knew that there are extensive historical and modern-day 
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narratives of this vast continent that are still untold to the masses, even to the Africans in Africa 

(Asante, 2015; Dei, 2014; Dei & Imoka, 2018; Imoka, 2018, 2019; Mignolo, 2012). I knew this 

from my own firsthand experiences in the motherland with the people of over 2,000 languages, 

the land of many terrains and the most imitated culture. Still, we could not deny that these 

images were indeed real. For the past few centuries, mainstream mediaôs curriculum of Africa 

has taught multiple generations of people across the world that Africa is the land of poverty and 

despair. From the public dehumanization of Africans on auction blocks to the stereotypical 

images continuously displayed vividly on almost all devices, our psyches have been inundated so 

much that when African descendants look in the mirror, we question the value of what we see. 

We question our beauty when we see Africans of today depicted as savage and incompetent, with 

no desire to do more than seek pleasure and handouts from white people. The curriculum of 

Africa shared across most schools of today teaches us that nothing of value has ever come out of 

Africa until a white person made use of it, including our people. These images were intentionally 

curated by some Western organizations looking to profit from the pain of African people by 

keeping them in perpetual impoverishment and chaos. 

So, it was no surprise that students saw no value in their African roots 

Some seemed so eager to erase the Afro in Afro Caribbean 

Determined to deter themselves from anything African 

and just be American or Caribbean. 

After this discussion, I was even more eager to focus on celebrating the beauty of Africa 

to counter the negative narratives and hopefully lift their spirits. It was critical to reconnect each 

of them to their African cultural heritage and anchor them to their ancient roots. This African 
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diaspora-themed AP Seminar aimed to provide the space and time to cultivate cultural 

connections, while building global competence and enhancing their critical consciousness. 

Africa (Re)viewed Through African Eyes 

The next day, I returned to the class to share video images of Africa with the students, so 

they could see for themselves if Africa really looked like they had seen it on TV. I intentionally 

curated the images to counter the single narrative they had come to believe. I purposely included 

a variety of images from different time periods and regions. The images included but did not 

focus on African animals and iconic safari sites. Instead, I showed them many images of well-

maintained urban cities with tall buildings and modern vehicles, followed by a variety of 

traditional houses in rural villages. I showed them the vast and diverse terrains from Cape Town 

to Cairo and Accra to Addis Ababa. They were able to see healthy and happy faces of Africans 

celebrating their culture in a multitude of ways, like cooking and eating fine African cuisine with 

African foods that looked similar to the Caribbean foods the students ate daily at their respective 

homes. The African children in these images were fully dressed in clean clothes as well as 

naturally dusty from walking and dancing barefoot through the dirt. The faces on the screen 

looked a lot like their peers and community members at their happiest moments and on any given 

day. These African faces seemed unbothered by the white gaze, despite the fact that European 

countries are still oppressing many countries in Africa in overt and covert ways for longer than 

the West has dealt with the invasions, displacements, and genocide. I intentionally curated a set 

of real modern-day images and videos of Africans smiling among themselves with no white 

people featured at all, Africans proudly wearing their own traditional attire made by African 

designers, Africans enjoying life with smiles on their faces, embracing one another, running 

businesses, driving nice cars, gracing the covers of African-owned magazines and websites, 
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living in clean modern homes with many of the same features as Western homes. I also showed 

them traditional homes in rural areas that did not look war-torn, but were peaceful, organized 

communities. To avoid glamourizing Africa, I did not use any fictional images like the ones 

featured in the Marvel film, Black Panther, which debuted several months later. 

As the students watched these highly contrasting images of Africa and Africans, their 

faces lit up with smiles, raised eyebrows, and perked cheek bones. Mouths dropped open, 

releasing interjections like wow and whoa, followed by adjectives like beautiful and amazing. 

ñWow, Iôve never heard Africa described as beautiful before,ò the teacher shared in 

surprise. 

Not only did the students notice some similarities, but they expressed an unexpected 

sense of familiarity with the faces, the foods, and more. Their curiosities had peaked and more 

questions began to form. Many began with why..., why not..., how..., how long..., what..., what 

else..., and can we...?! The teacher and I looked at each other from time to time, smiling but 

communicating without words the profoundness of this epiphanic moment. The students were all 

reckoning with the long-held thoughts and beliefs that the most resourceful place on earth filled 

with such beauty as they had just seen could be viewed in such negatively disparate ways. One of 

the students said, ñI thought it was just huts and villages! Africa was not a place I would want to 

go, except maybe Egypt, because I would want to see the pyramids.ò 

In contrast to the traditional dynamics of their other classes, in this AP Seminar with an 

African diaspora theme, the students now had the space, time, freedom, and agency to develop 

and answer their own questions. They were all quite curious about whether the limited images 

imprinted in their minds from the media were a true representation of the entire continent. In 

alignment with ADCôs African diaspora content, the teacherôs lessons throughout the entire 
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course each year were focused on exposing the students to many different aspects of Africana 

studies. She strategically planned to incorporate as much as possible within the limited time 

allowed for instruction with feedback in the AP Seminar as much of the course is dedicated to 

ongoing student assessment.  

During the second semester, while teachers may reteach skills through brief whole group 

instruction, they are not allowed to offer any feedback on studentsô work. This maximizes the 

studentsô critical thinking, peer collaboration, and voice within their work. The students are able 

to offer support to one another, especially as they complete their team research projects and 

presentations. 

After watching the positive videos about Africa, the students were excited, and 

conversations about what they wanted to learn could be heard throughout the library, which 

served as their classroom daily. The ceilings being well over 12 feet high with only 10-12 people 

at any given moment made the room feel extra spacious, especially with half of a wall full of 

windows overlooking the community and letting in plenty of sunshine. Although they were very 

dated, there were enough desktop computers for each of the eight students to search through 

digital resources for information about Africa and several large tables to spread out if they so 

desired. Although the library held several tall shelves of books across a wide range of topics and 

reading levels, the students looked solely online for their reference materials. They mostly 

enjoyed watching videos on YouTube, and they read a variety of literature including empirical 

articles, editorials, poetry, and a wealth of various images from photographs to paintings. 

Technology, fashion, music, food, dance, and religion were some of the topics that came 

up in conversations about Africa. While learning about the global African diaspora has many 

possible entry points, the students chose to start with Africa, the common root of the African 
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diaspora. The teacher intentionally curated a set of literature representing the various regions 

across Africa from Cape Town to Cairo, Morocco to Madagascar. With this, she guided them  

to explore current events and taught them to annotate as they read. This increased their 

understanding and retention of the informationðan important research skill. They were able to 

recall details learned at various points and make connections across the diaspora throughout the 

entire 2-year journey. 

Africa  Anewed Through Their Diasporic Eyes 

One of the articles the students read and annotated was about the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC). At that time in 2017, the DRC had frequently been in the news as it was in the 

midst of a war over major political controversy (Mathys, 2017). The fact that it had a wealth of 

rare natural resources intrigued some of the students. So, before delving into their individual 

interests, when the teacher asked the students collectively to select one African country to focus 

on for their first mock group research assignments, they chose the DRC. Each student focused on 

a particular aspect of the Congo from its history, economic structure, and cultural norms. Some 

of their chosen topics and questions included the following: 

¶ How does culture help connect a nation? 

¶ How does war affect males in the Congo?  

¶ Intelligence: How advanced is the DRC? Is it enough to consider it an advanced 

civilization? 

¶ Religion: Why did some religions thrive in the Congo more than others? 

¶ Economy: What was the economy based on...how was it related to the slave trade? 

¶ DRC: Congolese Women and Rape. (How is rape used as a weapon of war?) 
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According to their teacher, the students initially earned grades ranging from C- to B+ at 

best on their first efforts. The studentsô first draft of their DRC research assignment only 

included one or two perspectives from one or two sources. Through our later conversations, I 

learned that the students had rarely thought beyond one or two perspectives prior to this 

assignment. They were used to simply reporting whatever a couple easily accessible sources 

stated about any given topic. The students felt very challenged by their first AP Seminar research 

assignment, but they also admitted that they had not really given the assignment the time it 

needed to meet the criteria listed in the rubric, of which they each had a copy. During individual 

interviews at the end of their first year, the students said they would advise the next cohort of 

students to be aware that the course requires tedious, hard work over time with focused passion 

to persist through the course. They also warned new students not to procrastinate or suffer the 

consequence of missing out on the opportunity to learn deeply from the course. Their sources 

usually included and required information from a predetermined textbook. In contrast, this 

assignment required students to learn how to distinguish between primary and secondary sources 

as well as peer-reviewed, scholarly articles in professional journals and many other types of 

official documents. They could no longer rely on non-refereed sources only found through 

Google searches and social media without validity. 

After receiving their papers back from their teacher filled with constructive feedback 

including suggestions for edits and revisions, the students reformatted and provided much more 

detail with citations to support what they reported about the DRC. More importantly, this 

assignment required the students to investigate and justify possible answers to their own 

questions while also finding and providing counterarguments to their arguments for why the 

solutions they suggested should be effective. This required each student to find and consider 
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multiple perspectives from a broad variety of stakeholders that both supported and opposed their 

ideas. Being this well-informed allowed them to be confident in suggesting solutions to the 

problems they were addressing. 

Once students completed their first AP Seminar papers during that first semester, they 

shared their findings with one another to allow each of them to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the country with eight different areas discussed. Each of them held a piece of 

the puzzle, and the questions that developed for each of them were answered within the research 

of their classmates. Students made connections to understand that each issue was intertwined and 

dependent on other factors, like cultural and religious beliefs influencing gender norms that may 

produce the condition for women to be raped without legal consequences or for young men to be 

exploited in the military. As another example and as in any society, mass economic disparity and 

environmental issues are most often directly related to the hidden agendas of societal elites who 

hold power in politics, economics, or both. As students noticed these connections affecting the 

DRCôs inability to maintain peace and prosperity, they began to ask similar questions about 

issues in the United States and the Caribbean islands, with which they were each affiliated by 

heritage. Students noted those questions and ideas for future use, but some students continued to 

explore on their own, using their newfound research skills and newly developed critical 

consciousness. 

By the end of this initial assignment, Jackie had recognized that many Africans wear ñthe 

same type of clothes that we wear,ò although they also wear their traditional clothing to 

ñremember their roots.ò She was also able to develop a sense of African identity. At the end of 

the first academic year in June, she shared that ñI came here (to the United States) when I was 

like one. Even though I was Haitian, I never thought of myself as African. But now I see myself 



86 

 

as African, and I can see the connection from Haiti to Africa.ò Over the 2 years of the course, she 

eventually shared enough information about Haiti with her mother and siblings that they all 

began to develop a strong connection and appreciation for their Haitian heritage, as demonstrated 

by the fact that they began to celebrate Haitian holidays and traditions more often. Although  

her mother spoke Haitian Creole, she had not taught it to Jackie and her siblings. With 

determination, Jackie took the initiative to begin learning and speaking the language along with 

her immediate family. She also shared that she now wants to visit Haiti, which is not something 

she was eager to do prior to taking the course. 

Throughout the first year, the students continued to learn about Africa through their own 

critical inquiry. It was always intriguing to observe and sometimes participate as they explored 

difficult topics as a group. They each contributed to these conversations along with their teacher 

and the graduate student volunteers, including me. As questions arose, the students were 

encouraged to search for answers using validated primary and secondary resources in order to 

answer their own questions along with their peers. This helped each of them to develop a 

stronger sense of agency and a slight sense of critical and sociopolitical consciousness. Another 

example of this was during a socratic seminar, when Lydia was eager to understand the stories 

and rationale behind Africans selling Africans into slavery. She said: 

     I recently watched a video about the Atlantic Slave Trade and I want to like...she 

paused. Rulers of African tribes...she took a deep breath. They would take prisoners of 

war...she paused, shaking her headétheir own people who were like in prison or 

whatever and hand them over to be put into slavery. And I want to know like even though 

they are prisoners of war, why would they do that to their own people? Like why would 

they be okay with letting complete strangers enslave their own people in a different 

country thatôs not their homeland and then begin this whole thing? 

 

This question is a common point of tension for Africans in the diaspora who hold negative 

perceptions about Africans in Africa and consider this a valid reason to disassociate themselves 
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from Africa. I asked Lydia and the group if they thought any of the Africans were aware of the 

consequences and traumatic experiences that lay ahead for the Africans who were sold into 

enslavement. I also asked if slavery in Africa was the same as it was outside of Africa. All the 

students paused for a brief moment before sharing their thoughts. 

Lydia continued, ñI donôt think they knew exactly what was going to happen, but I think 

they at least knew that the people werenôt necessarily good. I mean, they didnôt offer themselves 

to go, they offered people who were already in prison and considered bad.ò 

I, then, challenged the students to conduct their own historical research to learn how 

African cultures thought of slavery and compare that to what we know about how an enslaved 

African was treated in the Americas. The students were constantly being trained on how to use 

reliable digital search engines like EBSCOhost, ERIC, the New York Public Library, and on 

occasion the Gottesman Library at Teachers College, Columbia University, Google Scholar, and 

even Wikipedia to the extent that they could draw some ideas for keywords and resources cited 

in the reference lists of the information shared. In response to Lydiaôs question about the ethical 

dilemma of Africans selling other Africans into enslavement, Jackie explained: 

     Oh, I looked into that! In Africa, they [enslaved Africans] were not treated like they 

were here in America. It was like a job basically, even though they didnôt get paid, they 

got breaks and got to have families. They were considered people and there were social 

classes, so they were considered like working class, maybe like caste people. They 

werenôt whipped as bad.... I would probably say it [slavery] was worse here in America, 

because they were seen like property over here and the punishments were severely 

different. They had no rights over here, but in Africa they had some rights and were still 

seen as human and were considered like indentured servants and seen as family at some 

point. 

 

To add more context to the conversation, the teacher found and shared a 2006 video of 

Ghanaian leaders apologizing for the countryôs historical role in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 

and encouraging Africans in the diaspora to return. A sense of heaviness was felt among us all, 
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and we held space for one another to process our thoughts and feelings in whatever way we felt 

most comfortable. The teacher and I remained silent. My field notes reflected both my 

observations of the students and my personal feelings at that moment. This conversation led 

some of the students to continue to study the differences between slavery practices in Africa and 

the Americas in hopes of more understanding and compassion for our ancestors who likely 

unknowingly contributed to the Maafa. This is another example of their gradual development of 

critical consciousness and an effort to answer questions that could lead to some understanding 

and healing. 

The students later conducted more historical and contemporary research on the economic 

and political aspects of different African countries, including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Egypt, and 

Liberia. During their final team research project in Year 1, some of the students conducted a 

comparative analysis to consider how Eritrea may be able to learn from Egyptôs economic 

policies. As a final team project in Year 2, all five of the girls who continued did a presentation 

titled ñLiberating Liberia,ò in which each student contributed ideas of ways for Liberia to be 

liberated from social injustices (see Appendix C for their research poster). Their introduction was 

as follows: 

     To what extent have social injustices and other challenges impacted Liberian society 

and what can we do to solve it? The economy of Liberia has increasingly failed as time 

passes by. This has helped trigger multiple injustices and challenges that the citizens of 

Liberia are faced with every day. The ones we decided to focus on are the downfall of the 

economy, human trafficking, the proliferation of AIDS/HIV, corruption in government, 

and police brutality. 

 

Creating opportunities and encouraging the students to view Africa through multiple 

lenses influenced their perceptions of Africa to the extent that it allowed them to become aware 

of their own negative perspectives about Africa. They were able to identify various Western 

media outlets and societal norms as the sources of those biases. This sparked their process of 
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developing critical consciousness and their desire to know more about Africa. This was evident 

in how they began asking more critical questions about Africa and African people globally. Their 

discussions about the African diaspora deepened and became more complex as they considered 

the social, economic, and political factors of the oppressive situations faced by each group of 

Africans they studied. Their assigned research projects already required them to consider 

realistic solutions to these problems, for which they had to argue justifications as well as share 

possible counterarguments to their solutions. So, having agency in what they researched allowed 

them to draw from their intrinsic motivation to address the needs of their chosen places and 

people of African descent. During some class sessions throughout the year, the students spent the 

majority of their time mining a variety of literature about the relevant history and culture. Further 

discussions took place both during and outside of the class sessions with their classmates, other 

friends, their family members, and me as their mentor. They would often share how impressed 

their parents were becoming about their ability to engage in dynamic discussions with the adults 

in their family and community. 

After their first assignment on the Democratic Republic of Congo, the students began to 

ask similar questions about issues in the United States and the Caribbean islands of their 

heritage. Below is a list of some of the topics and questions students posed for future 

consideration when they had to do their final individual research projects. 

¶ How and why does Panamanian culture differ from Puerto Rican culture, even though 

they both have Spanish influence? 

¶ Why are Afro Asians written out of history? 

¶ How is religion in the Congo different from the USA? 
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¶ What led to the island of Hispaniola being split between Haiti and the Dominican 

Republic? Did it have anything to do with African Americans and color? 

These questions inspired the teacherôs next lesson for the students to learn research skills within 

the context of African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) . Learn more about the Sankofa Project in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Findingsð(Re)searching and (Re)claiming African Origins 

Year 1 

During Year 1, as the students began to pose new sets of questions based on their 

personal interests, the teacher was inspired to facilitate the studentsô personal exploration of the 

African origins of their family traditions. The students were to select one of their favorite family 

cultural traditions, then find the origins of it. This required each student to discover and share 

how and why their family practices that particular tradition. I called this their Sankofa Project as 

they had to go back to fetch information about the past to better understand their present 

traditions and carry that wisdom on to future generations of their family. 

I shared an example of my own exploration in search of my cultural roots that led to me 

discovering part of my maternal heritage. I explained that my first clue began with a question 

about the language my late Grandmother Lorean used to speak when she was excited or angry 

about something. ñUh oh! There she goes with that Geechee!ò my elders would say. Although 

my family did refer to my Grandmotherôs words as Geechee, they believed it was just gibberish 

that she had made up. No one realized that Gullah Geechee is actually a documented language 

and culture spread throughout the southern United States with direct connections to West African 

groups, especially Sierra Leone. The language is a combination of English and several West 

African languages. The students were excited for this opportunity to explore their cultural 

connections to Africa and retained that excitement and eagerness throughout the assignment. 

Each student found that something they were proud of in their own culture had originated 

in Africa. For example, after watching a video that the teacher showed about the importance of 

hair in African cultures, Evens was excited to make connections to the significance of African 

hair styles and customs related to hair maintenance. ñI thought it was just an American thing, but 
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when I learned that this had been deeply rooted into African culture, since however long....ò He 

pointed out that ñhair was seen as very important to African cultureò and made a direct 

comparison to his motherôs choice to not ever cut his hair as a child to the African custom of 

parents not cutting their childôs hair because ñthe middle part of your hair is considered the path 

to your soul.ò This also encouraged Evens to discuss difficult topics about spirituality with his 

parents, which further deepened his curiosities about his heritage and triggered more questions 

for research. He expressed how his mother did not like to discuss spirituality, but that he still dug 

more deeply into research about Haitian religious practices to allow him to understand them 

better for himself. During a class discussion, he shared the following: 

     I asked my mom about why voodoo was bad, and she just said for the same reason  

we donôt celebrate Halloween. In my house, itôs taboo to even talk about it. But after 

studying it myself, my perception of voodoo changed. I no longer associate it with the 

devil or evil worship. That was only due to propaganda from Whites. 

