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Diggin’ in the Racial Literacy Crates
Jordan Bella, Karen Zainoa, and Yolanda Sealey-Ruizb

aGraduate Center, City University of New York, New York City, New York, USA; bTeachers College, Columbia University, 
New York City, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
In this article, we introduce co-excavative letter writing as a method for 
developing racial literacy, deepening relationships, and challenging 
standard forms of knowledge production. Jordan and Karen, students 
in Yolanda’s cotaught graduate seminar, developed an epistolary 
exchange as part of their “(un)final project.” Collaborative epistles 
challenged the writers to explore their positionalities, allowing them 
to trace interrelated issues of power and identity in their past and 
present experiences. The co-excavative letter-writing process makes 
explicit the individual voices that combine to create coauthored aca
demic articles, highlighting the process of collaboration in a way that 
traditional academic production obscures.

Love and hip-hop

We—Jordan, Karen, and Yolanda—are products of the original hip-hop era. Throughout our lives, 
hip-hop has done so much more than merely provide dope beats and rhymes for us to bop our heads 
to; music has also painted the mosaics of our lives. In other words, music is something that moves us 
and resides within our souls. Hip-hop is a foundation in our lives and motivates us in the work we do. 
Although what follows is not an example of hip-hop pedagogy (Emdin & Adjapong, 2018; Rodríguez, 
2009), we believe that this work embodies how hip-hop lives within us as a liberatory practice (Akom, 
2009) and how hip-hop shapes our complex personhoods (Love, 2016). For us, “diggin’ in the crates” 
thematically drives this work insofar as each section (with our particular author name(s) in the 
heading) can be thought of as a track the DJ pulls out for that certain moment in the party. All tracks 
center race on this LP. Two tracks that highlight how we use hip-hop as a catalyst for cross-racial 
interaction (Sulé, 2015) are the racial literacy remixes. The remixes are a byproduct of our diggin’ in 
the crates of our personal and collective histories and examining our past and present with a racial 
literacy beat.

Two turntables and a mic (Yolanda’s backstory)

So let’s fulfill and get real, and try to build
A united nation, eliminate segregation
I know there’s different strokes for different folks
But I’ve also acknowledged what hatred provokes . . .
And we can all live together in harmony
Without thinkin what color is harmin me
If I’m a slave I’m a slave to the rhythm
To E-R-A-S-E the racism (Rap & Polo, 1990)

CONTACT Jordan Bell jordanbell500@gmail.com Graduate Center, City University of New York, P.O. Box 3568 Poughkeepsie, 
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As a Black woman growing up in the original hip-hop era, I remember going to jams and block 
parties in my South Bronx neighborhood in the late 1980s and early 1990s. What I loved most, besides 
the break dancing, was watching the DJ. I became so excited as he worked (deejaying was, and still is, 
male-dominated, although women, including women of color, are powering their way into the 
industry; Craig & Kynard, 2017). I stared in awe as the DJ dug into his armory of records stacked in 
red, blue, black, and orange crates set side by side, all containing albums tightly packed like sardines in 
a can. The best DJs knew exactly where in the crates to search for a track. At just the right time, he 
would pull out the perfect jam to keep the crowd going strong. Like most music in the Black tradition, 
hip-hop has always directly taken up social issues. It is a genre that has always needed to “dig in the 
crates” and pull out an anthem to remind society about how to get it right. Rap and Polo’s (1990) 
“Erase Racism” is one of so many songs from rap artists that take on social inequality, police brutality, 
sexism, racism, and other ills and isms in our society.

In this article, the main authors, Jordan and Karen, extend the metaphor of “diggin’ in the crates” to 
the concept of developing one’s racial literacy. They reflect on a course they took with me in spring 
2020—a semester like no other—when COVID-19 hit and we had to move abruptly from in-person to 
online classes. Jordan and Karen share a unique approach to their (un)final project1 in a class, “The 
Politics of Teaching English,” I cotaught with Angel Acosta. They dig into the crates of society, our 
class, and their lives to process the need for racial literacy in our world. They dig deeply into the crates 
and pull out the words that encouraged all of us during that semester to pause, reflect, and decide how 
we would allow race and racism to play out in our lives.

The focus of the politics course (Yolanda)

but another chapter, a new way of life to adapt to
’Cause these streets’ll gas ya, and have ya caught up in the rapture.
Déjà vu, I could vision my killer crew more hospitable
Consciously aware, plus political (Political)
’Cause though they claim every man’s created equal
Us as native people, find it harder for nights to sleep through
But once established, we eatin’ lovely, livin’ lavish (AZ, 1995)

How can we ever fulfill AZ’s (1995) wishes and be “livin’ lavish” when deep and sustaining 
conversations about race in education happen infrequently and with great trepidation? Very few schools 
and departments of education are able to engage their staff and students effectively in reflective and 
sustaining conversations about race and racism that move them to the anti-racist actions that can 
ultimately bring about much-needed change. Educators are in need of support when it comes to dealing 
with burnout and the secondary trauma that accompanies teaching in high-need communities. Now, 
more than ever, teachers feel depleted—physically, emotionally, and spiritually—from balancing work 
and life, showing up to their classrooms daily with the energy to teach, and navigating school 
communities with structural challenges. In light of this, self-care and healing have become important 
themes in the field of education and, specifically, in educator preparation and development (Acosta, 
2020). Healing also needs to happen between and among students and teachers in schools. These ideas 
shaped my and Angel’s course. We invited students to take an approach that decenters white, male, 
monolingual ideology. It was a space for embracing perspectives of those whose experiences have been 
traditionally and are currently marginalized in schools and colleges. The course additionally took up the 
question, What does it mean to teach in this way? Angel and I designed this course with the deliberate 
intention that students would focus on their self-care while they developed their racial literacy.