 

Toward the end of the school year, Evens chose to research how non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) negatively impacted Haitiansô economic and social well-being. During his 

end-of-year research presentation, he was excited to share that he had ñbecome aware of how 

foreign aid was negatively impacting Haiti.ò He stated that ñeducation is a problem because 

students have to pay for school, so the youth of the future learning STEAM (science, tech, 

engineering, arts, and math) topics can broaden Haitiôs market, since theyôd be more innovative 

and implement better ways to uplift themselves without the help of NGOs.ò He further shared 

that although he had always been encouraged by his parents to visit their native country of Haiti, 

he used to not have any interest and wanted to stay in America. ñBut now, I definitely want to 

visit Haiti! I want to advocate for political change in Haiti through STEAM [education] in 

schools!ò 
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This studentôs work encouraged Jackie, who is also Haitian, to search for deeper 

understandings about her familyôs religious practices, since she described her grandmother as 

ñvery religious and stuck in her own ways and beliefs.ò She explained: 

     I learned that there are many religions and subsets of religions in Africa and one of 

them was close to whatôs in Haiti like voodoo. Like Christianity has many subsets too. I 

remember that conversation clearly. I learned about voodoo in Africa and that itôs not 

only the witchcraft that people think it is. 

 

The experience of researching through self-discovery projects and engaging in deep discussions 

with her classmates about her Haitian and African heritage strongly influenced her perceptions of 

Africa, the African diaspora, and herself as an African descendant to the extent that she said: 

     I love myself better now. My culture, my history, being Black...like I appreciated 

where I came from, Haiti...but only to a small extent. I donôt need things that Whites have 

and say I need to be beautiful. Iôm really beautiful already! 

 

Jackie also expressed excitement about how her desire to learn more about where she comes 

from influenced her family and friends to begin learning more too. They now celebrate Haitian 

holidays and other cultural traditions to express pride in their Haitian heritage. She shared the 

following: 

     I told them about the course and I showed them the videos we watched in class. I 

shared my views and other peopleôs views and talked about the articles we read. They 

think itôs really cool. They [her younger siblings] canôt wait to take the course too. I feel 

bad for my sister who goes to a different school and wonôt get this course, but I can share 

[the information] with her. Oh, and my friend who is also Haitian, I share all I learn about 

Haiti. She doesnôt learn about Haiti here, even though she is from there. She thinks itôs 

cool too! 

 

Lydia from the Dominican Republic was excited to share that her favorite traditional 

meal was Sancocho, which her family enjoyed during every holiday and large family gathering. 

Although her family members were unaware, through her research, she learned that Sancocho 

was ñintroduced to the people of Latin and South Americaéby African slaves.ò As an Afro 

Latina, this was one of the first times Lydia had closely identified with her African heritage 
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rather than viewing it as a distant and thus less significant part of her heritage. Her presentation 

led to a conversation about similar meals as students identified the dish by other names and 

described the slight differences in ingredients based on the availability of local foods and 

seasonings. In some parts of Africa, the dish is called ñone-pot stew,ò which describes it in 

general. It is indeed a single pot of stewed meats and vegetables. In Louisiana and throughout the 

South of the United States, it is called gumbo. Jasmine shared that in Grenada, this is called ñoil 

down.ò She also explained: 

     I saw a big connection between my family traditions and South African culture mainly 

in food. In Grenada, we have a dish called oil down that consists of meat, dumpling, 

different types of provision, and vegetables. There's also another version of the dish that 

we call ital because it contains no red meat, it strictly consists of fish, seafood, dumpling, 

and vegetables. In South Africa, there is a dish called Potjiekos that consists of meat and 

vegetables. The preparation of the food between the different cultures, the only slight 

changes are the types of ingredients based on the goods that grow within the area. 

 

At the end of Year 1 during her interview, Jasmine further explained that she found a 

strong sense of appreciation for having an African identity when she realized that 

the things we do in Grenada are basically the same things that Africans did, and itôs just 

like we adopted those ideas and stuff from them and I never knew it. I just thought I was 

Grenadian and I feel more at ease (pause). So, if someone were to ask me whatôs my 

ethnicity or whatôs my background, the first thing I would say is African. I wouldnôt say, 

Oh, Iôm American, but my family is from here. I would say I was African. 

 

Jasmine even discovered a heritage link to Afro Asians by speaking to her mother about her 

course research. This sparked a conversation with her mother that she had never had nor 

anticipated before beginning this journey, thus providing her with multiple narratives about her 

heritage that further buffer the negativity received from the dominant discourse, which too often 

omits those stories completely (Tyson & Park, 2008). 

It was very exciting to hear about each studentôs inquiries leading to conversations within 

their families across generations. Some students even reported that they now celebrate their 
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Caribbean culture at home more than they had ever done before. It was powerful to learn that the 

students were responsible for being catalysts for their familyôs efforts to deepen their cultural 

connections to their heritage. For example, Jackie began learning Haitian Creole and studying 

the cultural traditions on her own. She then began sharing all that she learned with her younger 

siblings and asked her mother to help them learn. They now proudly celebrate Haitian culture 

and holidays as a family. At the beginning of the course, Jackie had expressed no interest in 

learning about her Haitian heritage. 

Aaliyah and Ebony both explored their Jamaican heritage. Aaliyah was excited to learn 

that Rastafarian culture is connected to Ethiopia. She noted her appreciation for how the red, 

green, and gold colors of the Ethiopian flag have become incorporated into Jamaican culture and 

fashion. Although Ebony had been raised in Jamaica for the first 12 years of her life, she 

expressed her appreciation for finally learning about the Jamaican maroons. Ebony and her 

classmates learned that the Jamaican maroons escaped slavery by rebelling against both the 

Spanish and British enslavers to establish independent communities as free people. The Jamaican 

maroons are known for using guerilla warfare tactics and their keen knowledge of the islandôs 

mountainous region to defeat the British in two wars with just a 1:15 ratio of maroons to colonial 

soldiers. Their ongoing resistance efforts helped to maintain their collective freedom and cultural 

traditions, which are still practiced and celebrated today. Ebony shared: 

     My great-grandfather was a maroon. I felt kind of closer to him. I never knew about it, 

but it made me better understand the things he did to survive. He died before I was born, 

and my grandma never shared the stories about maroon life. 

 

Ebony also wrote about the influence of this project in her personal essay for her college 

application at the end of the Year 2. She wrote: 
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     Of the many topics I learned about, the one that impacted me the most was Runaway 

Slaves (Maroons). Learning about the continuous abuse they endured really affected me, 

because my great-grandfather died a maroon and I have family still living in the Maroon 

Villages of Jamaica. 

 

Since they each personally represented a Caribbean island or a Central American country, 

sharing their personal narratives with the class increased the studentsô collective awareness of the 

connections between Africans globally. Students were increasingly becoming aware of personal 

intercultural connections, which seemed to increase their self-efficacy and/or desire to search for 

positive attributes of all things African, as well as their inclination to identify with and speak 

positively about Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants. During 

that conversation, Jasmine discussed an important point about this process, stating that ñwe do 

things that we see as everyday activity, but back in Africa, it may have meant something 

significant for a certain tribe and we take it for granted because we donôt necessarily know what 

it means.ò The class agreed that this task was very important and greatly appreciated that it 

started critical conversations and deepened each of their connections to their heritage and the 

bonds within their families. 

Studentsô participation in the Sankofa Project required them to seek the origins of their 

favorite family cultural tradition, which all led to Africa as the origin. This experience influenced 

their perceptions of Africa, the diaspora, and themselves as African descendants to the extent that 

it helped them develop personal connections to Africa and the diaspora. The studentsô sense of 

cultural connectedness with Africa was evident in that they each proudly identified as African 

and African descendants. One major highlight of this was when Jasmine referred to Africa as 

ñback home.ò This was also evident in the fact that the students were willing to take the course 

voluntarily a second time because they recognized the opportunity for them to continue to learn 
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more. In addition, they were eager to visit Africa and continued to seek out opportunities to learn 

more about Africana Studies on their own time outside of the course. 

To increase the studentsô African diaspora literacy throughout the course, we guided the 

students on how to analyze a broad variety of media critically, including various forms of 

literature and art from photographs and paintings to performing arts. For example, the teacher 

introduced the students to a popular poem by Mutabaruka titled ñDis Poem.ò The students 

listened and watched the author perform the poem on video while reading it in written form on 

paper where they could annotate directly and keep it for future reference. During each of their 

final group and individual presentations in the spring of Years 1 and 2, each of the students 

elected to present on topics addressing the sociopolitical needs of African people. 

Year 2 

Students later attributed this skill to increasing their efficiency and efficacy when 

studying various forms of literature and referencing them in their research papers over the next  

2 years and beyond. This became evident to them as they found the assignments in their other 

courses much easier to manage and complete with confidence and positive feedback from other 

teachers as well as their parents. All five of the students took college courses during the second 

year of AP Seminar and found it easier than they had anticipated. While they still felt challenged, 

the work was manageable, and they were excited to report earning good grades and being able to 

contribute to class discussions in meaningful ways. They were having fun in their selected 

courses that were much more directly related to their long-term goals. 

Their increased sense of academic efficacy also became evident as I observed each of the 

research participants begin mentoring the new students who joined their cohort in the second 

year, just as the graduate students and I had done for them the year prior. They began sharing 
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research and writing tips, like which scholarly search engines to use to ensure reliability of 

resources and how to annotate while reading the various forms of literature in their stimulus 

packets. In addition to sharing tips on technical skills, they coached their new classmates by 

encouraging them to start immediately on their projects and held them accountable to the 

timelines provided by the teacher. They advised the new students to take the course seriously by 

making it personal to their own development and growth. 

This was all facilitated by their teacher, who wanted to make sure the students did not 

create cliques and also noticed that the returning students seemed a bit frustrated with the new 

classroom dynamics. Instead of grouping themselves together for group projects, the teacher 

forced each of the five participants to work in five separate groups with the new students. This 

placed them in position to become leaders among and mentors to their classmates, which they 

did immediately. 

They initially fulfilled this role due to their own determination to earn a good grade and a 

refusal to allow their new classmates to compromise the quality of their experience in the course 

and their work overall. I also encouraged them to take on this role, after listening to them express 

frustrations about the slower pace of the course. They were now eager to work beyond what they 

had learned the year prior, but rather than pick up from where they left off, they now had to 

repeat what they had already learned and at a slower pace since there were new students, many 

of whom were freshmen. At this point during the fall of the second year, our group discussions 

were often dominated by their desire to vent about how their new classmates were not taking the 

course as seriously as they felt it deserved. They believed the majority of the new students had 

no idea of the potential of the course to change their perspectives about Africa and eventually 

themselves as African descendants. ñThey play too much!ò ñThey get on my nerves!ò ñTheyôre 
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not mature enough to be in this course with us!ò Now that they were in their junior year at age 

16, the girls were noticing their own maturation as students and cultural researchers. They also 

shared how excited they were about excelling in the college courses they were taking as part of a 

dual-enrollment program at the college next door to their high school campus. 

Year 2, though an unfortunate situation, actually allowed the students to become more 

immersed in the process of (re)membering and strengthening their cultural connectedness to 

Africa as their ancestral origin. They began emphasizing the importance of this connection in the 

ways they encouraged their new classmates, and each led their separate collaborative groups in 

their new Sankofa Project for Year 2. Their second Sankofa Project was to answer the question, 

ñTo what extent have survival techniques (Africanisms) of enslaved Africans transcended time 

and place and enabled peoples of the African Diaspora to survive and thrive in adverse 

conditions?ò As in Year 1, students had to identify and study common behaviors among African 

descendants that are demonstrated in the present and connected to the past. For example, some 

students studied hairstyles like cornrows which are worn today for the purpose of fashion. 

Cornrows are also a way to maintain the health of oneôs hair as braiding it securely to the scalp 

protects the hair from being tangled and matted. Although hair braiding is as ancient as African 

people for maintenance and adornment, during enslavement cornrows could also represent a map 

of how to navigate to safe places as well as a way to store seeds secretly in oneôs hair to be 

grown when they freely settled at a safer location. 

As another example, Aaliyahôs group studied the history of Samba in Brazil. Her group 

shared a multimedia presentation with vivid photos, videos, and information about its origins. 

She used the strategy of following the language to learn that the word Samba is a synonym for 

ñbatuque,ò which means fast footsteps in Angola and the Congo. However, this iconic music 
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genre and dance style originated in Bahia among Afro Brazilian communities and is still 

performed as both entertainment and ña moment of release from everyday oppression.ò 

The Sankofa Projects influenced the studentsô perceptions of Africa, the African 

diaspora, and themselves as African descendants to the extent they continued to seek out more 

cultural connections by repeating this process for other cultural traditions and practices. 

Throughout the remainder of the course and often outside of the classroom, they could be heard 

asking questions beginning with ñI wonder why we do ___?ò and ñWhere in Africa do they also 

___?ò. For example, Jasmine and Aaliyah were excited to join their schoolôs step team and to 

learn that stepping has connections to African dances and resistance efforts when enslavers 

banned the use of drums. These conversations also came up during class discussions, which are 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6: FindingsðCultivating Cultural Competence and Critical Consciousness 

Five-minute Presentations and Class Discussions 

After the first few weeks of their first year, the teacher and I noticed that students were 

slow to open up to engage in class conversations and share their thoughts. One day, the teacher 

allowed the students to just discuss their ideas in groups of two at their tables and the 

conversations gradually began to flow. As I listened to bits of each conversation at the four 

tables, the students were sharing freely from their minds without hesitation. I asked a few of 

them if they would be comfortable sharing those same thoughts with the full class of eight, the 

teacher, and myself. While they were now more willing to share, there seemed still to be a bit of 

hesitation, so the teacher instructed the students to write down their thoughts in their notes so 

they could just read what they had written. As I watched them write in their notes, I noticed that 

Jackie was frequently erasing or crossing out some of her words as she wrote. When I 

encouraged her to just let the words flow and not worry about editing her thoughts, she shared 

that at times she struggled to find the right words to convey what she was thinking. She knew 

what she wanted to say, but she was nervous that her words would not sound articulate enough or 

make sense to the rest of the class. The teacher noticed this too and encouraged all of the 

students to write freely in their own words, however they wished as a first step. This assured the 

students that there were no right or wrong answers in the process of sharing their personal 

thoughts. 

In efforts to build and strengthen the studentsô reading and writing fluency and comfort 

with expressing their thoughts in writing, the teacher implemented the advice of Dr. Ernest 

Morrell, an English professor from Teachers College, Columbia University, who suggested that 

the students spend time in class writing freely and daily in their journals. To provide students 
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with some discussion and writing prompts from African diaspora topics, the teacher began 

exposing the students to a broad range of historical and contemporary media and literature in  

the form of 5-minute videos, short excerpts from stories, poetry, fine art, and more. Each one 

sparked a conversation among the students, the teacher, and any visitors like graduate student 

volunteers from Teachers College, including me, which helped to build momentum in the 

studentsô willingness to open up and speak freely with conviction. These conversations were 

quite eye-opening as we unpacked preconceived ideas, stereotypes, colonialism, political 

debates, social justice issues, perceptions of Blackness, and many other topics drawn from those 

various forms of media. Some examples of what the teacher shared includes the poems titled 

ñDis Poemò by Mutabarukaé., ñI Come from the Nigga Yardò by Martin Carter, and 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichieôs TED Talk ñThe Danger of a Single Story.ò These poems and 

videos led to some in-depth discussions at the end of which students would continue their 

thoughts in writing in their journals during the last 5 minutes of each class session. They were 

encouraged to continue journaling their thoughts whenever they had more time to do so and even 

during the discussions. 

Throughout the remainder of their first semester, the teacher continued to incorporate 

time for the students to process and write down their thoughts before discussing them with the 

class. There were many times that students were still sitting at the tables writing well after the 

bell sounded to signal the end of class. The students went from writing one or two sentences to 

full paragraphs to full pages and eventually filled multiple pages in one sitting in order to release 

their thoughts about the topics of discussion each day. By the winter, their journal entries 

increased in length and depth of thought as they began to make connections between the many 

conversations, their personal experiences, and the other materials from which they were learning. 
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During discussions, every student was required to participate in some way, whether by 

simply raising their hand to agree or disagree with a statement, create questions about the topic 

of discussion, or read the literature or something from their journal aloud. Each student opened 

up at their own pace. By mid-semester, a couple of students were quite vocal and eager to share 

their thoughts aloud and in detail, while a couple of others were shy, reserved, and slow to 

respond aloud. Eventually, all of the students were fully participating in a variety of ways and 

offering their thoughts freely as they came to mind. By the end of the first semester, even those 

students who took their time formulating their thoughts and were the last to share aloud 

contributed significantly to the conversations and often said something that was profound and 

thought-provoking. 

Later during the second year, while the students were in the dual-enrollment program, 

they reported that they often had to edit their college writing assignments in order to reduce the 

length due to page and/or word limitations by their college professors. They had become used to 

providing details from multiple sources and perspectives, including their own arguments and the 

counterarguments of other stakeholders in any given situation they were addressing. 

Around the middle of their first semester in Year 1, when the students were comfortable 

sharing their thoughts with the class, the teacher then assigned the students the task of finding 

and presenting to the class a 5-minute video of their choice. This allowed the students to 

continue to increase agency in their learning process and build on their personal interests. 

Aaliyah explained: 

     Each student was given the chance to present a video about five minutes in length that 

they felt had some type of connection to the African diaspora. They would share it in 

front of the class and discuss their perspective and what they gained from the video. 
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The students found this opportunity to select and share videos of their choice to be one of 

their favorite and most influential parts of the course. The discussions were sometimes intense 

but always remained respectful as mandated and cultivated by the teacher. Every student had the 

opportunity to speak with an attentive audience. The library felt quite spacious with just eight 

students spread across four large tables; still, the energy of the room felt intimate and safe to the 

extent that the students increasingly shared more of their thoughts and personal narratives that 

were sometimes painful to share. The topics varied widely and always yielded enriching 

conversations. Aaliyah further explained: 

     Mostly the videos that I presented would expose the reality that African Americans 

face on a day-to-day basis such as police brutality. This mainly influenced my perception 

of how itôs like living in a society while being an African descendant. Learning different 

topics about the Black community made me want to search deeper into each topic. 

 

Jasmine added that ñeveryone found different topics to discuss that helped connect to our lives. 

Our issues were similar to others around the world.ò This /was a direct example of developing 

connections and critical consciousness. 

Jackie shared that she greatly appreciated the 5-minute video clip presentations because 

they often led to ñlong discussions expressing our opinions and sharing our voices that led to 

more questions and deep discussions with personal insight.ò One of the most intense and 

powerful discussions was about a video of a white European woman and her husband having 

melanin injected into their skin to appear to be Black. This story was quite disturbing to all of us, 

as none of us had ever heard of such a procedure and were shocked that this was even possible. 

However, we were more concerned about this European couple claiming that they were now 

Black and were planning to visit Africa to learn African culture and meet fellow Black people. 

They even believed that they could conceive and give birth to naturally Black children. This 

particular conversation led to some intense debates about the ethics and implications of this story 
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and issues with colorism, which conjured tears for Jackie. The teacher asked, ñCan you change 

your race? Consider that we do understand that race is a social construct.ò I took notes as 

quickly as I could to capture the flow of the conversation. 

¶ ñI was confused! Being Black is more than hair and skin!ò 

 

¶ Is Black synonymous with negative experiences? 

 

¶ Black is an experience! Can you be Black without the experiences? 

 

¶ Body acceptance is a problem? 

 

¶ Extreme problem for her! Sheôs mentally ill and unstable. 

 

¶ I donôt think you can study how to be Black. 

 

¶ One of the consequences of Being Black is feeling insecure...itôs a way of life. You 

want to feel beautiful, but then people outside of our culture try to fake our beauty. 

Black Barbies donôt represent our culture! 

 

¶ We donôt love ourselvesé. 

 

Aaliyah recalled this conversation as her most memorable moment. ñWhen Jackie started 

crying, it hit me that colorism could really hurt. It touched me and made me realize there are 

others who probably feel that way. We donôt even know the history behind it.ò Jasmine also later 

recalled this conversation: 

     The class discussions gave us the opportunity to talk about things that concerned us or 

were interesting. I remember we had a conversation about skin color and the colorism 

that exists within the Black community across the world. We discussed how and why 

lighter-skinned people of African descent had privilege and were fetishized throughout 

society. I have always been proud of being brown skin and this conversation gave me 

motivation to love it even more because I realized the negative reasoning why society 

wanted me to hate the skin that I was in. I realized that skin tone doesnôt make me less 

valuable as an individual within this world. Yes, I would have to face more challenges, 

unfortunately, but I would never trade who I am and what I look like for what society 

would want me to look like. 

 

Other students provided these insights about the conversation: 
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     The [5-minute presentations] influenced my perception about Africa because I got to 

learn the different cultures and people that live in Africa and how their daily lives 

actually are. I learned how history has affected me and how I am connected to not only 

Africa but other places too because of Africa. [From the group and individual multimedia 

research presentations] I learned about the many conflicts that are in Africa and I 

understand how everything affects people in Africa. ~Jackie 

 

     Class discussions really influenced my perception of myself as an African descendant 

and the diaspora. I realized that we could talk about almost anything and still relate it 

back to Africa/Africans. Talking in class also helped me embrace myself as an African 

descendant even more than I already did. ~ Madison 

 

     These [various types of] presentations influenced my perceptions of Africa and the 

diaspora because they would often entail information or stories of Africans who migrated 

to other countries but still carry out their African traditions and embrace their roots. 

~Ebony 

 

These were pivotal activities for the students. Each of these presentations and class 

discussions provided a chance to be heard and talk through difficult conversations on an 

increasingly deeper level each time. Students demonstrated an increasing understanding of the 

multiple perspectives and dynamics or many layers of major issues and circumstances by 

identifying both arguments and counterarguments for each topic they presented. This helped 

them develop better discernment of information as they realized there is always more to the 

situation than may be shared on news or social media. 

The studentsô participation in student-led classroom discussions followed by daily 

journaling increased their development of sociopolitical consciousness, agency, and voice. It also 

allowed them to unpack pain and misconceptions about Africa, the diaspora, and themselves as 

African descendants. This positively influenced their perceptions of the African diaspora to the 

extent that they began to develop African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit) as they began to overcome 

typical distortions, inaccuracies, and omissions about the diaspora. This was evident in the ways 

they were able to recognize sociopolitical issues in public places and within conversations about 

politics related to the African diaspora, like urban blight, police brutality, and racism. 
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Developing Critical Consciousness 

The AP Seminar with AD Content is a course that employs critical pedagogy, as 

described by Paulo Freire. Some of the goals of this course include increasing studentsô 

awareness of the African diaspora, its global existence, and common and particular issues 

concerning African descendants through the past and present, as well as the possibilities of 

resolving those issues for a better future. The studentsô development of critical consciousness 

increased gradually through practice over the 2 years and was most evident toward the end of 

Year 2. This began to occur through teacher-initiated activities like in-depth and open 

discussions, inquiry-based projects, and guided research assignments, as discussed in Chapter 4. 

These activities took place during the fall semesters of the first year. In preparation for their end-

of-year exams, the students were then required to complete a series of self-guided group and 

individual research presentations and essays. Mock group presentations were completed during 

the fall semester, since the examination took place throughout the entire spring semester of the 

course during both years. This particular group of students completed a total of seven self-guided 

research presentations and six essays over the 2 years. All of their research projects were focused 

on their self-selected topics or questions about the African diaspora. 

The studentsô overall performance improved greatly with each presentation. This was 

most evident in their oral presentations. During Year 1, the students practiced speaking and 

presenting information beginning with the 5-minute presentations. During their group 

presentations, students gradually gained confidence in presenting as they each briefly shared one 

aspect of their groupôs research topic. We, the teacher and I, worked with them on every aspect 

of their presentations. In addition to the content, this included the organization and formatting of 

their audio and visual materials, including video quality, font sizes and types, and color 
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contrasting of slides and information. We also worked with the students on their voice 

projection, flow, intonation, choice of words, posture, and other aspects of body language. For 

some of the students, this was a bit uncomfortable and took quite a bit of practice. Most 

importantly, we encouraged them to take the advice and apply it to their own style in a way that 

they could still remain authentic to what felt good to them. 

Along with their teacher and classmates, several graduate students, professors, and 

various community members attended the studentsô presentations, and all provided critical, 

encouraging feedback. The students were increasingly growing accustomed to presenting to 

larger and less familiar audiences and answering provocative and challenging questions about 

their research. During their first semester, the studentsô mock presentations were sometimes done 

at the minimal standards. They would quickly read aloud through their notecards one by one, 

with little to no eye contact or interaction with the audience. Some of the research questions 

developed and topics of interest identified by the students included the following examples. 

Jasmineôs first individual research question was ñHow do white peopleôs perceptions of 

Black people affect the cycle of oppression for Blacks?ò She was inspired by the current news at 

that time, which featured police brutality issues. She wanted to know how these negative 

perceptions started and how they have continued over time to become the major issue of today. 

This followed the same Sankofa process she had learned earlier in her first semester of the 

course. She was seeking to know more about history to make sense of current issues. 

Jackie and Aaliyah were struck by issues concerning women. Jackie was so moved by 

ñthe alarming rate of Black women dying while giving birthò that it later influenced her decision 

to pursue a career as an obstetrician/gynecologist. Aaliyah was focused on ñthe importance of 
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gender roles and the purpose it serves. For example, [she] wrote a paper about the destruction of 

gender roles due to slavery in India present at the time.ò 

Ebony and Madison were most interested in researching the socioeconomic issues across 

the African diaspora. In addition to the history of the Maroons of Jamaica, Ebony decided to 

learn more about ñwealth distribution between White and Black households.ò While Madison 

shared that after watching Mallence Bart-Williams deliver her TedTalk titled ñChange Your 

Channel,ò she 

always liked looking at the money or economic aspect when it came to researching the 

African countries because I always thought they were poor. For example, when 

researching Sierra Leone, I wanted to know why even though it was rich in resources, it 

was labeled as one of the poorest countries in the world. I then researched other countries 

and learned a lot more about the hardships they faced, such as Liberia and Eritrea. 

 

The studentsô self-efficacy in their speaking and presentations skills was very evident 

during their participation in the Diversity in Research and Practice Conference held by the Black 

Student Network of Teachers College, Columbia University. They attended both years while 

they were enrolled in the AP Seminar. During the first year, they attended as spectators but also 

engaged in conversations by posing questions to the presenters and taking notes for their own 

interests. As part of the conference that year, they also attended a panel discussion organized by 

the Institute for Urban and Minority Education (IUME) of Teachers College, Columbia 

University. This event was titled ñBlack Panther and the Superhero as Educator: A Panel 

Discussion on the Film and Its Implications for Educational Research and Practice.ò It featured a 

panel of educators discussing how the movie Black Panther was a catalyst for change. As a 

panelist, it was great for me to have the students sit in the front and listen attentively to the 

conversation. It was such a proud moment when Jasmine posed a question to the panel, which 

was thought-provoking and garnered a response from each panelist. During the spring of the 
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second year, the students returned as presenters of their own research. The theme of that 

conference was ñAfro-Futurism: Redefining and Reimagining Futures.ò In alignment with this 

theme, the students were excited to share their research in the form of a poster presentation titled 

ñLiberating Liberia.ò Four of the five girls attended and did an amazing job of explaining their 

research from beginning to end, from their research questions to their rationales. To show the 

depth of their research and understanding of the situation facing Liberians, the students discussed 

both the solutions and counterpoints to their solutions, as required for their AP exams. They had 

the opportunity to shine and gain feedback from graduate students and professors from across the 

country. They each took turns explaining the various parts of their research. When asked 

questions, they responded confidently with citations, but they also remained humble enough to 

receive feedback on ways they could grow. Responses from the professors and graduate students 

were very positive. 

It was delightful to watch the students grow into passionately defending their ideas about 

solutions to more complex questions and issues they addressed with citations, key points, and 

counterarguments without needing to look at their notes. These are required norms within the AP 

Seminar that teach students to use the QUEST framework, which stands for the following: 

¶ Question and Explore: Challenge and expand the boundaries of your current 

knowledge 

¶ Understand and Analyze: Contextualize arguments and comprehend authorsô claims 

¶ Evaluate Multiple Perspectives: Consider individual perspectives and the larger 

conversation of varied points of view 

¶ Synthesize Ideas: Combine knowledge, ideas, and your own perspective into an 

argument 
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¶ Team, Transform, and Transmit: Collaborate, reflect, and communicate your 

argument in a method suited to your audience 

This framework combined with AD content contributed greatly to the studentsô development of 

cultural connectedness, critical consciousness, global competence, and especially African 

diaspora literacy. The students attributed part of this growth to their experience with their 

research projects and presentations. They were made aware of some of the history and issues 

concerning Africa, which helped them to understand better why Africa is depicted in the 

negative ways it is shown today. Their research and writing skills improved to the extent that 

their self-efficacy was increased. 

According to the end-of-course surveys completed after their second year, some of the 

girls shared the significance of the group and individual multimedia presentations. Madison 

shared: 

     The individual and group multimedia presentations influenced [her] perceptions of 

Africa drastically. It forced [her] to ask questions about a specific country in Africa and  

it also forced [her] to use extensive amounts of research to accurately present [her] 

information to the class. 

 

Ebony shared that the presentation assessments 

influenced [her] perceptions of Africa and the diaspora, because [she] had the opportunity 

to perform [her] own research on topics of [her] own interest. [She appreciated that she] 

was able to learn the true wealth of some countries in Africa, its history as well as its 

current status in the world. 

 

As for Jackie, she expressed appreciation for 

...learn[ing] about the many conflicts that are in Africa and...understand[ing] how 

everything (many factors) affects people in Africa. [She was most proud that she] learned 

to articulate [her] opinions and thoughts better. [As she said,] I want to work on my 

presentation skills to ensure my message is clear. There are many counterarguments, so I 

need to be better armed. I want to learn more about where I come from, and how I impact 

my community and vice versa. 
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This was also an example of Jackie developing a stronger sense of critical consciousness based 

on her desire to make a difference in her community and the country of her heritage, Haiti, to 

combat the tragic issues that had been occurring there. 

Aaliyah also expressed her appreciation for working with her classmates on group 

projects, explaining that it was helpful ñto present togetherò to alleviate the pressure and 

nervousness about presenting on new topics in front of other people. Their collective efforts 

contributed to richer details and insights being shared and allowed them to support one another 

during their presentations. When the students participated as audience members for each other 

during their presentations, they offered critical, encouraging feedback for one another by asking 

probing questions to push each other to dig deeper in their topics and as reminders to share more 

of and elaborate on what they may have forgotten to say or address during their presentations. 

They picked up these practices from their teacher, the graduate students, and other community 

members who also participated as audience members for the students. They helped each other by 

providing feedback on one anotherôs multimedia slides and topics. They used the guiding 

questions offered within the AP Seminar materials, reiterated ones heard from their teacher, and 

came up with some on their own. Overall, this process was an enriching experience for all 

involved, especially the students. 

Students appreciated this process and how it influenced their perceptions of the African 

diaspora as a whole, to the extent that they offered advice to future students and teachers. For 

students, they highly recommended that they each take the course and assignments seriously and 

make it a personal experience to maximize the benefits of taking the course. For example, 

Aaliyah encouraged students to ñbe passionate!ò She said: 
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     You must care in order to do well. Always look deeper and research more for yourself 

regardless of what you are assigned. You have power in your hands. You can start a 

movement with a speech. People donôt realize their power. Organized movements by 

people like Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X, they made sure they had education and that 

was their power. 

 

Other advice from different students included the following: 

 

     Itôs fun, but itôs work. Donôt put things off until the last minute. Class is great. Make 

time to do the work. ~Jackie 

 

     It takes hard work and dedication, but itôs all worth it, because you learn about 

yourself and what our ancestors went through. Africa is not a bad place. You will become 

one of the few people that understand that Africa is not a bad place. ~Ebony 

 

     Read and pay attention to current news to see connections to how history repeats 

itself. Use videos and social media, and have fun while you do. Reading what you find 

interesting will help you focus and add more in class. Organize so you can be able to 

keep up, stay on track, and make sense of what youôre doing so itôs not rushed but 

thorough. ~Jasmine 

 

For teachers, the students suggested simply doing more of what was already done. For 

example, offer the course to more students, start sooner, and have students dig deeper and 

practice their skills more. Aaliyah suggested that they ñcover analysis and writing more in-depth 

to help students pay closer attention to the details needed to deeply analyze.ò Ebony said, ñItôs 

great that we have this course and hope itôs implemented everywhere, because people really 

donôt know their history, which is important to know so people wonôt repeat mistakes.ò 

College and Career Decisions 

The studentsô experience in the AP Seminar strongly influenced their future education 

and career decisions by increasing their academic confidence. Students had partly attributed their 

academic achievements and additional educational endeavors to the rigor and content of the 

seminar as well as their overall experience of it at that time. Even though the studentsô first year 

taking the AP Seminar resulted in being reconsidered as a Pre-AP course, their research and 

writing skills were still strengthened to the extent that they each attributed their level of success 
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in other courses to their experiences and acquired skills in the AP Seminar with AD Content. 

Their engagement with the course also enhanced their ADLit and self-efficacy through the 

development of their global competence to the extent that they each applied for and were 

accepted into more AP courses and dual-enrollment college programs designed for high school 

students to earn an Associateôs degree while completing high school. Although they were very 

busy managing heavy course loads, the rigor of the work itself felt familiar as they utilized the 

transferable skills they learned in the AP Seminar. They were all able to flex their academic 

muscle memory across a broad range of other arts and humanities courses, as they described: 

     I learned how to research topics properly and how to write essays with ease. ~ Jackie 

     A skill I learned was to analyze scholarly articles. Iôve used this skill in my college 

English classes, because I know what to look for in the reading and to accurately connect 

it to my topic that Iôm working on rather than just read the entire article and get myself 

confused since the articles would be very long. ~Madison 

 

     Critical Thinking, presentations and writing. These skills were useful in my English, 

Music and Art History classes. ~Ebony 

 

     My ability to research and obtain information, then being able to produce an 

argumentative paper has helped me tremendously in both my English high school and 

college classes to evaluate prompts thoroughly and write well developed essays. 

~Aaliyah 

 

     Time management, reading comprehension, analyzing art and different texts, viewing 

problems through different perspectives to find a reasonable and thorough answer. I used 

these skills in AP Human Geography, AP English Language and Composition, AP 

Research, AP World History, and AP US History. ~Jasmine 

 

The courses the students took in their dual-enrollment program were related to their 

career choices as they each had chosen their majors. Although dual enrollment was a heavy load 

for the girls, they felt well-prepared to meet the challenges presented by their college courses. 

They had solidly acquired the study, research, and writing skills to thoroughly learn all that was 

necessary to perform well in their college courses. One example was when Aaliyah took a 
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cultural art course that required her to do a comparative analysis between art forms across 

different countries. We had discussions about where she might be able to find authentic Indian 

artwork and learn about it. It was not easy for her to locate a museum dedicated to Indian 

artwork, so we discussed the opportunity to find Indian food restaurant owners who would likely 

have Indian art as decorations in their restaurant, and she could learn more by asking the owners. 

Living in a major urban and international city made it very easy to locate an Indian restaurant. 

This was a strong example of how studentsô perceptions of Africa, the African diaspora, and 

themselves as African descendants were positively influenced to the extent of fueling their desire 

to uplift and empower Black people by addressing our collective adversities. This was also a 

strong example of the extent of their critical consciousness over the 2 years because they were 

making decisions to learn more about Black African people in efforts to position themselves to 

gain more confidence, cultural affirmation, and abilities to make a positive difference. For 

example, Jasmine wanted to address the issue of mass incarceration in order to alleviate systemic 

oppression through the justice system, so she decided to study law and criminal justice. She was 

eager to take the AP Research course as a follow-up and had already determined her independent 

research topic would be related to the case of the Central Park Five, now referred to as the 

Exonerated Five. Her confidence had come a long way since sitting in the back of the room, 

quietly avoiding being called on. 

The AP Seminar required the students to conduct research on topics of their choice.  

They engaged in both group and individual research projects and presentations for both their 

classmates and the outside community. These experiences positively influenced their perceptions 

of Africa, the diaspora, and themselves as African descendants to the extent that they each began 

to engage in deep discussions about the African diaspora wherever they engaged with various 
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groups of people, including their peers, adult family members, and graduate students and 

professors at graduate level research conferences. Most importantly, they were intrinsically 

motivated to utilize their newfound knowledge and skills to uplift the global African people 

beginning with their families and local communities. In the next chapter, I elaborate on some  

of the experiential learning activities we did outside of the classroom, for which I took 

responsibility planning and implementing with the full support of their teacher, principal, and 

parents. 
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Chapter 7: Findingsð(Re)cognizing and (Re)presenting Community as Classroom 

To enhance studentsô experience in the course, I expanded the curriculum by offering a 

series of experiential learning opportunities or field trips to explore Black history through a 

broad range of cultural performances, day and weekend trips to other cities, museums and other 

historical institutions, and summer programs. The students expressed great appreciation for each 

excursion. They described them as being memorable due to having a lot of fun while learning 

information they all found to be highly valuable and positively influential to their perceptions of 

Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants. Most of the trips in the first 

year were curated based on ideas and interests from the school principal, the teacher, and myself. 

However, during the second year, the studentsô personal interests determined the trips we took 

and events we attended. The examples in this chapter took place during the spring of Year 1 and 

the summer immediately following. 

Washington, DC, Three-day Weekend Exploration of Black U.S. History  

With the full support and funding from their school, the teacher, students, and I spent  

3 days exploring and celebrating the contributions of Africans in the United States of America 

and across the world as represented at several major institutions in Washington, DC. Our 

ambitious itinerary included visits to the U.S. Capitol Building, Howard University, Frederick 

Douglassôs home, the African American Civil War Museum, the Smithsonianôs Museum of 

Natural History, National African Art Museum, and the new National Museum of African 

American History and Culture. The school principal was so excited about the trip that he 

organized an additional 50 students and 10 staff members to learn from this experience, too. He 

also helped to connect us with some of his connections, including an alum of the school who was 

now a student at Howard University.  
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Our first stop was to the U.S. Capitol Building, where we learned about its many wings 

and rooms as well as the relatively few Black people who are featured in the Capitolôs artwork 

like Shirley Chisholm, Rosa Parks, Frederick Douglass, and Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, 

Jr. We were lucky to be led by a Black tour guide who was well aware of and able to focus 

predominantly on the Black history shared. The students posed for photos with big smiles 

showing pride in their heritage through the legacy of the featured Black U.S. citizens. 

Next, we took a tour of Howard University as a Historically Black College and/or 

University (HBCU). This tour included an introduction to the campus grounds, student life 

activities, and a special lecture by Dr. Greg Carr, a prominent and beloved professor of Africana 

Studies at Howard University. He taught the students about the history of Howard University, the 

importance of studying Black history and culture, and the legacy of the namesake of their school. 

Ebony expressed appreciation for this, stating that ñDr. Carr shared more about Malcolm X that I 

didnôt know, even though I go to a school named after him.ò I was especially proud when Dr. 

Carr asked for two students to volunteer to speak. First, he wanted to know more about the AP 

Seminar with AD Content from a studentôs perspective, and then to have a student read aloud a 

historical excerpt. Of the eight students, Jasmine was nominated by the other seven members of 

her cohort to speak on their behalf about the course. Ebony agreed to read the passage aloud. 

Jasmine shared a brief yet comprehensive explanation of the AP Seminar with AD Content from 

her perspective as a student. She expressed great appreciation for what she felt was a huge 

opportunity to learn not only about the African diaspora but about herself. I remember smiling 

with pride and nodding as I realized that she truly understood the importance of her participation 

in the course, and she took it seriously. The students who were not enrolled in the seminar were 

intrigued by what she said. I heard a student behind me in the audience say, ñWow, for real? 
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Thatôs whatôs up!ò Some of the other staff members began asking questions about the course 

later that night at dinner. 

Next, Ebony read the selection of information on behalf of Dr. Carr. Like Jasmine, she, 

too, spoke with confidence, projected her voice, and made a good impression on Dr. Carr, who 

thanked and complimented both her and Jasmine. I remember the look on Ebonyôs face as she 

read the passage. Since she was reading it for the first time, much of her concentration was on 

making sure she read it clearly for everyone to hear in the oldest room of one of Howard 

Universityôs libraries. She seemed in awe of the information she had just read, and later during 

an individual interview at the end of Year 1, she confirmed that she was excited to learn more 

about Malcolm X, the namesake of her school. This instilled in her a stronger sense of honor and 

pride as a student of the school named in his honor. 