1.I adopted the term (un)final project from my colleague Lalitha Vasudevan when I cotaught the course “Youth, Media and 
Educational Justice” with her during the 2013–2014 and 2014–2015 academic years. Inspired by a saying from Maxine Greene 
(2001), “I am what I am not yet” (para. 1), Lalitha suggested that as long as we are living and breathing, no projects should ever be 
final. This idea greatly impacted me to the point that I do not assign “final” projects in my classes.
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The racial literacy remix (Yolanda)

Racial literacy is a skill and practice in which individuals are able to probe the existence of 
racism and examine the effects of race and institutionalized systems on their experiences and 
representation in U.S. society (Rogers & Mosley, 2006; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011; Skerrett, 2011). 
Students who have this skill are able to discuss the construction and implications of race and 
American racism in constructive ways. For example, students may gain the ability to identify and 
discuss structural racism, instead of only speaking about individual acts of racism. A desired 
outcome of racial literacy in an outwardly racist society is for members of the dominant racial 
category to adopt an anti-racist stance and for persons of color to resist a victim stance. In other 
words, white students learn how they are complicit in interlocking systems of oppression in an 
attempt to stop perpetuating racism, and Black students learn how to activate their agency to 
resist hegemonic structural barriers intended to oppress and subordinate them into being 
hopeless. Racial literacy in English classrooms is the ability to read, discuss, and write about 
situations that involve race or racism. The concept of racial literacy is informed by scholarship 
recognizing race as a signifier that is discursively constructed through language (Hall, 1997); 
fluid, unstable, and socially constructed (Omi & Winant, 1986) rather than static; and not rooted 
in biology but having real effects in the lives of individuals (Frankenberg, 1996). The architect of 
the concept of racial literacy, Harvard Professor Lani Guinier (2004), implored a shift from racial 
liberalism to racial literacy and critiqued racial liberalism as an inactive, deficit approach to 
racial equality that subjugates Blacks to the position of victim and does not activate the required 
anti-racist stance that whites must take against their own racist ideals and actions. That semester, 
Jordan and Karen dug into the crates of racial literacy in an attempt to break the cycle of racism 
and how it is taught to us.

In 2004, Guinier published the groundbreaking article “From Racial Liberalism to Racial Literacy: 
Brown v. Board of Education and the Interest-Divergence Dilemma,” in which she argued that as 
a society, we must move beyond symbolic models of racial “progress” like Brown v. Board of Education 
and move toward becoming a racially literate society. In agreement with Guinier, scholars of racial 
literacy have suggested that as a society, we must move away from symbolic liberal political action to 
a deeper, more nuanced understanding of how deeply embedded the concept of race is in our society, 
how it maintains the status quo of racial hierarchy, and how it impacts every aspect of our lived 
experiences. In my own research (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020) with teachers and English education students, 
I found that a move toward racial literacy can be achieved first through what I call an “Archeology of 
the Self”—the self-exploration, probing, and understanding of where issues of race and racism live 
within oneself. Personalizing race and recognizing particularly how individuals perpetuate racism are 
first steps toward racial literacy. Once racial literacy is developed, a natural progression is the 
deliberate development of culturally responsive educational approaches in the classroom. Teachers 
who engage in racial literacy development seek to create a foundation for equitable practices in their 
classroom. With all of this in mind, the (un)final project in the politics course invited students to 
design a nonprint project that reflected

Your (current) journey toward an intersectional, critical literacy as it relates to your teaching. Select 3-5 readings 
from the syllabus that shifted your thinking, frameworks, and/or lenses for your research. In what ways do these 
shifts in your assumptions reflect a willingness to engage in the politics of teaching English and the vulnerabilities 
and risk-taking that emerge from these practices and theories?

Doing the “1, 2 step” (aka experiencing the course; Jordan and Karen)

Rock it, don’t stop it
Everybody get on the floor
Crank the party up
We about to get it on

EQUITY & EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION 3



Let me see you 1, 2 step
I love it when you 1, 2 step
Everybody 1, 2 step
We about to get it on (Ciara & Elliott, 2004)

We are doctoral candidates at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York studying 
urban education. As members of the same cohort, we decided to take a consortium (out-of-institution) 
course together, in other words, do the “1, 2 step” (Ciara & Elliott, 2004). On the first day of our 
consortium course, “The Politics of Teaching English,” we were glad to have each other as we 
navigated the journey uptown to Teachers College, Columbia University. Our different positions in 
the world—Jordan is a cis Black man and Karen a queer white woman—had somewhat brought us to 
the same point, with equal passion about the role of literacy in undoing systemic racism. Everyone at 
the Graduate Center told us the same thing: If you want to talk about literacy and racism, you “gotta 
get down” with Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz at Teachers College.

The first day of class started with a greeting, meditation, and self-excavation (Yolanda led us 
through a series of questions about our memories, dreams, and personal traits) that intimated the 
extent to which this class was not just about racial literacy as an abstract concept. In fact, it wasn’t 
about racial literacy at all. It was a living practice of developing our own racial literacy through 
individual reflection and collaborative analysis. Certainly, we were assigned readings, but the curri
culum emphasized the experiences that had shaped our complicated relationships to race. Yolanda 
and Angel asked us to “dig deep,” to locate the memories and moments, the implicit beliefs and explicit 
commitments, the people and places, the music and books and teachers, that had formed (or some
times de-formed) our understanding of race.

Eager to recapture the dynamic of our live class once the COVID-19 quarantine was enforced, we 
decided to exchange letters for our (un)final project in an attempt to recapture the magic. Little did we 
know that our co-excavative epistolary practice of digging into the racial literacy crates would deepen 
our understanding of racial literacy and our relationship to each other in ways previously unimagined. 
In this work, co-excavation can be thought of as a form of duoethnography (see, Deckman & Ohito, 
2020). Co-excavation can “be understood as collectively researching the collaborators’ lives within and 
across particular cultures and social positions” (J. Bell & Zaino, 2022, p. 9).