One of their high schoolôs alum who was a current student at Howard gave the students a 

brief tour of the schoolôs main library and some personal insights about her experience and 

appreciation for the university; this served as a source of encouragement to apply for admission 

themselves. During their senior year, both Jasmine and Aaliyah applied and were accepted. 

Jasmine is now a sophomore at Howard and has taken two courses by Dr. Carr as well as other 

Africana Studies courses. Aaliyah and Madison, who later attended a state university, chose 

Africana Studies courses for their electives based on their personal interests. 

Jackie said, ñThe DC Trip made me consider if I wanted to be a part of an HBCU, and it 

was cool to see how Blacks can come together to make something for themselves.ò When 

recalling Dr. Carrôs lecture, Madison said, ñHe really helped me embrace myself as an African 

descendant more.ò Jasmine shared that ñHoward as an HBCU felt historic. It felt good to be there 

and made me interested in attending. Itôs cool that African American History is a required 
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course, and Iôm already ahead of the game.ò She is now a sophomore at Howard University 

where she took Dr. Carrôs introductory course and is planning to take more. 

The next day, we visited the Smithsonianôs Museum of Natural History and the National 

Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC). At the Natural History 

Museum, the students learned that while there are different ethnic groups within the human 

species, race is only a social construct determined by those who created and maintain the 

dominant narratives that uphold the fallacies of white supremacy and Black inferiority. They 

visited the African Diaspora Exhibit, which showcases artifacts and information about the many 

migration periods of African people around the world throughout different time periods. The 

students read the captions, watched the videos, took photos, asked questions, and made 

connections to the information they had been learning in class. 

However, it was the NMAAHC that touched their hearts and left a long, lasting 

impression. Maybe it was the magnitude of the entire building dedicated to Black culture. Maybe 

it was the way the information was presented or their familiarity with it from having been 

exposed to some of the information in other ways. Either way, the students noted that the 

underground levels taught them about the struggles and horrors of enslavement, oppression, and 

racism in all its forms, while the levels above ground celebrated Black excellence in spite of the 

experiences highlighted underground. The students found many parts of each section interesting, 

but most memorable was Emmett Tillôs casket. Just as Mamie Tillôs decision to have an open 

casket funeral shook the world by making the horrors of racism apparent and undeniable, the 

students were indeed shaken to the point of needing to talk about it to process what they were 

feeling and thinking with their peers and teachers. They brought it up at the end of each year 

during interviews and focus groups, and mentioned it in their survey responses 2 years after that 
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visit. Ebony emphasized the difference between watching a video about it to actually seeing his 

casket in person. She said, ñIt moved me more than just seeing it on my phone or computer.ò 

This was one section that moved many of the students to tears as they made connections and 

identified with Emmett Till, who died at the same age they were at that time. Even though Jackie 

did not see this particular exhibit, she stated that she wanted to return to see it for herself because 

ñeveryone was talking about it.ò 

Another moment that moved Ebony to tears was watching a video on interracial 

marriages between Black and white people. She and I were struck by the stories of Black men 

being lynched for marrying white women because we both had elder family members who were 

interracial couples. She explained that she ñcould relate, because [her] grandpa is white and [her] 

grandma is Black.ò 

Having started at the bottom floors, the students found joy in celebrating Black 

accomplishments and successes on the top floors. Jackie shared that she loved the NMAAHC 

because it ñcelebrated everything Blacks have done. It was amazing! My favorite floors were 

about progress in entertainment, acting, music, and Black nations! I saw a whole book in Haitian 

Creole!ò This was exciting for Jackie because she has Haitian roots. She later began learning 

Haitian Creole with her siblings, which encouraged her mother to speak with them more often at 

home. 

     The Washington, D.C. trip influenced my perceptions of Africa, the diaspora, and 

myself as an African descendant. Going to the NMAAHC really helped with my 

perception of Africa and the diaspora because I was able to see some of their culture in 

the museum and learn a variety of things I haven't learned before. ~Madison 

 

Some say that ignorance is bliss, but for people of African descent, ignorance offers no 

comfort. Being unaware of your cultural history leaves you wondering about your significance  
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and vulnerable to believing whatever anyone tells you about yourself, even dehumanizing tales 

that will have you blaming and hating yourself for the degrading ways society treats you. After 

one weekend in Washington, DC, the students were intrigued and eager to learn more about 

Africa, the African diaspora, and themselves as African descendants so much so that they 

influenced their family members to begin discussing and honoring their cultural heritage. They 

each became agents of change in their families and communities. Their peers at school began 

asking about the possibilities of taking the course the following year, which many of them did. 

Each of the students gained a new sense of pride in themselves as African descendants to 

the extent that they proudly associated themselves with Africa. Casually referring to Africa as 

home is quite profound because home represents a sacred place where one feels deeply 

connected with a sense of belonging, especially a place none of them had ever been. Identifying 

oneself as African first before or in place of any nationality at all is significant as it is certainly 

not the norm for African descendants outside of Africa due to the TransAtlantic Slave Trade. We 

tend to refer to ourselves by nationality and racial epithets which vary widely, even within 

countries and local communities. 

The ultimate gain from this experience was each student seeing themselves positively 

represented in nationally public spaces with honor. To deeply feel the pain and joy of historical 

events is to connect with them personally not only as a fellow human being but also as an 

African descendant when considering the roles of race and culture in these events. Even with the 

tragic events, it was key for the students to know that these events occurred, and the story was 

important to be shared to acknowledge that these Black lives mattered and still do. This was 

affirming and helped them feel a sense of belonging in this country and this world at large. 
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Harlem World  

Even though the students grew up and lived less than 15 miles or less than 1 hour from 

Harlem, they had never spent any time there and knew little to nothing about it. So, they were 

excited for their first visit to Harlem, which included a visit to Teachers College, Columbia 

University, a popular Ethiopian and Eritrean restaurant (Massawa), and the Magic Johnson 

Theater to watch the movie Black Panther with me and another graduate student. We were able 

to curate this trip with support from a small grant to purchase the movie tickets for Black 

Panther through Teachers College, Columbia University. 

Based on the studentsô interest in Ethiopian culture, we began the evening with dinner at 

Massawa, an Ethiopian restaurant right across from Teachers College and one of my favorite 

restaurants in New York City. The restaurant is owned and operated by an Ethiopian and Eritrean 

family who are always happy to share information about their culture. It was thoroughly 

decorated with authentic art and artifacts from the region and has a menu written in Amharic 

with English translations in subscript. As they do with all new customers who are unfamiliar 

with their foods and traditions, they kindly explained the various foods, how to pronounce the 

names of each, and the basic Ethiopian etiquette for eating a communal meal. The students were 

excited to learn directly from Ethiopian people since they had just completed a group research 

project about Eritrea and Egypt. It was heartwarming to watch and listen to the students asking 

the waiters questions not only about the food but other aspects of their culture, history, and 

socioeconomics. Like me, the owners were very impressed with the studentsô ability to share 

what they had learned from their research and their genuine curiosity shown in the broad range 

of questions they asked. They even went downstairs for a few minutes to see more of the artwork 

and to sit in a more traditional setting before returning to the main floor to enjoy their meal. 
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While they had the option of eating with metal utensils, some of them chose to honor the 

custom of eating only with their right hand using the ñinjera,ò Ethiopian flat bread, to pick up the 

food and place it in their mouth without their fingers touching their mouth. One did not like the 

food much, while some liked it and said it was okay. Some loved it and were already looking 

forward to their next visit, but they all appreciated the new experience. They all expressed that 

besides Chinese food and pizza, they had only ever eaten Caribbean foods. Aaliyah was 

especially excited and recalled the event years later as she described it in her survey. She wrote: 

I was eager to try the food!  

 

     I had the option to choose between the popular favorites among the Ethiopian people 

such as the lamb and steak with their traditional injera bread. At first, I thought the food 

wouldnôt taste too great, but personally I enjoyed the meal. The steak was my favorite. 

Although the food had a big representation of the Ethiopian culture, [there were] pictures 

surrounding [us] all over in the restaurant [that] also demonstrated the history of the 

Ethiopian people. Massawa was rich with fulfilling its roots [by] having displays of 

women and men in Ethiopian culture. Overall, this influenced my perception of Africa. 

 

After dinner, we caught the bus down the street and around the corner to the Magic 

Johnson Theater to watch the Black Panther movie, which was the most popular and successful 

Marvel movie at that time. The Magic Johnson Theater has been a popular and iconic place in 

the Harlem community because it is owned by a Black man. It proudly displays posters of classic 

films like a museum of Black excellence in film, so the students had an opportunity to see a little 

taste of Black history. They also had the opportunity to see the Apollo Theater sign lit up at night 

and were excited to take a photo with it in the background. Although they did not yet go into the 

Apollo, just being there was exciting for them as they had heard about it and knew it was a 

special place. 

We did not discuss the movie in detail that night, but it was obvious that they absolutely 

loved it and were excited about having seen it. As we stood outside of the theater preparing to 
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catch the A train back to Brooklyn, Jasmine pointed out the well-lit Apollo sign along Martin 

Luther King Boulevard, also well-known as 125th Street. Although she had never been there 

before, she said it was ñcool and nostalgicò for her since she recalled her parents speaking about 

attending events there. With big smiles on their faces, the students posed for a photo with the 

Apollo sign behind them. We took several shots as the students posed and repositioned them a 

few times, then they all crossed their arms over their chests like the characters in Black Panther 

did. This is now widely recognized and sometimes referred to as the ñWakanda greeting.ò We 

later discussed how that symbol or physical position is seen in art throughout different parts of 

Africa. The students made the connection to ancient Egyptian artwork, statues, and mummies, 

which are often depicted with their arms crossed that same way. There must be something to it 

throughout Africa and some meaning behind it. Those types of questions were coming up for the 

students. 

A Day in Philadelphia (We the People...The Truth Hunt) 

During the spring of the first year, I invited the students to join me on a trip to 

Philadelphia, which I had curated on behalf of The Royalty Project, a youth mentoring group 

based in Harlem, of which I was a board member at the time. This one-day event began with 

breakfast at Uncle Bobbieôs Coffee & Books, a Black-owned coffee shop and bookstore located 

in the Germantown area of Philadelphia. The students ate breakfast and spent some time 

browsing the book collection, which was predominantly focused on topics related to Black 

people. 

Next, we visited the Charles L. Blockson Afro-American Collection at Temple 

University, where the legendary historian Charles Blockson surprised us all with his legendary 

presence and a brief lecture and discussion about his collection of well over 500,000 books, 
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photographs, and many other historical artifacts that contribute to the stories of African 

descendants. The students browsed through the collection briefly until he began to speak and 

captured all of our attention. One of the most impactful moments was when he showed us a book 

with a cover that was made from the skin of a young Black girl and made each of us take a 

moment to hold the book. It was quite a shocking moment that each of us had to take time to 

process the thought of that even being possible and the idea that Black children were used for 

that purpose. This detail was actually inscribed inside the book cover by the author who seemed 

proud of this feature of the book. Students began using their phones to search Google for 

information on human leather. This was real. The students began to listen to Mr. Blockson with 

greater focus and asked questions to learn more as he shared more history and lessons about the 

importance of learning with a critical mindset. What a treat this was for us all! We took a photo 

with him, and each left with an autographed poster to memorialize the visit to this historic 

collection. 

Our next stop was to the African American Museum in Philadelphia, the first institution 

created by a major city in the United States to highlight the contributions, life, and work of Black 

citizens. The museum allowed the students to explore interactive exhibits including a narrated, 

interactive timeline and 10 full -sized video projections of historical yet uncommonly known 

trailblazers like Richard Allen, Octavius Catto, and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper. The students 

learned about topics including entrepreneurship, education, family traditions, environment, and 

religion. There were also art exhibits on display for the students to explore freely. 

The final and main part of the trip was a scavenger hunt designed to uncover some of the 

missing history of African descendants in America during the time period leading up to and after 

the signing of the U.S. Declaration of Independence. As a board member of The Royalty Project, 
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I co-created this event with the founder. We titled it ñWe, the People...The Truth Hunt.ò The 

general focus of the Truth Hunt was to learn details about our ancestorsô fight for freedom and 

understand the cost of liberty for African people in America. It took place in the center of the 

historic district of Philadelphia. The five girls and one of their male classmates were grouped 

together as a team with me as their mentor. Each team was instructed to answer as many of the 

21 questions and tasks listed within less than 3 hours. All tasks were within walking distance 

from the starting and end point. The students were excited and fully focused as they worked 

collectively to answer all of the questions. Since I knew all the answers already, I only provided 

supervision and encouragement. They thought through the challenging questions and completed 

each task by utilizing the critical thinking skills they had learned in class through their own 

research projects. They were able to analyze artwork, videos, buildings, various documents, and 

exhibits. Even when it began to rain, they put on their disposable rain ponchos I supplied and 

continued with smiles on their faces, laughter, and excitement to complete each task. Ebony later 

shared that she ñlearned a lot about African American history and points of interest.ò She also 

shared how spending that time with her cohort/classmates helped them to bond by working 

closely together on such a personal topic. They were able to talk to each other about what they 

were learning, which was important as none of their peers outside of the class seemed to really 

understand what they were experiencing. 

This full-day experience is an example of the students beginning their learning process 

with global competence to increase their critical consciousness and thereby finding cultural 

connections with the African American history and culture they were learning along the way. 

Being raised in a predominantly Afro Caribbean community seems to have minimized the 

studentsô exposure to African American history and culture as experienced by Black citizens in 
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other parts of New York City and the United States as a whole. While I understand that Black 

people are not at all a monolith, there are many common experiences and cultural norms 

throughout Black communities countrywide, of which this particular group of students were 

unaware. This became more evident as we later explored Harlem again and more in-depth during 

a summer program. 

Dance Africa Festival 

Since we were not yet able to take the students to visit Africa, the teacher and I wanted to 

provide as much direct exposure as possible. One of the teacherôs favorite annual events was the 

Dance Africa Festival, the nationôs largest African dance festival. It takes place at the Brooklyn 

Academy of Music, a multi-arts center commonly referred to as BAM. With full financial 

support from their school, we attended its 41st performance in the spring of 2018, which was 

themed ñRemembrance, Reconciliation, Renewal.ò As described on the BAM website, it offered 

ña taste of the rhythm and spirit of South Africa, acknowledging Nelson Mandelaôs centennial 

birthday and the contributions of freedom fighters past and present.ò That particular performance 

was choreographed to draw ñparallels between South African anti-apartheid and American civil 

rights movements, portraying the struggles for justice and, ultimately, serving up triumphant 

celebrations of culture.ò The connections and comparisons between South African anti-apartheid 

and the U.S. Civil Rights movements were being discussed in the AP Seminar class prior and 

after this event. Excerpts from Nelson Mandelaôs book A Long Walk to Freedom were read and 

discussed in class too. It was helpful for the students to at least be able to reference this event 

later when we discussed South Africa again. 

The students seemed to enjoy both the show and browsing through the extensive Africana 

merchandise sold by many vendors just outside the building as part of the festival. The students 
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found the African culture beautiful and the performance to be spiritually moving, despite not 

really knowing what was happening or being able to follow the story shared throughout the 

show. Ebony said, ñIt gave me chills, even though I didnôt understand everything and felt a bit 

confused.ò 

Some of the students purchased a few items from the vendors, which also prompted them 

to look more deeply into the meanings of the art and jewelry they liked. Aaliyah shared that she 

noticed a trend among Black people wearing African clothing but did not care much for it 

herself. In particular, she noticed Black girls and women on social media wearing colorful waist 

beads. While she thought most of them were wearing them as just a fashion trend, she got 

excited and wanted to wear them herself when she learned that the beads had a significant 

meaning in African culture. She explained that ñit has a deep meaning as a way of showing a 

girlôs growth toward womanhood and represents her innocence.ò According to Healthline.com, 

ñWaist beads are a traditional African accessory [which are worn as] a symbol of femininity, 

fertility, sensuality, and spiritual well-being.ò Today, they are indeed worn for both practical and 

aesthetic purposes. By using critical consciousness, Aaliyah sought out more information to 

make a deeper connection to the waist beads in order to gain an appreciation for them not just as 

a fashion trend but more as a cultural connection to Africa as a young girl approaching 

womanhood. This also led to an increase in her global competence. 

Youth Historians of Harlem Summer Institute 

After the students completed their first year of the course, I realized that the remaining 

five students had not spent any significant time outside of the community in Brooklyn unless 

they were in the Caribbean and considered ways to help them retain the skills they had learned 

during the first school year. For this reason, I offered them the opportunity to enroll in the Youth 
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Historians of Harlem Summer Institute at Teachers College, which I was co-facilitating. Four of 

the five students were able to participate. Madison was unavailable during the 2-week timeframe 

due to having already planned to spend that time in the Caribbean with her family. Two other 

Black high school students from Harlem also participated in the program. 

In addition to allowing me to share with them a bit more of myself as an African 

descendant who strongly identifies with the culture of Harlem, this was an opportunity to 

continue their learning over the summer to reinforce the skills they had learned during the school 

year and prepare them for their second year of AP Seminar. Application of the skills in a 

different setting is one of the best demonstrations of learning. Their participation in this program 

allowed them to experience place-based learning while developing and presenting a project as a 

team. Besides the Sankofa Project, all of their other assignments were about people and places 

they had never met or visited in person. The students had just 10 days, so my co-facilitator and I 

determined the question and activity for them to address in advance. We decided that the 

students would curate and lead a series of Walking Tours of Harlem to explore ñHow the Black 

struggle for freedom in America is represented in Harlemôs public spaces.ò Their audience would 

be the teachers who attended the Reimagining Education Summer Institute (RESI) at Teachers 

College. The students had to figure out how best to address this question and what to include in 

the tour. They also contributed to planning for the logistics of timing, spacing, order, and which 

students would present which parts of the tour. In addition, we created a brochure and slide show 

presentation to share the information with the teachers. This was a good idea since it rained 

heavily on one of the days we scheduled the walking tour. 

During each of the first 7 days, the students participated in 4-hour sessions on the 

Teachers College campus. We began the program by introducing the students to various ways 
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that history has been documented over time, from interpreting ancient rock drawings in South 

Africa and around the globe to the subtle ways we see narratives show up symbolically and 

explicitly in literature, film, theater, and other visual arts. We also discussed some of the 

common struggles experienced by Black Americans in pursuit of freedom and Harlem as a 

significant site of that struggle. 

For the next few days, we allowed the students to explore Harlem by foot. As they took 

walks through the main and side streets of Harlem, they noticed the murals, statues, names of 

buildings and streets, and other representations of the Black freedom struggle in public spaces. 

They collected field notes in writing and took photos to capture information, then spent time 

collectively and individually researching the details of the reasons why each piece was created 

and by whom. They noted the political, historical, social, economic, and educational aspects of 

each artifact they found. They also tasted the local soul food, which was a new experience for 

each of them. We ate lunch at Jacobôs Restaurant, which provided a large buffet of African and 

African American dishes like candied yams (sweet potatoes), fried fish, barbeque ribs and 

chicken, macaroni and cheese, collard greens, and cornbread. This was new for each of them, so 

they tried a variety of the foods. I was surprised that the students had never eaten some of the 

foods, but they did make connections between a few dishes as they noted similarities to several 

Caribbean dishes. 

As a group, the youth historians decided to narrow their focus to how Harlemôs Black 

history was represented in its street art, specifically on murals and statues. With this focus, I 

arranged for the students to meet with Paul Deo, one of the local artists, in person to hear directly 

how he felt his art represented Harlemôs history and why he created it. While in conversation 

with the artist, they even suggested to him ways to enhance community engagement with his art 
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using the smart phone technology they learned about during the Diversity in Research and 

Practice Conference a few months prior. 