Why use letter writing (the epistolary) to dig into the crates? (Jordan and Karen)

Although there is a long, established history of letter writing as a salient site of literary and scholarly 
production, research has been lacking on contemporary epistolary practices between academics and 
how the epistolary as a method shapes knowledge production. However, English Professor Farah 
Griffin (1999) provided an exchange between Reconstruction Era Black women in the North and 
South that unveiled the inner machinations of Black liberation movements. Griffin excavated the 
Connecticut Historical Society’s archives to discover an epistolary correspondence between Rebecca 
Primus, the founder and teacher at an all-Black school, and Addie Brown, a domestic worker in New 
England (Griffin, 1999). The epistolary collection included Primus’s letters to her family and Brown’s 
letters to Primus, yet there were no letters from Primus to Brown. These Black women’s correspon
dence began after Primus went South to teach newly emancipated Black folx. Primus’s letters carefully 
documented “her confrontations with southern prejudice, her struggles to educate the newly freed 
blacks, [and] her descriptions of Reconstruction-era politics ” (p. 4), and Brown wrote to Primus about 
their relationship as well as the ways in which Black folx fundraised for the New York Colored Orphan 
Asylum. Griffin describes Primus and Brown as “complex, intelligent, sensual, and multidimensional 
women committed to both each other and black liberation” (p. 5). Similarly, our epistolary exchanges 
display our commitments to each other and liberatory education.

In the Black community, letter writing has been a site for “radical self-care, especially in how it 
opens up a space of counter-resistance, healing, recognition, care, and creativity” (Melonas, 2021, 
p. 38). For example, Black feminist-thought scholar Audre Lorde and Black feminist/poet Pat Parker 

4 J. BELL ET AL.



collaborated on a 20-year epistolary exchange that started in 1969 (Lorde & Parker, 2018). Their 
exchanges covered topics such as the academy, love, and life. Readers of their exchange are “not only 
confronted with the collaborative character of radical self-care but gain insight into how the practice 
of letter-writing created a healing space” (p. 44). Their work frames the epistolary as a survival site: 
“It does occur to me [Parker] that letter writing is both a survival thing and writing” (p. 67). 
Contemporary scholars have continued Lorde and Parker’s legacy of doing the surviving and writing 
thing. Queer feminist studies scholar Alexis Pauline Gumbs and Black studies scholar Christina 
Sharpe displayed self-care in co-excavating each other’s experiences of the Black Atlantic (Sharpe & 
Gumbs, 2022). They used Barbados-born Black and queer studies scholar Rinaldo Walcott’s 
description of the Black aquatic for their work: “Black peoples’ lived relation in and to bodies of 
water—as both self-constitutively historical and contemporary” (p. 25). Gumbs shared a letter in 
which she opined “that marine mammals witnessed the transatlantic capture, containment and 
sacrifice of Africans” (p. 22). Gumbs and Sharpe’s exchange is important in the context of the 
present work, for their exchange is one of the few between contemporary academics that unveiled 
their knowledge production process. They individually and collectively thought through historical 
and current-day water atrocities and how they informed the authors’ relationships to water. 
Moreover, their letters share an appreciation for each other’s commitment to interrogating “the 
wakes” of Black afterlife. This is evident through Gumbs’s question, “How do you [Christina] feel in 
water? How do you feel in flight? How did you feel in the womb of the gallery?” (p. 23). This 
interrogative questioning manifested as a form of self-care where the authors collectively thought 
through their relationships with water and more.

In the early twentieth century, Black ethnographer/novelist Zora Neale Hurston and Black poet/ 
playwright Langston Hughes collaborated on a series of letter-writing correspondences in which 
they discussed and shared professional, personal, and familial anecdotes (Taylor, 2019). Their letters 
served as fertile ground for exploring relational possibilities and developing their sociopolitical 
consciousness. Recently, Black and religious studies scholar Ashon T. Crawley and Black literature 
and aesthetics scholar Elleza Kelley shared an exchange of “lonely letters” that started shortly before 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Kelley & Crawley, 2020). Their epistolary exchanges discussed the genesis 
of their relationship and their relationship to love. Moreover, in their letters, they theorized that 
“black study (less often, Black Studies) is not merely a content shift but a formal and methodological 
shift. It is not merely centering a different ‘object of study’ but theorizing and enacting how to do 
study differently” (para. 13). Kelley and Crawley’s work modeled for us that the epistolary could be 
a site of personal exploration and academic theorization. We wanted to write in this spirit of 
exploring our own racial literacy development and examining what racial literacy would look like in 
the virtual COVID-19 classroom. Motivated by collaborators such as Hurston and Hughes, we 
posited that what we called co-excavative letter writing is a generative and prolific site for racial 
literacy theorizing while concomitantly creating space for its participants to investigate and deepen 
human connections.

In this article, we conceptualize letter writing as both a practice and a site for racial literacy 
development, which is similar to the practice of writing journal entries (Sealey-Ruiz, 2011). 
Moreover, we conceptualize co-excavative letter writing as a “diggin’ in the crates” practice in 
which racial literacy incites the interrogation of how race, racialization, and racism manifest 
within our lives and shape our relationships in a similar way to how a DJ diggin’ in her crates 
incites the interrogation of hundreds of tracks to figure out which is the right one to move the 
crowd. Next, we provide two examples of our epistolary exchange and analyze them through 
a racial literacy lens, showcasing how this practice deepened our understanding of racial literacy 
and aided our racial literacy development, as well as our relationship to each other, and our ability 
to produce meaningful and transferable knowledge. Thus, we wrote this article to reflect on the 
implications of our epistolary process as both a model and a call for more intimate and inter
rogative approaches to academic cowriting, as well as more transparency about the academic 
writing process in general.
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The epistolary as more than just a survival site (Jordan and Karen)

Sky is the limit and you know that you keep on
Just keep on pressin’ on
Sky is the limit and you know that you can have
What you want, be what you want (Notorious B.I.G. & 112, 1997)

The epistolary is a site where we get to slow down, kind of like a 112 R&B hook on a Notorious B.I. 
G. hip-hop track. The R&B group, 112. helps us frame letter writing as a site of more than just survival. 
We believe that it is a site where the “sky is the limit” (Notorious B.I.G. & 112, 1997), as possibilities are 
endless when diggin’ in the crates. However, before reaching the sky, we first think about why we need 
to do more than just survive. In thinking about survival, we look to hip-hop educator and abolitionist 
scholar Bettina L. Love’s (2019) revelatory claim in We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist 
Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom that “survival is existing and being educated in an 
antidark world, which is not living or learning at all” (p. 39). Thus, we need to do more than survive, 
and we use, posit, and evidence the epistolary as the site where we do more than survive.