The youth historians then curated a selection of their favorite and most profound artifacts 

and mapped out a path to view them all on foot within a set timeframe. This helped them 

determine that each of them would present twice along the tour. While I designed the brochure 

template, the students also helped select the design details and created brief summaries to be 

included in the brochure, which helped us fill our roster of teacher participants who could have 

chosen other options to spend their free time after the RESI events. 

The youth historians practiced the tour on foot and rehearsed their scripts along the way 

while providing feedback for one another. The AP Seminar students helped their new peers work 

through their nervousness about speaking and guided one another to improve their presentations 

by working on louder and clearer voice projecting and eye contact. It was heartwarming to watch 

them support and encourage one another during rehearsals as well as during their actual 

presentations. It was also nice to gain perspective from local members of the Harlem community 

who noticed the students practicing and speaking about local history. The students practiced 

several times by preparing and memorizing a speech narrative for two to three artifacts. At least 

two students were ready to present each stop along the tour in order to ensure each one was 

represented and to support one another by adding to the conversations. They each took full 

responsibility for owning their presentations and delivering them well. 

During our final full rehearsal, we had the honor of having the founder of Youth 

Historians of Harlem, Dr. Barry Goldenberg, and his wife join us. He was quite impressed with 

the studentsô work and provided positive, encouraging feedback for both the students and co-

facilitators, which gave us all a boost of energy in preparation for the tours on the final 2 days. 
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The first tour was interrupted by heavy rain, so the students improvised with a slideshow 

presentation of the murals, including a few more than the walking tour covered as a consolation. 

The second tour was very well attended, with great feedback from the teachers who were all very 

impressed with the depth of information shared and the opportunity to learn about Harlem in this 

way. Their adaptability was a testament to how well prepared and committed they were to the 

success of this project, especially to accomplish this within less than 2 weeks. 

Both the students and I noted that their speaking and overall presentation skills had 

improved greatly as their confidence built over time. They had initially struggled with projecting 

their voices loud enough to be heard over cars, trains, and the hustle and bustle of the Harlem 

community, especially during evening rush hour when many local residents are transitioning 

between work, home, and running errands. With our guidance, they succeeded in managing the 

crowd to ensure participants were standing strategically to view the murals and statues while 

respecting the local residents and not taking up too much space during their high-traffic times. 

For example, to be mindful as guests of Harlem, we walked in a line along one side of the 

sidewalk and moved when needed to make room for pedestrians. 

In addition to the two tours we had planned for RESI attendees, the students also led two 

walking tours for newly admitted students of Teachers College at the request of its Admissions 

Office. They led one tour during that summer and one later in the fall. During the tours for 

Teachers College Admissions, we were fortunate to have Madison join the team. She assisted by 

taking photos and helping to guide participants through the Harlem streets in mindful ways. She 

was excited to gain some experience by participating in this way and learning more about 

Harlem. 
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By the second tour, the students had learned the information well enough to deliver their 

presentations without looking at their notes, but rather using the artifact itself and working with 

at least one partner to recall the main highlights. They had indeed owned their presentations. 

Some of the highlights I noted included moments like when Jasmine randomly added details 

about urban blight as we passed a brownstone that was in ruin, which demonstrated her 

consciousness of her environment which she had learned about through articles and discussions 

in the AP Seminar. This influenced her perceptions of the African diaspora to the extent that she 

wanted to know more about Harlem and followed through on her desires by asking me to spend a 

day with her at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture and more locally owned 

Harlem restaurants. She curated the field trip herself, and all students were invited to attend, 

although she came alone. 

The studentsô critical consciousness increased to the extent that they developed a greater 

awareness of the poor conditions of their neighborhood and appreciation for its history. This was 

evident in several ways. Each of the students were able to make connections between history and 

current events as they noted signs of oppression over time and some similarities between the 

New York City boroughs. In our discussions, they often referenced examples of similar 

circumstances in Brooklyn in comparison to the Harlem neighborhood of Manhattan. I recall 

them expressing their frustrations about the poor conditions of community parks and other public 

spaces not being well maintained until white residents began moving into their neighborhood. 

This led to discussions about the consequences of gentrification. They spoke with such passion 

and a sense of sadness as they questioned why the city government felt they were undeserving of 

such consideration as to maintain a clean, beautiful, and safe environment. They had been living 

in a community in which they felt a lingering sense of danger at all times. Their parents rarely, if 
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ever, allowed them to hang out with their friends outside of their homes and only allowed them 

to transport themselves around town out of necessity. Their community culture required street 

smarts and a sustained heightened sense of awareness of their environment. 

A few weeks later during a check-in conversation, the girls expressed their desire to learn 

more and create a walking tour about their own neighborhood in Brooklyn. Ebony and Jackie 

shared that they were frequently noticing the street art and looking for the significance and 

stories behind each one. They began to see their own neighborhoods through new lenses. Many 

of the murals, street names, and statues they were noticing had been there for a very long time, 

but they had never paid much attention to those parts of their community. They shared that they 

no longer took it for granted and more often looked for historical connections. They had begun 

asking new sets of questions about the events that take place in the local, national, and global 

news. They began sharing what they learned with their peers and family members across 

generations, thereby conjuring up conversations about the history of their communities both in 

New York City and in the Caribbean. 

Some of the girls began recalling memories of their times in the Caribbean and lessons 

they learned that are distinctly different in cultural norms. While in a private conversation with 

Jasmine, she explained that in Grenada and the Virgin Islands, she felt a much stronger sense of 

safety within her community. ñCaribbean neighborhoods feel like safe villages of extended 

family members. I just donôt feel that type of freedom in the US.ò She made a clear distinction 

between the two communities in terms of living with unlocked doors versus locked and alarmed. 

In Brooklyn, she felt an automatic assumption of being unsafe without locked doors or by simply 

walking around town without parental supervision. 
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At the end of the Youth Historians of Harlem Summer Institute, I asked the girls to 

complete a brief survey to share what they had learned as a result of their participation. The 

following are their responses: 

     This tour influenced my perceptions of the diaspora and myself as an African 

descendant. This is because the tour consisted of murals that represent significant figures 

in the Black community. African Americans are constantly being mistreated, but these 

murals reminded me how proud I should be to be of African descent. ~Ebony 

 

     We curated and led historical walking tours of Harlemôs street art as a representation 

of Harlemôs Black culture and history. Researched historical significance of select murals 

and statues. Wrote a script about each piece of art and presented it to educators who 

attended the Reimagining Education Conference at Teachers College. Designed a 

brochure for the tour. I learned a lot about African American history and the beauty in 

what it meant to be African American during that time. Each mural had different 

messages. People would come together to fight against the injustices in the world, while 

at the same time it showed the good times African Americans had in Harlem. Especially 

the arts from that Harlem Renaissance period were and still are important to the people of 

Harlem. This whole experience mostly influenced the perception of myself as an African 

descendant. ~Aaliyah 

 

     The Youth Historians program was my favorite because I got to learn about many 

people who affected their community and the Black culture. It was fun learning how I am 

a part of this culture of excellence, and it was cool that I could inform others about it. It 

made me really love being Black. ~Jackie 

 

Overall, the students were able to learn about Africa, the African diaspora, and 

themselves as African descendants outside of the classroom with firsthand experiences within a 

broader representation of culture than their own as practiced in their homes. This positively 

influenced their perceptions of all three by being exposed to and fully engaged in the process of 

learning through multiple modalities in a wide range of settings with support from diverse groups 

of people. Having some sense of agency in what and how they learned was also a key point, even 

if it was just a matter of providing them with choices of which exhibits they spent their time 

viewing in museums filled with numerous examples of Black excellence or the opportunity to 

curate a walking tour based on their favorite parts of Harlemôs public spaces. The students often 
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expressed appreciation for the acknowledgment of and freedom to use their voice, which helped 

them to strengthen their ability to express themselves with clarity in articulation and with self-

efficacy. 

Engaging in experiential learning during creatively curated field trips about global 

African culture and history positively influenced the studentsô perceptions about Africa, the 

diaspora, and themselves as African descendants. They were influenced to the extent that they 

became interested in attending historically Black colleges and universities and applied to some. 

The students each became teachers of us all, sharing new information with excitement. The 

students also began celebrating Black history and culture with pride. This was evident in how 

they described Africana cultural events as beautiful and spiritually moving, despite not 

completely understanding what was happening during the event. THISéISéGOLDEN! 

The studentsô perceptions had been so positively influenced that they had become quite 

eager to learn more to the extent that they began taking the initiative to search for and find more 

connections among people of African descent worldwide on their own. While I often had and 

shared several ideas for taking advantage of the myriad opportunities available in New York City 

to further enhance their exposure to and understanding of global Africa, they too had begun to 

curate their own excursions. We began having conversations about trips to Atlanta, New Orleans, 

and African countries like Ghana and South Africa. They wanted to visit the HBCUs, historical 

sites, and contemporary hot spots in Atlanta, Georgia, as a way to further explore possible 

options for college in a city with a high population of Black folks. They were already looking up 

the cost of flights and hotels and asking me about my availability. I found it difficult to stop 

smiling as I listened to them discussing logistics, from gaining permission from their parents to 

finding creative ways to raise the funds over time. Because I was an avid traveler and the person 
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who curated each of their trips the year prior, they already knew I would be very excited and 

support them in any way that I could. I had shared photos and stories from my recent summer 

trips to South Africa and discussed my own plans to visit a few West African countries including 

Ghana. This had inspired them to consider Ghana for their Senior Trip. Due to a list of 

unfortunate reasons, we did not take any more trips outside of New York City, but we did find 

more ways to enjoy the wealth of cultural experiences that New York City offers. 

I believe that the world is my classroom as both an educator and a student. As an 

observer-participant in this study, I was uniquely positioned to support the students across each 

part of the partnership model. This allowed me to utilize my university resources to expand the 

curriculum with the schoolôs and parentsô permission to spend time enhancing studentsô learning 

outside of the campus classroom. 

As part of Cynthia Dillardôs (2022) five ways of (re)membering, (re)cognizing involves 

the process of changing our thoughts and perceptions about who Africans throughout the 

diaspora are and the value we contribute to the world at large. For example, the Truth Hunt and 

research conferences allowed the students to engage in (re)presenting as a way to engage in 

ñtruth-telling or a reckoning to the right historical wrongsò (p. 22). The time spent in the 

classroom was not enough for the magnitude of change I was anticipating, and the studentsô 

learning was best assessed as it was demonstrated in real-world applications. Though I was not 

grading the students, it was beautiful to witness the studentsô development and growth most 

strongly evident during these experiential learning activities. The next chapter reflects on the part 

of the support system that allowed such experiences to occur. 
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Chapter 8: Findingsð(Re)assuring the Chrysalis 

Like a caterpillar metamorphosing into a beautiful butterfly, the participants in this study 

experienced significant transformations. Just as the caterpillar spins a few layers of silk to anchor 

itself to a specific tree branch or leaf, several village members collectively provided multiple 

layers of guidance as the students completed the (re)connecting activities to anchor themselves to 

their ancient African roots. Once securely anchored, the caterpillar hangs upside down so that it 

may shed its outer layer of skin, just like the studentsô point of view changed from negative to 

positive as they shed their Eurocentric biases. Once grounded in this opposite position, the 

caterpillarôs outer layer of skin begins to shed while the next layer hardens to form the chrysalis, 

which will harden even more once the old skin is completely shed. This reminds me of the 

students shedding all their beliefs of Black inferiority as the collective energy of the village 

supports each studentôs formation of the thick layer of protection to create a symbolic chrysalis. 

At this point, similar to a caterpillarôs body liquifying and rebuilding into a butterfly, each 

student was able to begin the slow, gradual, delicate, and dynamic process of (re)membering 

their ancestral knowledge, so they may (re)claim their place or identity within or in relation to 

the legacy of African heritage and culture. The following descriptions and narratives describe the 

significance of each part of the village as the chrysalis for studentsô transformation. 

The strongest element of this journey for the students was in the support they received 

from the combination of supportive parents, teachers, administrators, and mentors like myself. 

This group of people, along with a positive African-centered school climate dedicated to success, 

provided a relatively safe, nurturing environment. These layers of support ultimately increased 

the effectiveness of the written curriculum of the AP Seminar with AD Content. This support 

system allowed the students to engage deeply with the curriculum in the many ways described in 
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the previous three chapters. As our ancestors have encouraged us for many years, we must 

nurture positive relationships between one another as human beings and with all the elements 

within our environment. The remainder of this chapter includes descriptions of the most relevant 

offerings of each contributing member of the silk layers that secured and (re)assured each 

studentôs chrysalis. I begin with my enhanced graphic model of the ADC Professional 

Partnership Model and a brief explanation of it. 

The African Diaspora Consortium (ADC) Professional Partnership Model 

As I understand it, this partnership model begins with students at its core. Studentsô needs 

and voices determine the details of how the ADC, P-12 schools, universities, and the local 

community partners engage, as represented by the black arrows outlined in green. The strategic 

connections are designed and operationalized to develop and enhance studentsô intrinsic interest 

and engagement with AD Content for personal and academic growth. Overall, the ultimate goal 

is to provide consistent active engagement through experiential learning to ensure studentsô 

acquisition of cultural competence and critical consciousness to achieve advanced learning 

outcomes. In theory, this is a strong partnership in which all partners have a voice that will be 

recognized and valued, with student success as our common goal. As this philosophy has defined 

all of ADCôs initiatives, it has guided the development and defined the implementation strategies 

of this particular piloting of the AP Seminar with AD Content. See Figure 1 for the graphic 

model. 
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Figure 1 

African Diaspora Consortium Professional Partnership Model 2.0 

 

 

In the ADC Professional Partnership Model 2.0, all partners are equal. It is expected  

that experienced classroom teachers with pedagogical expertise are invaluable in drawing from 

the AD content to enhance both studentsô content knowledge and their development of 

analytical, research, and group presentation skills. University partners are the closest support to 

the schools and are available to assist teachers with enhancing studentsô content knowledge 

through lectures, and/or to work with individual students to assist with skills development or 

content knowledge, as the teacher deems necessary and appropriate. ADC is responsible for 

listening, learning, and implementing partnersô suggestions and strategies to ensure studentsô 

success, assessing studentsô outcomes, and providing professional development and other 

information. In this partnership model, students are assured of not only being successful, but also 

enjoying and being excited by new content while enhancing skills. See Appendix A for a full 

description of this model. 
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University Partners and Institutions 

Teachers College, Columbia University is one of ADCôs university partners with direct 

affiliation to the Edmund W. Gordon Institute for Urban and Minority Education (IUME). IUME 

was responsible for donating the movie and snack tickets to the Magic Johnson Theater for the 

students and graduate volunteers to watch the Black Panther movie when it was in theaters. The 

IUME suite was also the main site of the Youth Historians of Harlem (YHH) Summer Institute. 

Most of the Teachers College graduate student volunteers were also IUME affiliates. Some of 

the professors supported the course by contributing their field expertise with suggestions for 

additional teaching strategies, while some took time to visit the class in person or go on the YHH 

Walking Tour to observe and be present as a show of support. 

Teachers College staff, students, and professors were very supportive of the participants 

each time they visited the campus. The Teachers College Black Student Network created the 

opportunity for high school students to attend as spectators and present their research at two of 

their Diversity in Research and Practice Conferences (DiRP). During the DiRP conferences, 

graduate students and professors were sure to engage fully with the participants by listening to 

their presentation and asking questions, and providing constructive feedback and words of 

encouragement. The librarians at Teachers College were very helpful as the students visited the 

library. Finally, the Admissions Department was very encouraging and supportive in offering a 

paid opportunity for the participants to facilitate the YHH Walking Tour for two sets of newly 

admitted students. This provided additional practice for the participants to deliver the tour to new 

groups of people. It was a joy to watch them deliver it with more confidence each time to the 

extent that they no longer needed their note cards. 
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Community Members and Organizations 

It was truly a blessing to have several community members and organizations contribute 

to the studentsô experience. One major example is The Royalty Project, Inc., the Harlem-based 

nonprofit mentoring program for youth who allowed me to bring the participants along on our 

trip to Philadelphia, described in the previous chapter. Thanks are due to the former and current 

Heads of Social Studies Curriculum at The School District of Philadelphia for offering to assist 

us with information to develop the Truth Hunt and introducing me to the director of the Blockson 

Collection. Again, it was indeed an extra special treat to have the legendary Charles L. Blockson 

be present and give more than an hour of his time to school us all as we sat in awe of his wisdom 

and left with unforgettable lessons. 

During some of our visits to various African restaurants, the owners and staff often 

appreciated that the students were there to learn from the cultural experience. They were even 

more impressed as the students shared what they knew and asked thoughtful questions about  

the countries and cultures represented. This always led to further learning through their 

conversations with the staff, who also shared details about the authentic artifacts displayed 

around the restaurants. Sometimes we even received free or discounted meals. 

The many other trips and activities we did outside of the classroom often allowed us to 

come in contact with a wide variety of friendly community members, including various artists, 

historians, business owners, venue staff, and local residents who sometimes overheard our 

conversations and wanted to offer more information from their lived experiences. 

A School Climate of African-Centered Excellence 

At Malcolm X College Preparatory School (MXCPS), there is a school-wide expectation 

of excellence in everything. The word ñexcellenceò is imprinted on the front of their uniform 



144 

 

shirts, and when a guest pointed this out to the students, I noticed them smile and hold their 

heads up high with shoulders back, as if to demonstrate their embodiment of this word. The 

students of MECPS are guided by counselors to ensure they remain challenged and maximize 

their opportunities to achieve as high as possible in all areas. The school has developed and 

maintained strong partnerships with Malcolm X College and other institutions within the 

community to offer students programs like AP and dual enrollment, which are both offered at the 

earliest opportunity for students to enroll. 

Principal 

In addition, the school is led by a highly dedicated African-centered principal who is 

extremely supportive of initiatives like the AP Seminar with AD Content. The principal financed 

many of our field trips and made it possible for us to have the adult supervision and 

transportation needed for our overnight trips. Students were also provided with free weekly 

passes to use public transportation to and from school. 

Teacher 

The teacher of the AP Seminar was also very committed to the overall success of the 

course and the individual success of each student. Her dedication was consistent during both 

Year 1 with just eight students and Year 2 with nearly 60 students across two classes. Her role as 

the teacher for this particular course differed from the role she was most used to when teaching 

social studies in the traditional sense. While she had often incorporated engaging activities for 

high student interaction, it was new for her to maintain the position of a facilitator of the 

studentsô learning with a more indirect approach that required students to take more ownership in 

determining what they would focus on for at least half the school year. The students expressed 

great appreciation for her wealth of knowledge and even described her as ña walking 
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encyclopediaò for Africana topics. The students appreciated the way she showed care and 

compassion for them, while she gently and continuously encouraged them to speak up and share 

their voice more often. She also honored their authentic voices, while demonstrating more 

scholarly ways to articulate themselves. In addition, she used gradual release strategies to build 

their research, writing, and presentation skills over time. This included allowing them to develop 

their writing across multiple drafts and providing a broad variety of types of media and literature 

for them to analyze and draw information. This was a challenge as the course is structured along 

a predetermined timeline; still, she supported them throughout the year within the course 

guidelines. 

The teacherôs patience and support were appreciated, especially when she helped us to 

organize and facilitate some of the field trips and provided class credit for students submitting 

written reports of their participation in the field trips to further encourage them to not only attend 

but fully engage. Most importantly, the teacher showed personal concern for and connections 

with each of the students in how she knew their individual backgrounds and took time to discuss 

their personal connections to the course materials and topic as well as shared her own 

experiences. Moreover, she took time to speak with them about personal matters when necessary 

and created a class climate of respect and tolerance of each personôs differences, while 

highlighting their similarities as well. She attended at least two of the field trips with us 

including the trip to Washington, DC, and the Dance Africa Festival. 

In addition, she and I developed a close relationship as we supported one anotherôs roles. 