Black authors have often occupied the epistolary as a site for more than survival. For example, 
author and activist James Baldwin (2013) wrote The Fire Next Time as a letter to his nephew, and 
author and journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015) provided a contemporary response in Between the 
World and Me, in which he penned a letter to his son. These works serve as models of intimate 
epistolary theorizing on white supremacy and its material impacts on Black bodies. Unlike Baldwin 
and Coates, we formed a bond through conavigating graduate courses and teaching college classes. In 
sharing, unpacking, and critiquing our personal and pedagogical experiences and tensions, we 
illuminate what we discovered in our co-excavative letter-writing practice: “Collaborative dialogue 
contribute[s] to the iterative and ongoing process by which uneasiness, and even dissonance, becomes 
a catalyst for new perspectives, new findings and teachings, new action, and new questions” (Bodone 
et al., 2004, p. 773). Moreover, we envision our epistolary practice as a more-than-survival site where 
we could safely dig in our racial literacy crates and interrogate our lived experiences through a racial 
literacy lens.

Black feminist/scholar Barbara Christian (1987) boldly stated in her article “The Race for Theory” 
that a range of practices that have not traditionally been considered “theorizing” are, in fact, sites for 
productive intellectual generation. In this spirit, we drew on Christian’s work to make clear that we 
were taking part in and viewing our co-excavative epistolary practice as more than mere academic 
theorizing on racial literacy, as more than just a survival practice. Instead, it is a space for flourishing. 
Co-excavative letter writing also is our space for deepening and pronouncing relational intimacies. 
Similar to Western Black studies scholar Anthony J. Williams (2018), we believe that “theorizing is an 
art, a necessity, a coping mechanism, a political project and a folk tradition” (para. 6). Thus, we 
envision our letters as “potent symbols of the communicative process itself, embodying both the 
possibilities and problems of transferring thought and feeling in physical form” (King, 2018, p. 5). We 
lay this process bare, and in doing so, we model how to use it as a methodological tool to both improve 
racial literacy and honor and demystify relational boundaries.

Even though letter-writing practices have existed since the invention of written communication, 
more recently, “there has been a major cultural boom in life story and auto/biographical work” 
(Plummer, 2001, p. 1), which often includes a focus on the potential and potency of the narrative 
process. For this work, it is of note that queer studies scholar Ken Plummer “also comment[ed] that 
some ‘documents of life’ have been seen as problematic and either ignored or treated as marginal” 
(Stanley, 2004, pp. 202–203). Thus, we are exploring and uplifting a site that recenters the epistolary 
practice as a form of academic theorizing on racial literacy, relationship deepening, and personal 
humanizing.

For this article, we specifically employed Guinier’s (2004) concept of a racially literate analysis: “A 
racially literate analysis seeks to . . . [decipher] the dynamic interplay among race, class, and geogra
phy. . . . Those most advantaged by the status quo have historically manipulated race to order social, 
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economic, and political relations to their benefit” (p. 114). This type of analysis is attuned to the ways 
in which we all relate to ourselves, to one another, to the land, to labor, and so forth, and how these 
relationships have been erased, ignored, strengthened, and/or exploited by those in power. Africana 
studies scholar Jodi Melamed (2015) suggested that racial capitalism necessitates “a forgetting of 
interconnections, of viable relations, and of performances of collectivity that might nurture greater 
social wholeness, but are deactivated for capital accumulation and state management” (p. 79). These 
ideas echo the explicitly intersectional Black feminist Combahee River Collective’s (1986) earlier 
definition of oppression as a series of interlocking systems, and of liberation as “necessitat[ing] the 
destruction of the political-economic systems of capitalism and imperialism as well as patriarchy” 
(p. 274). Racial literacy allows one to trace these various paths of oppression and, perhaps, to 
illuminate previously obscured paths to liberation.

Digging in the crates (aka creating and sharing the letters; Jordan and Karen)

Karen’s racial literacy remix: “white ain’t right, vol. 1” (aka Karen’s letter)

It was all good just a week ago Uh-huh-uh, it was all good just a week ago
Last week I had everything
(Jay-Z & Too Short, 1998)

Jordan prompted Karen to dig into the crate first by writing to her on March 19, 2020, “Karen, that 
Jay-Z quote is what I think about when I think about the COVID-19 crisis. Karen, this makes me 
wonder, what racial literacy-related experiences are you wrestling with right now?” The following 
is her reply:

March 21st, 2020
Dear Jordan,
Thank you, again, for sharing your writing with me and for agreeing to this co-excavation. . . .
I am thinking about the word “distance,” Jordan.
Of course you know why. We are encouraged, and required, to enact severe “social distancing” 

measures right now. I’ve seen that some people balk at the phrase “social” distance and prefer the term 
“physical” distance, because now, they say, more than ever, we need to recognize our social bonds, our 
relationality, the ways in which we need each other.

And it is in this context that I am thinking about racial literacy and about whiteness.
I have come to understand whiteness as erasure. An investment in whiteness is a repudiation of 

the relations that create and sustain us. I think of my great-grandfather, who renounced his Judaism, 
for reasons we will never know. I think of my grandfather, who changed his last name from 
“Zanghetti” to “Zaino” because he thought Zanghetti sounded “too Italian.” I think of my parents, 
safe in their brand-new retirement community during Hurricane Irma—a retirement community 
constructed primarily by Latinx immigrants, many of whose mobile homes were destroyed by the 
flooding. . . .

A global pandemic forces us to either recognize—or more strenuously deny—the relations that 
sustain us. Jelani Cobb asked on Twitter, “Just how much of other people’s saliva were we inhaling 
before?” I think about a Brooks and Editors of Freedomways (1971/1998) poem that I love, in which 
she says, “We are each other’s harvest; we are each other’s business; we are each other’s magnitude and 
bond” (in . . . Paul Robeson: The Great Forerunner, [her] poem entitled “Paul Robeson,” p. 235). We 
are intimately connected, in all the ways that intimacy can be both deeply rewarding and deeply 
uncomfortable. We are each other’s spit. We are each other’s breath.

Whiteness, I think, wants to deny these intimacies. Whiteness wants us to believe that “bodies [are] 
autonomous from history, freed from political or social constraints, marinating in circumstances of 
their own making” (Fine, 2016, p. 351). COVID-19 illuminates that intricate invisible systems that 
connect us like veins, our blood and breath suddenly and undeniably bound.
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But whiteness functions like amnesia, like erasure, like silence. I don’t know quite the right 
metaphor, maybe. What does racial literacy look like, for people invested in whiteness, for “people 
who believe they are white” (Coates, 2015, p. 42) in the time of COVID-19? It looks like memory. It 
looks like writing left on the wall. It looks like a gag removed from a mouth.

That’s what I’ve got, for now. I’m going to write more. I want to ask you, though: what do you think 
about racial literacy in this particular time, this time of social distancing and global pandemic, this 
time of virtual connection and very real isolation? What does racial literacy look like for us, as 
teachers, as we move forward in this strange and troubling time? This is a very real and concrete 
question for me. I teach my first “online” class on Monday. . . .

Talk soon, my friend. Be well.
<3 Karen
P.S. I love the Jay-Z quote—perfect for the times!!
How we dig in the crates (tracing as racial literacy methodology; Jordan and Karen)
When Karen asked, “What does racial literacy look like for us, as teachers, as we move forward 

in this strange and troubling time?” we had to dig deep into our racial literacy crates. Specifically, we 
had to commence in what Dominique C. Hill (2018) called tracing, in her article “Black Girl 
Pedagogies: Layered Lessons on Reliability”:

It must also entail the tracing of what I know (the lesson) and this tracing also involves how I know it (an ever 
unfolding story). (p. 385)

It [tracing] is in the method of storytelling, the manners moments and stories were told, that tracing happens . . .: 
mind how the lesson is being taught, mind who is handing out lessons, and mind what (realistic and aspirational) 
relationship(s) reside between those involved. These three elements help to engage and facilitate tracing. (pp. 
389–390)

Employing tracing as a method for racial literacy development allowed us to explore and unpack 
the inner narratives of our lived experiences through a racial literacy lens to trace back how racial 
literacy was, or was not, manifesting in the pre-COVID-19 classroom. First, we had to look back at 
what we knew, or thought we knew, about racial literacy. This step involved acknowledging and 
working deeply from our separate racialized positionalities: Whereas Jordan had long had an under
standing of the role of race in his life, Karen had primarily experienced her whiteness as “invisible and 
unmarked” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 157). To explore her whiteness thus involved unsettling the myth of 
racial innocence (Baldwin, 2013) and confronting her own complicity in sustaining white supremacy 
(Leonardo & Zembylas, 2013). Then, we had to unpack and make meaning of how we were being 
informed about racial literacy pedagogy, practices, and development through the racial literacy 
pedagogy that Yolanda and Angel were exposing us to as students in their course. Finally, we 
concluded our racial literacy tracing process by interrogating and minding what relationships were 
involved with those in the process (which refers in this case to anyone involved in our racial literacy 
development and, specifically, each other for our co-excavative epistolary practice) in our ever- 
unfolding racial literacy development story.

In responding to each other’s letters, we had to other our thinking process instead of personalizing 
it in relation to the specific racial literacy pedagogical practices that we employ in the classroom. 
However, tracing allowed us to do this by generalizing, not universalizing, our experiences both as 
students in the classroom and as educators interacting with students in the classroom, which involves 
us (as students) relating narratives of what is taking place in other classrooms. We had to opine on 
what other educators were doing in their classrooms: Were they perpetuating or disrupting racist 
practices? Were they causing trauma to students because of (un)willful ignorance and a dearth of racial 
literacy? If they were not doing anything stated in the former questions, then what were they doing to 
respect the sovereignty and agency of all students whom so many educators claim to love so dearly? 
These thoughts and questions helped frame Jordan’s response to Karen.
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Going back into the crates: Jordan’s “new world order” racial literacy remix epistolary 
response to Karen’s “white ain’t right, vol. 1” (Jordan)

March 23rd, 2020
Karen, thank you for sharing. In regards to my thoughts about developing racial literacy in this 

current teaching environment, honestly, I’m scared. Specifically, two dangerous words come to 
mind: Settler-Colonialism and Neoliberalism. . . . I think of settler-colonialism and the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has resulted in education transitioning to online formats, as a contemporary 
attempt to acquire land and control resources. I envision the land as “academic land,” and this 
land is forcing its indigenous inhabitants (students and teachers) to transition and assimilate to 
a new “online academic land” that for many is a “‘forced entry into a larger society’ [online 
academic space] . . ., [where they are] subject[ed] to various forms of coerced labor [online 
work] . . ., and colonizer cultural policy [working from home as an individual] that ‘constrains, 
transforms, or destroys original values, orientations, and ways of life” (Blauner & Blauner, 1972, 
as cited in Glenn, 2015, p. 55). Then, I think of neoliberalism because the online transition is only 
furthering the commodification of “public education by reducing learning to bits of information 
and skill to be taught and tested and marketize education through programs that promote 
privatization and user fees in place of free, public education,” which manifests in some of the 
following occurring: “closing school libraries, reducing the number of special needs teachers, 
increasing class size, [and] expanding online learning programs” (Ross & Gibson, 2007, p. 4). For 
example, many online teaching companies have been contacting me since the coronavirus out
break to sell me educational tools that will make me a more effective online educator. My biggest 
fear with how settler-colonialism and neoliberalism may intersect with online academic spaces is, 
they may (purposely) create conditions that lessen, if not eliminate, the opportunities to develop 
students’ racial literacy.