I am grateful to have had the opportunity to connect with her on both a personal and professional 

level. I, too, found her to be a great source of knowledge and empowering energy as she 

provided heartfelt guidance and mentorship for me, especially as I navigated the politics of this 
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entire endeavor. Our attempts to briefly touch base still turn into hour-long reflective discussions 

about the experiences, lessons learned, and hopes for the future.  

Peers 

Although they did not all know each other at the beginning of Year 1, all of the students 

who participated in Year 1 bonded as friends and supported each other closely. The three 

students who did not continue on to Year 2 made significant contributions to the experience of 

the five students who did continue. The camaraderie among the five who continued was a key 

factor in each of their decisions to repeat the course, despite their strong disappointment with the 

way Year 1 ended. As a cohort, the five, plus one of the boys from Year 1, discussed the decision 

among themselves and concluded that they would all complete Year 2 together. Unfortunately, 

the one boy, Evens, was unable to continue due to a schedule conflict with his STEM program. 

They supported each other through life challenges and worked together on some of their projects. 

Their time together outside of the course increased as well. Some of them applied to the same 

university with plans to enroll together if they were accepted. 

Again, it is important to note that as each student produced new knowledge, they shared 

their personal life narratives with one another. The wealth of information shared between them 

vividly increased. Therefore, they learned a lot from each other, both academically and 

personally and both in their high school and college courses as dual-enrollment students. 

Furthermore, the teacher and graduate students also learned along with and from the students. 

Mentorship 

During the second year, the students and I spent less time learning outside of the 

classroom than during the first year, but the times we spent together were intentional and 

deepened our connections. The decrease in the amount of time we spent together was mainly due 
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to the fact that both the students and I had taken on more responsibilities that required more of 

our time. All five of the girls had enrolled in college courses and now had two sets of rigorous 

courses with heavy workloads. Madison also began working at her first job to gain work 

experience with children. Jasmine and Aaliyah joined their high school step team. Jackie and 

Ebony had schedules that conflicted with the AP Seminar course, so they were not always 

present when I did visit the class on campus. Furthermore, in addition to my doctoral studies and 

fellowship, I had accepted two additional jobs to maintain my living expenses and moved to a 

home that was 1.5 hours away from their school by train. Therefore, I no longer had as much 

flexibility to attend their classes as frequently or consistently. At the same time, three AP 

Seminar courses were now being taught with AD content across two different schools in 

Brooklyn, and each of them had class sizes two to four times larger than the first pilot class. 

To provide me more time to focus on the five participants, I recruited a few graduate 

student volunteers to help support all three classes of students. Still, it was important and 

necessary for me to work with all of the AP Seminar students in both classes, at least to some 

extent, as well as support the graduate student volunteers. I also began scheduling periodic 

blocks of time each month to meet with them between their many classes and any free times they 

had. Sometimes we met at their college campus, which was immediately next door to their high 

school campus. Although it became rare to meet with all five of them simultaneously during 

school hours, I made sure to find times to meet or at least connect with each of them each week. 

This meant that I may have a 15-minute conversation with a couple of them at the café on 

campus to discuss their struggles, wins, relationships, health, and whatever else was on our 

minds at that moment. Some days, I showed up unannounced outside of the AP Seminar to meet 

with their teacher and the other cohort at their school, but as I learned their individual schedules, 
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I would intentionally stand in the halls when they may have been passing through. If I was lucky 

enough to pass them in the halls, we would briefly exchange greetings and hugs with a few 

words of affirmation as encouragement for each other. One might hear me say ñHey, babygirl!ò 

ñI see you, Diva!ò or simply stand in their path with my arms ready for a big hug. A few times as 

I was signing in at the reception desk, I heard one or two of them yell out, ñMs. Rhonesha!ò as 

they ran over to give me a hug and introduce me to their friends who they had been trying to 

recruit into the AP Seminar. Our bond had been built, and it was key to maintain and continue to 

build our relationship as mentor and mentees. They had all become ñmy babies,ò which is how I 

refer to all of my students and young mentees. 

As aligning our heavy schedules became more challenging, it became more common for 

me to meet up with one or two of the girls at a time for work-study sessions and semi-impromptu 

afternoon excursions in the city. Work-study sessions included visits to my office at Teachers 

College, Columbia University to develop their résumés and complete their college applications 

while enjoying snacks and Chinese take-out food. Our mini-excursions included visits to some of 

the local museums to view art exhibits and enjoy a meal at various Black-owned restaurants of 

their choice. Even when none of them could make it at the same time when I was visiting a 

location, they would consider going on their own when their time permitted. For example, I once 

ended up visiting the Brooklyn Museum by myself, but Aaliyah let me know that she did take 

time to visit the museum with her family on a later date. 

One Saturday morning, Jasmine called me to ask if I would accompany her on a visit to 

the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. She had planned the day based on her own 

interests and invited the other four girls too, but none of them were available that day. She 

expressed her desire to pick my brain and continue to build our relationship. My heart was full as 
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the Schomburg is one of my favorite places. More importantly, Jasmine was showing initiative to 

learn more and had her own agenda for what she wanted to experience. She was especially 

excited to see their Black Power exhibit and took time to read the fine print for each artifact.  

She made connections with the struggles the Black Panthers experienced due to the U.S. 

governmentôs interference and the demise of other Black freedom fighters like Marcus Garvey, 

Dr. Martin Luther King, and Malcolm X. Her thoughts led to her sharing quotes from one of her 

favorite books by Nelson Mandela, A Long Walk to Freedom, and other stories about the 

struggles and demise of Pan-African leaders caused by Western government interference, which 

was discussed in the course. After that, we were both very hungry, so she then decided that we 

should locate and try some new African foods in Harlem. 

Fortunately, as we were walking just outside of the Schomburg, I noticed the owner of 

one of my favorite African restaurants in Harlem was crossing the street toward us. I stopped 

him to ask for his suggestions, and he suggested that we try his other newly opened restaurant 

with a different menu serving fine upscale French African cuisine. I immediately let him know 

that we had a limited budget, but he convinced us to take his advice by offering to include some 

free samples of his most popular dishes plus one dessert item. Upon entry, we were both in awe 

of the enticing aromas coming from the kitchen. After ordering our food from the mouth-

watering menu, we wrapped up our conversations from the Schomburg by further discussing the 

Black Power exhibit in relation to current social justice issues. Jasmine shared how she was 

inspired to consider studying criminal justice by Ava Duvernayôs film, When They See Us, about 

the Central Park 5 (now referred to as the Exonerated 5). Our conversation then shifted to 

personal topics unique to developing and growing as a young Black woman and life decisions to 

consider in the near future. 
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Once the food was served, that became the focus. We took pleasure in every morsel of 

food to the extent that we began laughing at each otherôs signifying sound effects and gestures of 

gratification. Sounds of ñOooo! Ok! Mmmm! Yes!ò were followed by finger snaps and repeated 

head nods. It was all wonderful, but that lobster macaroni and cheese was the star of the night! 

When the owner came over to check on us, it was obvious that we were thoroughly enjoying 

ourselves. He laughed with us and joined the conversation as Jasmine and I were trying to figure 

out the various spices we could taste in the food. She was drawing from her Caribbean palate, 

while I drew from my predominantly Southern soul but international palate. Indeed, we found 

more connections to Mama Africa. Jasmine later shared that ñit was exciting to see that the food 

on the menu resembled some of the food that [her] family made at home.ò The owner thanked us 

for taking his advice and encouraged us to return soon. It was a lovely fine-dining experience 

over an enriching, heartfelt, insightful conversation laced with laughter while wearing snow/rain 

boots, jeans, and hoodies. Before she boarded the subway train to return home to Brooklyn, 

Jasmine let me know that she really appreciated the time with me and wanted to spend more time 

learning from me as her mentor. She later volunteered to be my intern at Teachers College 

during her senior year and is currently working with ADC as an Undergraduate Research Fellow 

responsible for student communications and interactions in addition to assisting with data 

collection and analysis. 

On another weekend day, I invited all the girls to spend the afternoon with me in Harlem 

for some creative fun. Jackie and Ebony accepted my offer. We first met at my office at Teachers 

College to discuss and work on their vision boards, which they filled with images that 

represented their goals for manifesting their future family, career, travel experiences, material 

possessions, and personal characteristics that aid in success. Ebony later shared that she still has 
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her vision board, and the words and images ñhit differentò or stronger as she thinks about her 

future beyond high school. She still intends to travel the world, especially to Ghana, and hopes 

we can all go together as we had planned for their senior trip. 

Next, we visited Columbia Universityôs Wallach Art Gallery to see the exhibit titled 

ñPosing Modernity: The Black Model from Manet and Matisse to Todayò based on the 

dissertation and book by Dr. Denise Murrell. This collection was also featured at the Musée 

dôOrsay in Paris. The artwork demonstrated how Black women were perceived and depicted by 

various artists over time. Both Jackieôs and Ebonyôs chosen topics for research projects were 

often relevant to empowering Black women. The first half featured work by French artists, 

Manet and Matisse, who painted a series of portraits focused on the presence of the subjugated 

Black nanny or servant to supposedly elite, privileged White European women and children. 

They noticed how this type of art could create and perpetuate negative stereotypes and ideas of 

Black inferiority, which they recalled discussing in class as they watched Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichieôs popular TED Talk, ñThe Danger of a Single Story.ò 

When later asked what stood out most for her, Jackie immediately recalled the images 

and stories of Saartjie ñSarahò Baartman, an enslaved South African woman who was also 

referred to as Hottentot Venus. She was well-known for being exhibited virtually naked in a cage 

to entertain white people as a freak show attraction in Europe during the 19th century. The 

students learned that even after she died, her genitals, buttocks, and other body parts were 

dissected and displayed in an anthropology museum in France until Nelson Mandela used his 

presidential influence to have her remains buried in her native home in South Africa. 

     I remember there was a naked lady in a cage, and they were showing the proportions 

of her and they took her body and stuffed it. I was thinking that they literally thought of 

us as animals. It was utterly disgusting! When I found out about that I was like Iôm 
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literally a human being just with a different skin color, and it really made me upset.... 

~Jackie 

 

The second half of the exhibit showed more positive, respectful, and honorable images of 

Black women. One of the images that stood out most for the girls showed the roles of the Black 

and white women reversed so that the Black woman was resting as the white woman served her. 

Both Jackie and Ebony appreciated the change and agreed that it was thought-provoking to 

switch the roles between Black and white women portrayed in fine art. 

     I remember thinking this one is really cool for the fact that the Black woman was in 

charge. Just for the fact that the Black woman was in charge. I was like yeah. Mmhmm. 

Itôs about time. I was like FINALLY! ~ Jackie 

 

     This one was my favorite, I think, because it looked like the roles were reversed. Iôm 

pretty sure thatôs why. ~Ebony 

 

At the same time, they also noted that there is no reason for anyone to be subjugated. When I 

asked Ebony to reflect on the photos we took of their visit, particularly the one of her taking her 

own photo of that piece of art, she paused for a moment, then said, ñIôm pretty sure I still have 

that picture too. Looking at it now, I feel entitled (she giggled) because look at the white man.ò 

She was referring to the white man who was standing next to her looking at the same piece of art. 

ñIt was a bit confusing at first. Like am I seeing the right thing? Is this right?ò We discussed the 

long history of social hierarchical structures based on gender, race, and economic class, which 

most often positions Black women at the bottom as the most oppressed person in society. 

They were most intrigued by the larger-than-life, full -wall-length, and vibrant images of 

Black women without the gaze or mere presence of white women at all. They felt empowered by 

seeing images in their own likeness displayed on the walls for all to see, especially featured with 

a natural fully fluffed afro and natural African features proudly displayed with colorful sparkling 

jewels. Jackie repeatedly stated how beautiful that image was to her. ñThis one was literally my 
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favorite...my ultimate favorite there because she just looks...pretty! Like Iôve never seen a Black 

woman with blue lipstick and literally look SO PRETTY! She was just so pretty! It was really 

cool.ò We ended the evening with a conversation full of laughter and girl talk over a seafood 

dinner. 

Whenever meeting in person was not possible or too challenging, we communicated  

via email, text messages, phone calls, and video conferences, especially when planning the 

excursions that we wanted to take. This helped me to stay connected with them as a group and 

individually, which allowed for more personal discussions specific to each of their individual 

needs. It was important to me to nurture my relationship with each of them outside of the 

classroom environment, especially since it took much longer than the first year to re-establish the 

close intimate space we were able to create during the first year. Although I had not yet settled 

on this experience as my official dissertation topic, I was deeply invested in learning more about 

their holistic journey of healing through education and developing a strong positive identity as 

African descendants. It was a blessing that I was able to align my personal and professional goals 

fully in order to maximize my time and focus with intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. 

This was a win for all stakeholders. 

In the survey, the students expressed their gratitude for my role in their overall course 

experience and beyond the course itself. 

     Ms. Rhoneshaôs role was very important. Without her, I donôt think I wouldôve made 

it through the class mentally. She was always there to ease our minds when the class 

would complain about the amount of work we had to do. She was basically a second 

teacher and could even be considered a mother to us if you will. It didnôt differ between 

the two years, I feel as though the love for us as students got stronger the second year. 

Journaling really influenced my perception of myself, especially with the topics Ms. 

Rhonesha gave for us to write about. It really made me think deeply when it came to me 

being an African descendant and a bunch of other factors regarding Africa and the 

diaspora. ~Madison 
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     Ms. Rhonesha's role in this experience was important for me, because she took it 

beyond just a high school course. She made sure we understood our background by 

taking us on several trips and allowing us to participate in several activities. ~Ebony 

 

     Very important! Ms. Rhonesha allowed me to be open-minded about learning African 

history. She has been there since day one and has guided me. Throughout those two 

years, her role as my leader and mentor has never shifted. With any available time she 

had, we would speak privately or in groups about several topics (both positive & 

negative) relating back to African history and how it connected back in our modern-day 

society. Even with the course being finished, she still continues to influence my 

perceptions of Africa. Personal conversations with Ms. Rhonesha did influence my 

perceptions of Africa and myself as an African descendant. I donôt remember what was 

said word for word, but I do know that everything that she did say impacted my 

perception of Black culture and it also helped me find part of my self-identity. ~Aaliyah 

 

     Ms. Rhoneshaôs role was significant in this experience for me because she presented 

me with many different opportunities that allowed me to grow as an individual and a 

student. Many of the trips that we went on were organized by her and contributed to my 

experience positively. ~Jasmine 

 

     Her role was extremely important because most of the topics wouldnôt have connected 

with me if it wasnôt for her. She taught me topics that werenôt taught in the course which 

made it more interesting. She made me love every part of the course and love myself 

along the way. ~Jackie 

 

     However, the best part about taking this course is I met a wonderful woman named 

Rhonesha Blaché. She has helped me grow as a person mentally and emotionally. She 

made sure I attended so many college opportunities and met with college admissions 

people at these events, which were usually held at Teachers College, Columbia 

University. She would give me knowledge and life advice that I will always take to heart, 

because they always help me in life, even if not in the present, it will later in life. ~Jackie 

(from her college essay) 

 

Conclusion 

The positive development of studentsô perceptions of themselves as African descendants 

was strongly supported by the village network of positively influential people contributing to 

their development in various ways. This strong, solid support network consisted of the 

intentional curation of a positive school climate of excellence led by an empowering principal, a 

knowledgeable teacher as a facilitator, a consistent and relatable mentor both within and outside 

of the classroom, and multiple community members who affirmed and celebrated their success 
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throughout the journey. The school environment was African-centered as were the various 

people supporting the students. It is indeed empowering to learn in an environment that allows 

and encourages one to show up whole and authentically daily. While there may have been parts 

of the school environment that exhibited colonial ideas and practices, they were too rare to notice 

during my observations, which took place predominantly in the classroom with the students but 

included at least some interaction with the staff and student population at large. The people 

directly involved with the collective delivery of the course in its entirety paid special attention to 

each studentôs developmental needs and each operated with African-centered principles. We 

consulted one another throughout the journey to discuss concerns about the studentsô well-being 

and ways to enhance their overall learning experience creatively. I found it to be both an honor 

and a privilege to be a positive part of their proverbial village, to the extent that I have 

maintained close and ever-growing relationships with each of them beyond the classroom setting 

and the selected boundaries of this critical ethnographic case study. 

As a collective of human and environmental elements rooted in African-centered 

wisdom, we ultimately formed a symbolic chrysalis of safety and support around the students. 

With this degree of support over time, the students were able to begin dissolving their mental 

chains to release themselves gradually from the necessity of the chrysalis. Just as the butterfly 

must pump blood into its wings and wait for them to dry before taking flight, the studentsô newly 

secured foundation of African heritage and cultural identity was the blood that filled their wings. 

The end of Year 2 marked the end of their junior year. Therefore, I anticipate their wings drying 

during their senior year and look forward to watching them take flight thereafter. 
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Chapter 9: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Have you ever tasted Black Cake? If you have never heard of Black Cake, it is likely that 

you are not very familiar with English-speaking Caribbean culture as it is a common tradition 

often reserved for special occasions like Christmas and weddings. Asking a person from the 

English-speaking Caribbean if they have ever tasted Black Cake will garner a confused look. 

Either they have no idea, or they respond with ñOf course!ò While there may be people who do 

not eat or like Black cake, it is more likely that anyone who has ever tasted it LOVES IT! So, 

what is so special about Black Cake, and what does it have to do with educating Black children 

for the purpose of facilitating their acquisition of a positive perception of Africa, the African 

diaspora, and themselves as African descendants? To discuss my conclusions and 

recommendations, I use Black Cake as a metaphor (Evans-Winters, 2019) for the ways that the 

Afro Caribbean American studentsô perceptions of Africa influenced their African identity. I 

compare the parts, processes, and purposes of the cake and the course. As an interdisciplinary 

study, the comparisons overlap as the explanations make more sense together rather than 

separately. I begin with several ways that the implementation of the curriculum was effective in 

positively influencing the studentsô African identity. I also include discussion about the ways in 

which the curriculum was ineffective as a recommended precaution for future implementations. 

Some implications for policies and practices are incorporated into the metaphor and discussion 

throughout, followed by recommendations for future research. Finally, I conclude with my 

reflections about this research experience. 
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Parts, People, and Places 

Purposefully Black 

First of all, Black Cake is BLACK ON PURPOSE, not by default. Although it looks like 

an extra thick dark chocolate brownie, unlike a black forest cake, cocoa is not an ingredient. The 

color of the cake may range from light to a blackish brown, depending on the bakerôs preference. 

The darkness of the cake depends on how much burnt sugar or browning is added to the batter. 

Creating this black liquid sugar is a delicate process of caramelization. Although we know that 

blacker berries bear sweeter juice, you must be careful not to actually burn the sugar as it will 

taste too bitter. While some may settle for white sugar, brown sugar is the traditional choice as it 

contains molasses. So, in addition to color, when properly prepared, burnt sugar offers the cake a 

complex combination of sweetness with slight hints of bitterness. Without this ingredient, the 

cakeôs color would resemble the skin on our palms. Black is indeed beautiful, and no matter what 

shade of brown it turns out to be, it is still called Black Cake. 

Like the cake, much about the experience of this curriculum for these Black students was 

necessarily Black on purpose (King, 2005; Mazama, 2003). By Black, I mean rooted in 

Afrocentric cultural traditions to some extent, not just in appearance. Still, most of the people 

involved, my onto-epistemology and framework, and much of the methodology are Black and 

aligned to African-centered principles. Since I cannot account for the full extent of Afrocentricity 

for each person involved, I will honor the ñone drop ruleò for the sake of serving Blackness on 

purpose. 

The most critical step in adopting a positive perception of Africa, the African diaspora, 

and oneself as an African descendant is to establish a positive African identity through 

reconnecting to African culture and heritage with agency (Shockley & Frederick, 2010; Swartz, 
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2018) or (re)claiming and (re)cognizing (Dillard, 2022). Cynthia Dillard explained that 

ñ(re)cognizing involves the work of changing our thinking and our minds about who Black 

people are, what Black people have accomplished, and the cultural and social brilliance of Black 

people from the African continent to the diaspora and sometimes back againò (p. 22). 