I argue that racial literacy is best developed in intimate experiences where persons are confronted 
with racial differences. This (human contact spaces) is where we learn to develop our critical love, 
critical humility, and eventually how to interrupt (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020). However, the online space offers 
far fewer opportunities to center race and develop racial literacy, for doing so, for most, only becomes 
conceptual/theoretical instead of being practical. . . .

In closing, even though I maintain that developing students’ racial literacy will now be more 
difficult than ever, I believe that this may be the most important time to center race and racial literacy 
development, because of my aforementioned fears. In other words, racial literacy is not being 
collectively considered as part of institutional instructional models due to institutions merely attempt
ing to “stay afloat” during these troubled covid-19 times (Willie Morris, personal communications, 3/ 
24/20).

Reviewing the racial literacy remixes: data analysis (Jordan and Karen)

The letter-writing exercise and what follows function as racially literate analyses. Letter writing as 
a racial literacy practice has been undertheorized but is worth exploring, as the dynamism of letters 
allows for an intersecting set of voices, where parallels can be drawn without collapsing differences. 
This is a performance of greater social wholeness that does not erase the conditions of its creation or 
minimize the importance of incommensurability between the two of us. Letters also allow for a range 
of scales, enabling writers to analyze systemic injustice and daily relationships, and race is infused in all 
of these things. In short, race is infused in all aspects of U.S. life. Race is inherently political, as proven 
by many critical race theory scholars (D. A. Bell, 1980; Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017; Guinier, 2004), and it is central to the politics of teaching English. In the spirit of the political 
nature of teaching English, and to honor critical race theory scholars and their work in the critical legal 
studies field and beyond, we invoked Guinier’s (2004) previously mentioned article to analyze our co- 
excavative racial literacy epistolary practice. Guinier’s foundational racial literacy work caused us to 
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ask, In what ways does our racial literacy-centered letter writing further exchange our “capacity to 
decipher the durable racial grammar that structures racialized hierarchies and frames the narrative of 
our republic” (p. 100)?

Unpacking “white ain’t right, vol. 1”: data analysis (Karen)

Our co-excavating racial literacy epistolary practice was initiated by Jordan asking Karen, “What 
racial literacy-related experiences are you wrestling with right now?” Doing so created space for 
Karen to undertake her racial literacy excavation (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020). Likewise, she had to think about 
the racial grammar that structures the racialized hierarchies and narratives from her and her family’s 
lived experiences. She specifically referenced her grandfather and the changing/erasing of his last name 
from Zanghetti to Zaino to sound less Italian. In other words, Karen traced (Hill, 2018) her family’s 
genealogy and analyzed it through a racial literacy lens. Her analysis revealed that the racialized 
hierarchy existent at the time of her grandfather’s migration to the United States was a racialized 
hierarchy, where being Italian was not yet synonymous with being white (Melamed, 2015; Ralph & 
Singhal, 2019). Karen’s analysis rooted race as a structural problem rather than an interpersonal one, 
for the racial hierarchy structure compelled Grandfather Zanghetti to appease America’s racial angst 
(Guinier, 2004). This analysis revealed that name erasure “offered elites an important means of 
exercising social control over poor and working-class whites” (p. 102).

Later in her response, Karen wrote about the intimacies that whiteness wants people to deny. 
A racial literacy analysis revealed that she was doing racial self-excavation as part of the archeology of 
self in her racial literacy development (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020). The “archeology of self” model states that 
effective racial literacy development involves a “deep excavation & exploration of beliefs, biases, and 
ideas that shape how we engage in the work” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020, n.p.). Karen clearly expressed her 
belief that whiteness wants people to deny intimacies. Intimacies do not align with the republic’s 
narrative steeped in individualism and progress. For example, the apocryphal American meritocracy 
myth, ingrained in the American psyche at an early age and often the foundation of the immigrant 
dream in migrating to the United States, suggests that if individuals work hard and do their best, they 
can improve their station in life. However, this myth fails to address the issue of access to opportunity. 
Access to opportunity is encompassed by intimacies, such as the intimate relationships formed in elite 
colleges and country and social clubs that most often deny or obfuscate access to poor whites, Blacks, 
and other people of color. Karen finished her correspondence by asking white people to trace (Hill, 
2018):

What does racial literacy look like, for people invested in whiteness, for ‘people who believe they are white’ 
(Coates, 2015, p. 42) in the time of COVID-19? It looks like memory. It looks like writing left on the wall. It looks 
like a gag removed from a mouth.

Karen’s racial literacy experiences have caused her to know that white people must remember, trace, 
and perform a critical reflection. Critically reflecting means to “think through the various layers of our 
identities and how our privileged and marginalized statuses affect the work” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020, n.p.). 
By doing so, white people can individually and collectively move toward anti-racism.

“New world order”: data analysis (Jordan)

In analyzing Jordan’s response to Karen, we focus on one of Guinier’s (2004) racial literacy tenets that 
“requires us to rethink race as an instrument of social, geographic, and economic control of both 
whites and blacks” (p. 114) in an attempt to disrupt the “individualized and static view of American 
racism, and its focus on top-down social reform” (p. 100). This is why and how Jordan invoked the 
ideas of neoliberalism and settler colonialism in COVID-19 classrooms. In a later exchange he asked, 
“How will neoliberalism impose new top-down educational reforms that mute educators’ voices and 
agency, cause further trauma on students, and socially and geographically control the new digital land 
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that teachers and students have migrated to?” When folx migrate from one space to another, they often 
leave much behind. Parts of their worlds are literally erased, such as what happened to Karen’s 
grandfather. Erasure is a tenet of whiteness, and racial literacy is about seeing race and understanding 
how to discuss and make meaning of racial experiences, thus reading race as epiphenomenal. A racial 
literacy analysis revealed that Jordan’s questioning is a form of interrogating the already occurring 
contemporary, COVID-19-incited, settler colonialism/neoliberal educational digital invasion of aca
demic land. Jordan felt the need to interrogate this invasion because his perpetually developing racial 
literacy was providing him with a “rich & contextual awareness of the historical forces that shape the 
communities in which we live and work” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020, n.p.). History tells us that settler 
colonialism and neoliberal practices always serve to the detriment of people of color.

When Jordan argued that racial literacy is best as an in-person practice, he was honoring the spirit 
of Guinier’s (2004) work insofar that Jordan’s approach was informed by the idea that racial literacy 
development is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. Our intersectional identities (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) 
demand that we look continuously in the metaphorical mirror and perform a critical self-reflection so 
we can lovingly and effectively develop our own and our students’ racial literacy (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020). 
Our collaborative co-excavation would not have produced intimacy or scholarship if we had inter
rogated and constructed knowledge through a medium other than the epistolary, for we exposed and 
expanded for each other some of the limits of our worldviews and ideologies.

Our letter-writing practice served as fertile ground for the development of critical love, both to the 
communities we serve and to each other. According to Yolanda (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020), critical love is the 
foundation of racial literacy development and entails having “a profound ethical commitment to caring 
for the communities in which we work” (n.p.). In articulating his fears of racial literacy development 
being further relegated to the margins in digital educational spaces, Jordan evidenced his concern for the 
students he serves and the greater community in which they reside. A racial literacy analysis highlights 
that this line of contemporary digital settler colonialism and neoliberal interrogation is an “engagement 
between action and thought, between experimental and feedback, between bottom-up and top-down 
initiatives” (Guinier, 2004, p. 115). In Jordan’s response to Karen, when he referred to racial literacy 
development in digital spaces as being more theoretical than practical, he was using racial literacy as 
a tool of diagnosis. Racial literacy is a tool in this context insofar as it is a tool that does not work as well in 
personally isolated or disconnected spaces, such as on Zoom. Collaborative spaces allow for the reading 
of interpersonal dimensions. In analyzing our exchange through a racial literacy analytical lens, it 
becomes evident that personal intimacy is being disrupted by settler colonialism, and neoliberal practices 
will have devastating effects on the racial literacy development of educators and students that will, in 
turn, have deleterious effects on our entire economic, social, and political order.

Closing the crates until next time (aka the conclusion and thoughts for future work; 
Jordan, Karen, and Yolanda)

Diggin’ in the crates might look or feel, at times, like a singular process: the DJ alone at his table, 
thumbing through his collection, pulling just the right record, recovering forgotten gems. In fact, of 
course, the DJ’s work hinges on the musicians that came before him and becomes a condition of 
possibility for the crowd’s joyful, pulsing movement. In turn, the DJ’s work could not exist without the 
presence of the crowd.

Similarly, our racial literacy work might sometimes feel lonely or independent because it involves 
the process of digging deep into personal histories. Yet, our work builds on the analyses that came 
before us—the work of James Baldwin, Lani Guinier, and Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz—and equally impor
tant, our work is always relational, supporting and supported by the racial literacy work of our 
colleagues and friends. We engage in racial literacy work, our archeology of self (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020), 
and academic theorizing as a way to unlearn how we have been socialized into race and racialization 
and to disrupt academically infused racial trauma. Thus, racial literacy and race-centered work matter 
because racism, in part, works to categorize and separate people, especially in this contemporary 
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neoliberal world, to actively obscure social, political, historical, and economic contexts (Duggan, 
2004), presenting “bodies as if they were autonomous from history, freed from political or social 
constraints, marinating in circumstances of their own making” (Fine, 2016, p. 351). For us, letter 
writing becomes a form of archiving our histories, as well as a way of finding the interconnections 
between our experiences.

When we make our lived experiences and work available to one another in our co-excavative 
epistolary practice and collaborate as critical friends, doing so improves the quality of our work and 
research so it is not limited solely to any author’s viewpoint, opinion, or judgment (Loughran & 
Northfield, 1998). The criticality of Jordan’s and Karen’s writings progressively improved as they 
continued to engage in many exchanges, which morphed from merely academic writing for an 
assignment to profoundly manifested dialogics, co-excavations, critiques, expressions of self-love/self- 
care, and so much more. In focusing on the love developed in their co-excavative epistolary practice, 
we hope our work honors and emulates the spirit of Jackson et al.’s (2014) exploration and definition 
of reciprocal love from their experience with the Black male youth mentoring program, Umoja:

We are defining reciprocal love as a deeply rooted interest in and concern for community that extends personal 
well-being to communal sustenance. . . . Reciprocal love is an understanding that a love for the self is inextricably 
linked to a love for others. (p. 399)

The epistolary site has served as a space for more than Jordan’s and Karen’s mere survival. It has served as 
a space for them to develop their racial literacy and grow their reciprocal love. What may be most salient for 
all three of us as coauthors is that the letter-writing practice revealed new ways to deepen our reciprocal love, 
not only for one another but for also the students and communities we serve. Jordan and Karen began this 
epistolary experiment in a (virtual) classroom, inspired by Yolanda’s commitment to love and reciprocity. 
Importantly, these letters were not compulsory. Yolanda invited Jordan and Karen to connect with their 
peers in ways that made sense for the two of them; in this space, Jordan and Karen were able to develop and 
engage a literacy process that emerged organically as their relationship deepened. Thus, although we caution 
against prescriptive pedagogies, we encourage educators to create spaces where students are invited to 
connect, communicate, and grow together—where loving reciprocity is modeled by the instructor and 
explicitly articulated as an educational aim.

We hope we have demonstrated that letter writing can be more than a site for quotidian commu
nications. We envision and engage in the epistolary as a site of racial literacy development, relationship 
deepening, academic theorizing, reciprocal love formation, and more. In this site of the epistolary, we 
hope future scholars will engage in critical friendships to theorize, push, support, and love one another 
in previously unimagined ways.