To cultivate this work, it was important that the main research site be a predominantly 

Black school named after a distinguished Black ancestor in a predominantly Black community. 

The majority, if not all, of the school staff directly involved in the implementation of the course 

are Black. More specifically, the principal, the teacher, school counselors, and the graduate 

students who volunteered their time to support the students during their class sessions including 

myself are Black. Most of the African Diaspora Consortium (ADC) members who developed the 

African diaspora (AD) content are Black. Even those who are not racially Black are leading 

scholars in African Diaspora Studies who acknowledge that any conversations about the African 

diaspora must begin with Africa. The staff members of the Edmund W. Gordon Institute for 

Urban and Minority Education at Teachers College, Columbia University are Black. The 

community members who contributed are Black. 

The frameworks for both the AP Seminar and the AD content are Black in the sense that 

they both have some alignment with African-centered principles, which are the foundation of 

African Diaspora Literacy. Although the College Boardôs QUEST Framework can be taught with 

any content and context of the teacherôs choice, it is aligned with African-centered education to 

the extent that it requires some but makes room for all African-centered principles to be followed 

in its implementation (Wolf, 2021). See Appendix B for a comparison chart of the QUEST 

Framework and the African Diaspora Consortiumôs AD content. 
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Although the African Diaspora Consortiumôs AD content was all about the global 

African diaspora, how closely African-centered principles are followed depends on the teacherôs 

pedagogy and the context of the content utilized. This is because AP Seminar teachers have the 

freedom to choose any supplemental materials they prefer and be creative in their delivery of the 

lessons to teach the required research skills. However, according to the Emancipatory Pedagogy 

Framework developed by Joyce King and Ellen Swartz (2016a, 2016b), co-creating the content 

of the curriculum with students allows the teacher to meet the students where they are and build 

on studentsô prior knowledge about Africa, the diaspora, and who they believe themselves to be 

as African descendants. This was a very effective part of the process in that the studentsô agency 

and voice in the course increased their intrinsic motivation to do more research than they were 

assigned (Morrell & Morrell, 2021). For this reason, I recommend that AP Seminar teachers 

ensure that their first-semester lessons are co-created to some extent with the students within the 

context of the chosen theme. 

As Black women educators, both the teacher and I utilized African-centered pedagogy in 

our delivery of the curriculum in a context focused on self-efficacy for communal empowerment. 

As racial, ethnic, cultural, and gender matches, we provided positive role modeling for the 

students (Lavache, 2018). The students knew they were loved, respected, and cared for. We both 

believed in the studentsô ability to achieve academic excellence and strategically cultivated the 

key skills the students needed to develop both academically and personally as human beings. It 

was important that we paid close attention to their development of cultural identity because this 

helped us intentionally design their course experiences (Myrick, 2002). As a result, we were able 

to help the students cultivate cultural competence and connectedness as well as critical 
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consciousness (Wilson, 2012; Wilson & Williams, 2013) to utilize their skills and knowledge in 

ways that contribute positively to the Black community. 

African Diaspora Literacy (ADLit ) was the theoretical framework of this study and 

aligned with the pedagogy of the teacher and me as their mentor. ADLit is also an essential skill 

that students acquired in this course. Thus, the framework for both the study and the 

implementation of the course was Black. ADLit ñshowcases love for Blackness and centers the 

humanity of Black people across different geographic contexts,éreminds Black people that our 

story and history do not start with the enslavement of Black peopleò (Johnson, 2019, p. 10). 

ADLit reminds Black people globally that our lineages include African royalty and people with 

high intelligence and ingenuity across all fields of knowledge. ADLit emphasizes and facilitates 

the need for Black peopleôs connection to Africa with agency. It relates to African people, no 

matter where they are located across the globe, and reminds them of their ancestral knowledge 

which empowers us to heal and (re)member our core identity as Africans (Boutte et al., 2017; 

Dillard, 2012; King & Swartz, 2014). Therefore, I recommend that AP Seminar teachers study 

and adopt African-centered pedagogy and actively work on acquiring ADLit  to align themselves 

as much as possible, especially if they are utilizing AD content to teach Black students. 

Comprehensive, Interdisciplinary Approach 

If Black Cake were a woman, Antiguans and Barbudans would call her juicy. This means 

it is nicely thick, robust, and maybe a little heavier than others. It should be served on a strong 

plate and eaten with a silver fork or your fingers to dig deep into it and savor every morsel. Black 

Cake is more than just a cake. There are several types of fruit and liquid spirits like rum in it, but 

it is not only a fruit cake nor a rum cake. It is more than the sum of its collective ingredients. 



161 

 

Everything about Black Cake is intentional, including the details within the process of 

making it. While there is room for some variations depending on oneôs preferences, those who 

make it take deep pride in the overall process and the quality of the final product as a coveted 

tradition. Thus, even if each one differs slightly, there is no mistaking a Black cake for anything 

else. Those who are familiar with it will know one when they see it and especially when they 

taste it. This cultural tradition has been passed down through generations, and each one is made 

with love and care. Over time, the process has been adapted for efficiency as technological 

resources became available, but never at the expense of the quality of the final product which 

starts with high-quality ingredients. 

Like Black Cake, our African-centered pedagogy was a comprehensive, interdisciplinary 

approach, which was intentional with each student (Lateef, 2021; McArthur & Lane, 2019). As 

Linda Tillman (2004) suggested, we were sensitive to the studentsô sensibilities and resistant to 

theoretical dominance; we guided and protected the youth, and the tradition of academic 

excellence was exemplified throughout the school. Drawing from ancestral wisdom shared 

across many generations of Black teachers (Boutte, King, et al., 2021; Dei, 2012; DuBois, 1935; 

Foster, 1997; Givens, 2021; Hilliard, 2003; King & Swartz, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1992a, 1995; 

Lateef, 1986; Rashidi, 2017; Sealey-Ruiz, 2016; Shockley & Cleveland, 2011; Woodson, 

1919/2013), we understood that love and care are essential elements of teaching. Over time, our 

day to day delivery became enhanced with digital technology. However, this was never at the 

expense of our pedagogy and the ultimate goal of our delivery of the course. We took great pride 

in this pilot course for the sake of the studentsô development of a positive African identity along 

with the acquisition of academic skills and knowledge as an inevitable by-product. Further, the 

selection of materials was consciously curated based on the studentsô preferences. 
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The Main Ingredients 

Traditionally, a variety of dried fruits are soaked in red wine and rum. The specific 

selection of dried fruits, red wine, and rum depends on what is available and preferences, but the 

most common are raisins, prunes, cherries, currants, and mixed citrus peels. Some Caribbean 

cooks may prefer cherry brandy over red wine, while some may choose white rum over a dark 

rum. Still the basic ingredients include flour, baking powder, butter, brown sugar, essences, 

cinnamon, nutmeg, and bitters. 

I imagine each type of fruit as a culturally relevant teaching strategy steeped in the divine 

spirit, then slightly blended to create a new unique synergistic flavor. Each strategy is great on its 

own, but as a collection, they have a much better success rate of making the changes we have 

been seeking. None of the strategies are as good used in isolation, especially if they are not 

implemented in a supportive environment. I recommend that teacher training for this course offer 

hands-on opportunities for teachers to work collaboratively as they prepare dynamic lesson plans 

incorporating a variety of culturally relevant activities. 

I imagine the burnt sugar to offer the bittersweet taste of freedom for all African 

descendants. I liken this to the freedom for each student to choose the topics they focus on and 

the knowledge that empowers them beyond the course, providing a sense of freedom to establish 

a positive African identity. The unique flavor of burnt sugar is like the unique flavor a Black 

teacher provides to Black students in the way he or she teaches from the heart, despite being 

mistreated and undervalued in most schools around the world. 

Although the alcohol burns off as it bakes, the flavor remains. Although spirituality is not 

acknowledged in public schools, the teacherôs pedagogy is informed by her spirit (Du Bois, 

1903; Evans-Winters, 2019). After the cake is fully baked, more liquid spirits are poured over the 
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cake to saturate it once more and preserve it far longer than any other cake. This reminds me of 

the power of this course experience to resonate deeply enough to stick with the students long 

after the course has ended. Students were able to carry their skills and knowledge into their other 

high school classes. 

I look forward to learning more about what happened after they completed Year 2. To 

what extent are they able to carry the lessons learned into other courses beyond high school and 

into their chosen professions? How did the teacherôs spirituality inform her pedagogy, and how 

did her experience teaching the course inform her pedagogy moving forward? 

 

Process 

Importance of Village Collaboration 

Before electronic mixers and food processors, home cooks had to prepare the ingredients 

by hand. With a nice collection of electronic kitchen appliances, some people today do take on 

this special task alone. However, this is still no small labor of love, especially when you consider 

that the batter is often prepared in large batches to yield several cakes. When making a cake this 

special, you make enough to share with family and friends as an expression of love. Therefore, 

cooking a Black Cake has been a collaborative family process. 

If you were able to peek into a Caribbean kitchen about a week before Christmas, you 

could see several people at work on different tasks. While one person is cracking the eggs, 

another person is creaming the butter and brown sugar. A small child may be in charge of 

buttering the cake pans, while a few strong adults take turns mixing the increasingly large batch 

of batter in the extra-large pudding bowl. Mixing takes more strength as each ingredient is 

added. The responsibility of caramelizing the brown sugar would be assigned to a particular 
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family member who has perfected the process to ensure the ñburnt sugarò blackens without 

actually burning. You would likely see other family members watching carefully as they stand 

by with a cup of warm water, waiting for their opportunity to contribute the small yet critical step 

of adding water to the pot in the browning process. You would hear the browning master sharing 

the meticulous details of how to determine when it is done. 

It truly takes a village to support our childrenôs development and growth (King & Swartz, 

2016). Whenever we have a childôs attention, school is in session. Therefore, each of us must be 

mindful of how we show up for our youth. Too often, there are not many Black adults in the 

schools to provide guidance and mentorship for the Black youth, so we must work 

collaboratively to each contribute to their well-being. As adults who consistently show love for 

our babies, we do experience fatigue and burnout, which serves no one well. 

This example of family cooking rituals reminds us to include our babies in experiences 

that allow them to learn alongside us as we impart our own wisdom to them as our elders did for 

us. This must be an intergenerational effort, especially considering that many of our elders are 

missing out on (re)membering, and we are all still learning much of our missing history. To 

(re)member is to begin healing ourselves. To teach our babies to (re)member is to begin the 

healing for our communities for generations to come. 

Importance of Time 

Time is an important factor in the creation of this Caribbean delicacy from how long the 

fruit soaks to the time needed to mix the batter to how long the cake bakes. The length of time 

the fruits are allowed to soak in the liquor concoction is a point of pride for the Black Cake 

masters. It is common for the fruit to begin soaking immediately after Christmas in preparation 

for the next Christmas or as soon as someone gets engaged to be married in preparation for the 
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wedding cake. Some cooks have figured out how to speed up the saturation process by 

simmering the soaked fruit in the liquor while the other ingredients of the batter are being 

prepared. Some people are satisfied with the results of a few months, weeks, or even days prior 

to use. Still, everyone would agree that traditional soaking is best. 

Preparation was key to developing the AP Seminar with AD Content. The process began 

2 years prior to launching the pilot course. Careful consideration was given to would-be 

members of the development team to ensure it included the voices of educators and education 

scholars across the globe, especially countries with the top 15 largest populations of African 

descendants outside of Africa. Partnerships were cultivated with community and university 

institutions. Schools and teachers were carefully selected based on a number of factors, including 

but not limited to racial demographics, commitment to participation, and location in proximity to 

our university partners. 

Again, collaboration is the determining factor for the time needed to mix the batter. To 

approach this task alone without the assistance of electronic food processors would likely require 

breaks and lead to exhaustion afterward. Similarly, the partnerships between the schools, 

universities, community, and ADC were important in supporting this journey for the students. 

Many of the activities and added support would not have been possible otherwise. 

The curriculum implemented included a fairly comprehensive collection of nearly all the 

African-centered, research-based practices listed within the leading books written by past and 

present-day African-centered education scholars (Johnson et al., 2019; King & Swartz, 2018; 

Shockley & Lomotey, 2020; Woodson, 2018). 

When the battered pans are ready to bake, one must be careful to allow the cake to bake 

slowly at a low temperature in order to prevent the sugar from burning. One can expect the cake 
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to cook for no less than 75 minutes at a temperature of about 280 degrees Fahrenheit, but some 

recommend up to 3 hours at 240 degrees. Timing also depends on the amount of batter, the 

dimensions of the pan, and how many cakes are baked in the same oven at once. Of course, the 

cakes must bake on the center rack, so placement also matters. The general rule is: the lower the 

temperature, the longer it takes to cook. Still, one must watch it carefully to make sure it does not 

burn, so there is no benefit to speeding up this part of the process. In other words, there are no 

shortcuts and any attempts at such will result in a burnt, bitter cake. 

Similarly, implementation of the AP Seminar with African Diaspora Content is best 

delivered slower than norm with more careful considerations. I recommend a pace that allows 

time for the students and teachers to engage in heartfelt conversations for healing. This is 

necessary to help both the students and teachers to process the often heavy information that may 

conjure tears. While the horrors of our history were painful to process, it was also a challenge to 

celebrate centuries of our creative forms of resistance, which brought no sense of peace to pacify 

the perpetual pain of our present-day problems. The two-year timeframe was a blessing in 

disguise as it allowed much more to be developed and solidified. While some results were 

evident during the first year, one should not expect the same extent of influence on studentsô 

perceptions after just one year. For example, at the end of Year 1, students verbally stated that 

their perceptions of Africa had changed from negative to positive and they felt a stronger sense 

of academic efficacy. However, during Year 2, their actions demonstrated this by the life 

decisions they were making and their ability to perform well across all of their high school and 

college courses as well as provide peer mentorship for their new classmates.  
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Purpose 

Special Meaning 

To receive Black Cake as a gift is truly special. One should have great appreciation in 

consideration of the money it costs to purchase all of the many ingredients, especially the dried 

fruits and liquor. More importantly, deep gratitude is expressed for the time and energy it takes 

to prepare such a delicacy, rich not only in flavor but in meaning and tradition. This is why Black 

Cake is usually reserved for a spiritual holiday such as Christmas or milestone life events like 

weddings and maybe a christening. 

This course is also truly special, because it is a rare occasion to have the space and time 

to acquire transferable skills with a sense of agency over the content and dive deeply into 

learning about whatever your heart desires. We are born naturally full of curiosity and eager to 

learn. For many of us, we began school excited and full of hope. Unfortunately, for many of us, 

that excitement was stolen or gradually diminished by traditional schooling. We are asked what 

we want to be when we grow up, then reminded daily that the world really has no interest in our 

dreams. So, the AP Seminar as part of the AP Capstone program offers more agency than a 

traditional course, while AP Research offers the most agency. 

My decision to incorporate as many experiential learning opportunities as possible was 

inspired by my own experience as an International Baccalaureate (IB) student and later as a CAS 

Supervisor for my high school students. CAS, which stands for Creativity, Activity, and Service, 

enables students to enhance their personal and interpersonal development by learning through 

experience. It provides opportunities for self-determination and collaboration with others, 

fostering a sense of accomplishment and enjoyment from their work. Thus, the combination of 
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the AP Seminar with a wealth of experiential learning over 2 years provided much more 

experience than the average course. 

While this was a unique situation that is not likely to occur again, I recommend that 

experiential learning outside of the classroom becomes a requirement or at least more common. 

Having two Black women veteran teachers who are well versed in Africana Studies and 

exemplify African-centered principles with one as a deeply committed mentor in and outside of 

class is not at all common, but it should be. It is extremely rare to experience numerous, almost 

fully funded field trips and activities that provided opportunities to be creative and offer services 

like the Walking Tour that students developed and facilitated as part of the Youth Historians of 

Harlem Summer Institute. I do admit that I felt a deep responsibility to pour as much love into 

these students as I could afford mentally and physically. Anything less than my best would have 

disturbed my spirit, especially since their second year should have been AP Research rather than 

a repeat of AP Seminar. 

As Dillard (2022) suggested, we teachers must (re)member in order to teach our students 

to (re)member. This experience was as much about healing in many ways for the students as it 

was for me. They were developing their African identity, while I was (re)claiming the spirit of 

my maternal grandmotherôs Gullah Geechee heritage and my paternal grandfatherôs southern 

Creole and Haitian heritage. Like the title of Dillardôs book, I was operating deeply ñin the spirit 

of (my) workò as a Black woman teacher in a nontraditional role. I had been engaging in my own 

Sankofa Projects. Furthermore, as I was mentoring the students and supporting the teacher, the 

teacher was mentoring and supporting me. There were moments when our conversations seemed 

to extend beyond matters of the course, though they were always related. I interpret this to mean 

that this is soul work to the extent that one can no longer separate the personal from the 
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professional. For me, they are fully aligned as I walk in my purpose at all times. The students 

were able to witness my healing journey, which I did discuss with them at times, especially when 

they asked me. How sweet it is to have the love and concern you pour out returned to you by 

those for whom you care. After all, teaching is healing as healers are indeed teachers (Hilliard, 

1999). 

The AP Seminar with AD Content does not require the breadth of experiences and depth 

of conversations that took place over those 2 years. Even if we had stopped at the end of Year 1, 

it still would have been much more than what the course suggests. Our babies deserve everything 

we have to offer them. Jackieôs catalytic query resonated deeply with me and fueled my resolve, 

which was already driven by my purpose. Thus, it is critical to ensure that the teacher and any 

other adults facilitating the AP Seminar do so in an African-centered, or at least culturally 

relevant, way (Wolf, 2021). 

Hidden History and Missed Messages 

Like many African proverbs and cultural traditions, there is a lesson to be learned. In all 

that we do, there is often a particular reason linked to our spirituality, health, or way of being. 

Sometimes the messages are not obvious and require the story to be told in order to maintain the 

tradition. If we follow the language, we learn that the black color of Black cake comes from 

ñburnt sugar.ò We know that sugar was the main cash crop in the Caribbean during enslavement, 

so it makes sense to have sugar and rum as two key ingredients in one of the most popular 

desserts of the region. While browning is used for several dishes, the Black Cake is unique in 

that there is a legacy of Canboulay or Cannes Brulées, or burnt cane (Sofo, 2014). Enslaved 

Africans were forced to harvest sugar cane as the fields were set on fire. The plantation owners 

did this to scare off the pests in the field and burn off the leaves, which cut out a step of the 
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process and nourished the soil for the next season. However, there was always a risk that the 

Africans would let the cane fields burn down. So, burnt sugar is also symbolic of resistance and 

rebellion against their oppressors. This story is not common knowledge among English-speaking 

Caribbean people, though I noticed other subtle hints in song lyrics. 

I am hopeful that African descendants make a conscious effort to practice Sankofa for the 

purpose of remembering our cultural heritage to allow us to (re)member who we are. In order to 

prevent the omission and distortions of our history that can empower us, our ancestors often hid 

our history in symbolic ways to retain it in our daily lives. Unfortunately, it has been hidden in 

ways that many of us do not recognize because much of our focus and efforts have been put 

toward assimilation due to miseducation about our African heritage. It does us no good to be pro-

Black but anti-African because we are African, whether we were born there or not. A personôs 

African identity is not a nationality determined by political borders. It is an ethnic identity that 

does not cease to exist based on the land where a person is born or resides. It is also key to 

understand that African-centered principles are not actually anthropocentric or egotistical. 

African principles place humans in alignment with nature that prevent us from destroying it, 

because we understand that the health and existence of nature is connected to our health and 

existence. We must not succumb to performative measures that only appear as effort while 

undermining the potential to truly make a positive difference that alleviates the problem and even 

prevents it from persisting. There must be a concerted effort to fully implement the wisdom of 

our ancestors. 

There is so much more to this story of spiritual healing, but I shall (re)serve that for 

another opportunity to share. I will need more time to heal from the dissertation process itself. As 

it is common to need time to heal from such a journey, many people encouraged me to hurry up 
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and finish so that I could heal. However, it was key for me to heal in order to complete this 

journey. It is quite a challenge to write about a healing journey for others while I am healing 

myself, but healing has been an essential part of this journey for the main people involved. 

Again, that is another story to be told at a later date, as I am still processing. Besides, this was 

supposed to be just a dissertation. I was told that the dissertation would sit on my shelf collecting 

dust as I begin the real work afterward. I believe time is too precious to not follow your spirit, 

which is how I ended up at this point. So, I pray that this labor of love blesses everyone who 

reads it and has no chance of collecting dust anytime soon. I am already 3 years past the end of 

this narrative with much more to share. Stay tuned. Hugs! 

Researcher Reflections and Recommendations for Future Research 

In any model for changing behavior, steps are included for awareness of the problem, 

identification of the causes of the problem, and a strategy for reaching an eventual solution. 

However, many of those models seem to only offer temporary solutions as the long-term impact 

is not discussed or merely assumed to be long-term at the end of the program, course, and so on. 

I am left with some major questions. What happens next to sustain the progress made? What 

factors would increase or decrease the likelihood that the students would regress to negative 

perceptions of themselves as African descendants? How might the skills they learned be used in 

other courses throughout their education into their college years? Will their newfound African 

identity and critical consciousness influence them to contribute to the uplift of their 

communities? To what extent is the chrysalis still needed over time? 

As an educator for the past 25 years, I have been blessed to stay in contact with many of 

my students, most of whom are now thriving adults. One of the most gratifying parts of being a 

teacher for me is seeing my students thrive over long periods of time and actually attribute their 
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success to my influence consistently and often increasingly as they get older and have more time 

to apply the skills and knowledge they learned from me. This is true for most teachers and is 

more telling than the immediate results we see at the end of a single class session, semester, 

school year, or level of education. 

The same is true for this study in that the most profound findings are within the examples 

of the extent to which each activity influenced the students. The students were indeed influenced, 

as demonstrated in their testimonies, conversations, academic performance, and life decisions at 

the end of the course, but the fact that their progress continued after completing the course and 

extended into their families and among their peers who were not in the course shows a much 

more significant impact. It is within the evidence of how well students retained their knowledge, 

skills, and desire to learn more about the African diaspora and ultimately themselves and their 

heritage. It is within how well the students have maintained their positive perceptions when our 

external reinforcements are not provided to them daily within the boundaries of the course. It is 

within their ability to discern the irrelevance of those same negative narratives from the 

dominant discourses that perpetuate white supremacy and Black inferiority. When these negative 

attractors are presented daily within the fabric of our society and the students are faced with 

adversity, the effectiveness of the lessons they learned is most evident. 

The culmination of all three skills or factors are necessary to achieve long-lasting results. 

These three skills together may provide the necessary discernment for students to advocate for 

themselves and decipher the information received daily. The students know how and why they 

must continue to develop and ask critical questions based on multiple perspectives while being 

compassionate for humanity and all parts of the environment. With that in mind, I wonder if they 

are more likely to maintain a positive perception of themselves, despite the use of Jim Crow 
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tactics still used today. Are they more likely to remember their self-worth, despite the horrors of 

police brutality readily available on every news outlet? Are they more likely to smile in the 

mirror, despite the perpetuation of white images displayed as the standard of beauty? Are they 

more likely to challenge themselves with opportunities for advancement in their education and 

career, despite policies and practices upheld by systemic and institutional racism? Are they likely 

to pity the white person who dismisses their value by considering them as just a diversity hire? Is 

it less likely that they will take an opportunity to become part of the problem with false promises 

of upward mobility within predominantly white institutions? I say YES indeed, but we shall see 

as the study continues. 

At the beginning of our piloting phase, we had another school implement the course  

with a different set of demographics and location. That school was located in Alabama in a 

predominantly white community and a school with a white male teacher and a small group of 

predominantly white students with some Asian students. I recommend that a similar study be 

conducted to learn about the ways and extent to which white and Asian studentsô engagement 

with the AP Seminar with AD Content influenced their perceptions of Africa and the African 

diaspora. 

I would also recommend that this course be implemented with Afro Caribbean 

populations in the Caribbean and Black students in similar communities and schools throughout 

the United States and other countries where African descendants in the diaspora have strong 

communities. While I would love to study similar implementations in places where African 

descendants have been rendered invisible, I would be cautious in considering that they have used 

invisibility as a safety mechanism and likely do not wish to be made visible. 
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Finally, although this unique case study will likely never be duplicated, I recommend  

that a similar study be conducted in the same school and similar schools in similar Black 

communities to determine if the results are consistent. While the AP Seminar is still a 1-year 

course, it is part of the 2-year AP Capstone program. Therefore, the study could follow the 

students into the AP Research course with the same theme. AP Research is an independent study 

course that allows students the full academic year to complete an individual research project on 

any topic of their choice. I would be interested to know how many students would still choose a 

topic related to the African diaspora, what questions they would ask, and if their African identity 

would be influenced by their research and vice versa. 

I find it exciting to recognize the alignment of the findings with the wisdom our ancestors 

shared with us through their published writings and their contributions as educators of all who 

have learned both directly and indirectly from their service. From Carter G. Woodson and  

W. E. B. Du Bois to Fannie Lou Hamer and James Baldwin to Joyce E. King and Gloria Ladson-

Billings, many Black educators and social justice activists have continued the pipeline of wisdom 

fighting for the liberation of our Black youth through humanizing, healing-centered, culturally 

relevant/sustaining education and community. They encouraged us to use student agency, asset-

driven models, and love to educate our Black youth in ways that equip them not just to cope but 

to heal themselves from the colonial, white supremacist narratives and find pride in their African 

heritage. The most important components as described by our wise ancestors were strategically 

used to maximize the potential of the studentsô experience as they engaged with the AP Seminar 

with AD Content. What would happen if we trained teachers to teach this way, especially as 

preparation to facilitate African Diaspora Studies to all children? Otherwise, we run the risk of 

further contributing to the problem by merely accelerating studentsô ability to assimilate into a 



175 

 

colonial mindset that works against the purpose of nation building, which requires a core African 

identity. 

We could start by ensuring thorough training for AP Seminar teachers dedicated to using 

AD content. Fortunately, the AP Seminarôs QUEST Framework is aligned with African-centered 

education. However, it is not enough to share resources about people of African descent and 

hope the teachers utilize African-centered education. Let us remember that the term African-

centered denotes the origin of thought rather than implies exclusion of anyone. Humanityôs 

origins are African; thus, this pedagogy works for all. Many scholars and practitioners are using 

the principles of African-centered pedagogy without using the same terminology. I wonder what 

would happen if we shone a light on the many hidden curricula that effectively use African 

principles around the world? Would more people be encouraged to do so? 

Being intentional with every step while simultaneously allowing for organic development 

in the process required my self-reflexivity, flexibility, and ongoing analysis. This is the hallmark 

of what Gloria Ladson-Billings described as ñjust good teaching.ò While the strategies used and 

activities facilitated by both the teacher and me have been discussed in many scholarly 

publications, many of them were also instinctive, especially those which nurtured close 

relationships between us and the students. The activities were familiar and easier to implement 

due to the freedom the teacher and I were afforded by the flexibility within the structure of the 

AP Seminar. The teacher is free to choose the theme of the course and teach the critical research 

and writing skills, using examples within the context of their chosen theme. Having the freedom 

to discuss African diaspora topics is indeed a luxury in a society that is still using Jim Crow 

tactics to disrupt the truth from exposing the fallacies of white supremacy and Black inferiority. 

With the support of an all-Black school administration, progressive university partners, and a 
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radical global organization like the African Diaspora Consortium, this journey took root and has 

continued to grow beyond the scope of this research. May it continue to evolve and grow for the 

sake of nation building. 
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Appendix A 

The African Diaspora Consortium Professional Partnerships Model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Partnership Overview 

The African Diaspora Consortium (ADC) Professional Partnership Model includes strategic 

connections between ADC, P-12 schools, and universities/local communities at large. This 

partnership model begins with students at the core. It is designed and operationalized to develop 

and enhance studentsô intrinsic interest and engagement with AD content for personal and 

academic growth. Studentsô needs and voices determine the details of how we engage in these 

partnerships. Overall, the ultimate goal is to provide consistent active engagement through 

experiential learning to ensure studentsô acquisition of cultural competence and critical 

consciousness to achieve advanced learning outcomes. Our strongly held belief is that in true 

partnership, with student success as the goal, all partners have a voice that will be recognized and 

valued. As this philosophy has defined all of ADCôs initiatives, it has guided the development 

and defined the implementation strategies of our AP Seminar with AD Content. ADC currently 

has professional partnerships with Teachers College, Columbia University, University of Notre 

Dame, Tuskegee University, and The University of Alabama System. 
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Appendix B 

African Diaspora Curriculum Overview and QUEST Alignment 
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Appendix C 

Studentsô Group Research Poster 

 

  

The Journey to 

Liberation for Liberia

Introduction
TÄ ÈleË i|ËiÂË le×i ÊÄgmȩ 

mÂnÉÊËmgiÊ eÂh ÄËliÆ glȩ̧iÂkiÊ 

m¿ÅegËih Ëli LmfiÆmeÂ ÊÄgmiË} eÂh 

ÈleË geÂ Èi hÄ ËÄ ÊÄ̧×i mË? Tli 

igÄÂÄ¿} Äj LmfiÆme leÊ 

mÂgÆieÊmÂķ} jem̧ih eÊ Ëm¿i ÅeÊÊiÊ 

f}. TlmÊ leÊ li̧Åih ËÆmkkiÆ 

¿Ȩ́ËmÅ̧i mÂnÉÊËmgiÊ eÂh glȩ̧iÂkiÊ 

ËleË Ëli gmËm~iÂÊ Äj LmfiÆme eÆi 

jegih ÈmËl i×iÆ}he}. Tli ÄÂiÊ Èi 

higmhih ËÄ jÄgÉÊ ÄÂ eÆi Ëli 

hÄÈÂjȩ̧ Äj Ëli igÄÂÄ¿}, lÉ¿eÂ 

ËÆejjmgomÂk, Ëli ÅÆÄ̧mjiÆeËmÄÂ Äj 

emh/lm×, gÄÆÆÉÅËmÄÂ mÂ kÄ×iÆÂ¿iÂË, 

eÂh ÅÄ̧mgi fÆÉËȩmË}.

Conclusion

O×iÆȩ̧, ËliÊi ÊÄgmȩ 

mÂnÉÊËmgiÊ mÂ LmfiÆme 

le×i leh e ¿enÄÆ 

m¿ÅegË ÄÂ Ëli gmËm~iÂÊ. 

Methods
TÄ gÄÂhÉgË ÄÉÆ ÆiÊieÆgl, Èi ÉÊih 

Ëli AP CeÅÊËÄÂi QYEST 

FÆe¿iÈÄÆo eÊ e jÄÉÂheËmÄÂ ÄÂ ÈleË 

ËÄ hÄ. [i ÉÊih kÄÄķi ÊglÄ̧eÆ, 

JSTOR eÂh Êm¿m̧eÆ ÊieÆgl iÂkmÂiÊ 

ËÄ jmÂh mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ eÂh higmhi mj Ëli 

mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ mÊ ×ȩmh ÄÆ ÂÄË. AjËiÆ 

gÄ̧̧igËmÂk ȩ̧ Ëli mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ, Èi 

fÆÄÉklË Ëli mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ ÄÂ ÄÉÆ 

ÊiÅeÆeËi ËÄÅmgÊ ËÄ iegl eÂh 

hmÊgÉÊÊih lÄÈ mË ËmiÊ mÂ ÈmËl iegl 

ÄËliÆ eÂh lÄÈ Ëli ÂiÈ mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ 

gleÂkih iegl ÄËliÆ²Ê ÅiÆÊÅigËm×iÊ. 

TliÂ Èi higmhih Èlmgl mÂjÄÆ¿eËmÄÂ 

ÈiÆi ¿ÄÊË m¿ÅÄÆËeÂË eÂh ÈleË ÈÄȨ́h 

eÅÅiȩ ËÄ eÉhmiÂgiÊ ¿ÄÆi.

Proposed        

Solutions
GÄ×iÆÂ¿iÂË ÊlÄȨ́h 

¿eoi ¿ÄÆi ̧eÈÊ ËÄ 

fiÂijmË gmËm~iÂÊ 

ÆeËliÆ ËleÂ leÆ¿

CÄÉÂËÆmiÊ (i.k. 

YÂmËih SËeËiÊ) geÂ 

hÄÂeËi ¿ÄÂi} ËÄ 

li̧Å LmfiÆme ÄÉË

Proposed 

Solutions
EhÉgeËmÂk LmfiÆmeÂ 

gmËm~iÂÊ, iÊÅigmȩ̧} 

Ëli }ÄÉËl efÄÉË 

HIZ/AIDS 

IÂgÆieÊih eggiÊÊ ËÄ 

¿ihmgȩ jegm̧mËmiÊ 

ËleË eÆi ËlÄÆÄÉkļ} 

iÇÉmÅÅih ËÄ geÆi jÄÆ 

mËÊ ÅeËmiÂËÊ

Proposed 

Solutions
Fe¿m̧miÊ Âiih ËÄ fi 

ihÉgeËih efÄÉË Ëli 

lÉ¿eÂ ËÆejjmgomÂk 

lÄȨ̈mÂi

MÄÆi ijjmgmiÂË ̧eÈÊ 

Å̧egih f} Ëli 

kÄ×iÆÂ¿iÂË 

    Proposed 

Solutions
SÅigmȩm~ih ËiÊË jÄÆ 

ÅÄ̧mËmgmeÂÊ 

EeÊmiÆ eggiÊÊ ËÄ oÂÄȨ̀ihki 

jÄÆ gmËm~iÂÊ 

MȨ́ËmÅ̧i ÄÆkeÂm~eËmÄÂÊ 

li̧ÅmÂk ËÄ jmklË gÄÆÆÉÅËmÄÂ 

LeÈÊ ekemÂÊË gÄÆÆÉÅËmÄÂ 

PÄ̧mËmgmeÂÊ li̧h ÆiÊÅÄÂÊmf̧i 

jÄÆ ËlimÆ egËmÄÂÊ 

Proposed Solutions
EÊËef̧mÊl gÄ¿¿ÉÂmË} 

ÅÄ̧mgmÂk

CÆieËi ̧eÈÊ ÊÄ Ëli 

ÅÄ̧mgi ¿ÉÊË Ëeoi ÄÂ 

gÄ¿Å̧emÂËÊ 

Thal i as H en r y, Jonel le Johnson , Rom el i ne M or eau, Skyler  Rahm en , &  K ayla Ser gean t  

Diver si t y i n  Resear ch  &  Pr act i ce Con fer ence, Teacher s Col lege, Colum bia U.

Apr i l  27, 20 19
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Appendix D 

Interview Questions Checklist 

Rhonesha	BlachŞ	ς	Dissertation	Interview	Questions	ς	Protocol	20-194	

Cultivating Cultural Connectedness, Global Competence,  

and Cr itical Consciousness through an  

AP Capstone Seminar  with Af r ican Diaspora Content 
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

CHECKLI ST 
 

Actual interview questions will vary as they will be developed in response to each participantôs 

responses to the survey.  The list below provides a template of questions and some likely 

examples. The blank spaces will be fi lled in based on the areas within the survey that I fi nd to 
need further clarification or elaboration.  

 
c  You stated that before the course began, you felt ___ about ___? How did that impact 

your daily life at home, in school? Do you know other people who felt or feel that way? 
If so, what would you say to them today? 

c  What terms did and do you use to refer to your ethnicity/race/nationality?  
c  What terms did you use to refer to other people of African descent? What does that 

mean? Where exactly did you get that particular idea from? Can you tell more about 
that? 

c  Other than Africa and the US, which group of African descendants did you find most 

interesting? Why? 

c  You listed _______ as an event that influenced your perception of _______. Can you 

elaborate or share a bit more detail about what you learned that caused you to think 

differently about _______? 

c  I only provided a few spaces for you choose activities to discuss. You selected ____, 

____, and ____. Which others would like to discuss? How about _____? 

c  How do you think the skills or knowledge you learned in Seminar will  help you in 

college and your future career? 

c  What did you learn from your peers in the course? Did you learn anything particularly 

interesting from your classmates with different backgrounds? Did that influence your 

perceptions of their heritages?  

c  Did any of the practice exercises you did in the first half of the year, inspire your choice 

of research topics in the second half of the year?  

c  You described finding cultural connections between your family traditions and African 

cultural traditions. Did you share this with your family? What was their reaction? Have 

you found any other connections or figured out the origins of your family traditions? 
c  Please tell me a bit more about your short-term or long-term goals you listed? Do you 

think your goals would be any different if you had not taken this course? What were they 
prior to this course?  

c  How do you feel about your scores in Seminar? How about your academic progress 

overall? 

c  In your college essay, you wrote about your experience in this course. Please tell me 

more about that. 

c  If you are taking AP Research now, what is your research topic, and why did you choose 

that? Did you build on what you researched in AP Seminar? 
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Appendix E 

Focus Group Questions Checklist 
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Appendix F 

End-of-Course Survey 
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Appendix G 

Data Release Consent Form  

 
 
 
 

 

T E A C H E R S  C O L L E G E  

CO L U M B I A  U N I V E RSI T Y  

525 West 120th St. New York, NY 10027 
212-678-3000 |  www.tc.columbia.edu 

1 

DAT A REL EASE CONSENT  FORM  

 

Protocol Title: Cultivating Cultural Connected, Global Competence, and Critical Consciousness 

through an AP Capstone Seminar with African Diaspora Content 

 Focus: Curriculum Research Participation Consent   

(Interview, Focus Group, Survey, and Document Analysis, Review & Approval) 

Principal Researcher : Rhonesha Blach®, Teachers College 267.225.2243 

 

Your child has been selected to participate in a research study called ñCultivating Cultural 

Connected, Global Competence, and Critical Consciousness through an AP Capstone Seminar 

with African Diaspora Content.ò It addresses the question: In what ways and to what extent does 

studentsô participation in the Advanced Placement Capstone Seminar with African Diaspora 

Content influence five African descended high school studentsô perception of Africa, the African 

Diaspora, and themselves as African descendants? I also seeks to learn how and to what extent 

this contributes to their academic achievement. For this reason, as part of the evaluation process, 

Rhonesha Blach®, a researcher at Teachers College, Columbia University, is requesting your 

consent to access identifiable student-level data from Medgar Evers College Preparatory 

Schoolôs course titled ñAP Capstone Seminar with African Content.ò This includes classwork 

and grades for the two academic years your child was enrolled in the course. These documents 

will be analyzed as part of the study.  

Due to the public awareness of this unique, historical course and the studentsôprevious 

participation in published interviews and public appearances, it is possible that someone may be 

able to identify your childôs identity in connection to the information provided in the study. Still, 

the researcher will use pseudonyms (code names) and keep all written materials locked in a desk 

drawer in a locked office. Any electronic or digital information will be stored on a computer that 

is password protected. The master list identifying participants is kept locked and separate from 

the list of pseudonyms. Regulations require that data with children be kept for five years.  

If you have questions about this study or this data release form, you may contact the researcher, 

Rhonesha Blach®, at 267.225.2243 (267.2.BLACHE) or at blache@tc.edu. You can also contact 

the faculty advisors, Dr. Ernest Morrell at morrell@tc.edu or Dr. Sonya Douglass Horsford at 

horsford@tc.edu. 

If you consent to permitting the researcher to collect your student-level data, please sign below.  

______I give my consent to releasing my childôs student-level data  

 

____________________________________________________________ Date: ___/ ___/_____ 
Signature 

 

 

______I do not consent to releasing my childôs student-level data  

 

____________________________________________________________ Date: ___/ ___/_____ 
Signature 
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Appendix H 

Guardian and/or Parental Permission Form 

  



218 

 

  

	 	



219 

 

  

	 	



220 

 

  

	 	



221 

 

  

	 	



222 

 

  

	 	



223 

 

Appendix I 

Assent Form for Minors 
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