To close, we think the great American philosopher/songwriter A.G. (aka Andre the Giant) summed 
up the sentiment of our epistolary practice best:

Many people tell us our style is terrific
It is quite different (“but let’s get specific!”)
I’ll focus on a lyric—mind, body, spirit
Inspires when you hear it, so you feel it
I’m birthed in the Apple, Bronx is the cradle
Fighting off demons, embracing all the angels
Mastered all the angles, you should do the same too
Before your inner self blame you, came through
With the same crew—D-I-double-G-I-N ’til the end (Diggin’ in the Crates Crew, 2016)

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

12 J. BELL ET AL.



Notes on contributors

Jordan Bell is PhD candidate in Urban Education and an Instructor of English at Dutchess Community College, SUNY. 
His research centers around Racial Literacy, Black Educational Spaces, BlackCrit, Culturally Responsive and Sustaining 
Education (CRSE), and Oral History.

Karen Zaino is a PhD candidate in Urban Education and a lecturer in English Education at Queens College, CUNY. Her 
research draws on affect theory and queer of color critique to reconceptualize teacher education, critical literacy, and 
open pedagogy.

Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz is a poet and an award-winning Associate Professor at Teachers College, Columbia University. Her 
research focuses on racial literacy in teacher education, Black girl literacies, and Black and Latinx male high school 
students.

References

Acosta, A. (2020). In pursuit of healing-centered education: A case study of a racial literacy and healing professional 
development workshop series (Publication No. 27994499) [Doctoral dissertation, Teachers College, Columbia 
University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Ahmed, S. (2007). A phenomenology of whiteness. Feminist Theory, 8(2), 149–168. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1464700107078139 

Akom, A. A. (2009). Critical hip hop pedagogy as a form of liberatory praxis. Equity & Excellence in Education, 42(1), 
52–66. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680802612519 

AZ. (1995). Sugar Hill [Song]. On Doe or die. EMI Records.
Baldwin, J. (2013). The fire next time. Vintage.
Bell, D. A., Jr. (1980). Brown v. Board of Education and the interest-convergence dilemma. Harvard Law Review, 93(3), 

518–533. https://doi.org/10.2307/1340546 
Bell, J., & Zaino, K. (2022). Get to know me, homey: Exploring critical, relational, and racial literacy possibilities in 

co-excavative letter writing. Journal for Multicultural Education. https://doi.org/10.1108/JME-07-2021-0114 
Blauner, B., & Blauner, R. (1972). Racial oppression in America. HarperCollins College Division.
Bodone, F., Guojónsdóttir, H., & Dalmau, M. C. (2004). Revisioning and recreating practice: Collaboration in self-study. 

In J. J. Loughran, M. L. Hamilton, V. K. LaBoskey, & T. Russell (Eds.), International handbook of self-study of teaching 
and teacher education practices (Vol. 1, pp. 743–784). Springer.

Brooks, G. (1971/1998). Paul Robeson. In Editors of Freedomways, (Ed.), Paul Robeson: The great forerunner (pp. 235). 
International Publishing. Reprinted from Family Pictures, p. 19, by G. Brooks, Broadside Press.

Christian, B. (1987). The race for theory. Cultural Critique, 6(6), 51–63. https://doi.org/10.2307/1354255 
Coates, T.-N. (2015). Between the world and me. Spiegel & Grau.
Combahee River Collective. (1986). The Combahee River Collective statement: Black feminist organizing in the seventies 

and eighties. Women of Color Press.
Craig, T., & Kynard, C. (2017). Sista girl rock: Women of colour and hip-hop deejaying as raced/gendered knowledge 

and language. Changing English, 24(2), 143–158. https://doi.org/10.1080/1358684X.2017.1311034 
Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique of antidiscrimination 

doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167, Article 8. 
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8 

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Race, gender, and sexual harassment. Southern California Law Review, 65(3), 1467–1476.
Crenshaw, K., Gotanda, N., Peller, G., & Thomas, K. (Eds.). (1995). Critical race theory: The key writings that formed the 

movement. The New Press.
Deckman, S. L., & Ohito, E. O. (2020). Stirring vulnerability, (un)certainty, and (dis)trust in humanizing research: 

Duoethnographically re-membering unsettling racialized encounters in social justice teacher education. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 33(10), 1058–1076. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398. 
2019.1706199 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (2017). Critical race theory: An introduction (3rd ed.). New York University Press.
Diggin’ in the Crates Crew. (2016). Make ’em so proud [Song]. On D.I.T.C. Studios. Slice-of-Spice & D.I.T.C. Ent.
Duggan, C. (2004, July 25–30). Resistance to globalisation in the context of pluriactivity: More choices or more problems? 

[Paper presentation]. XI World Congress of Rural Sociology. International Rural Sociology Association, Trondheim, 
Norway.

Ciara, & Elliott, M. (2004). 1, 2 step [song]. On Ciara, Goodies. Sho’nuff Records & LaFace Records.
Emdin, C., & Adjapong, E. (Eds.). (2018). # HipHopEd: The compilation on hip-hop education: Vol. 1. Hip-hop as 

education, philosophy, and practice. Brill Sense.
Fine, M. (2016). Just methods in revolting times. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 13(4), 347–365. https://doi.org/10. 

1080/14780887.2016.1219800 

EQUITY & EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION 13

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700107078139
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700107078139
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680802612519
https://doi.org/10.2307/1340546
https://doi.org/10.1108/JME-07-2021-0114
https://doi.org/10.2307/1354255
https://doi.org/10.1080/1358684X.2017.1311034
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2019.1706199
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2019.1706199
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2016.1219800
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2016.1219800


Frankenberg, R. (1996). White women, race matters: The social construction of whiteness. University of Minnesota Press.
Glenn, E. N. (2015). Settler colonialism as structure: A framework for comparative studies of U.S. race and gender 

formation. Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 1(1), 52–72. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649214560440 
Greene, M. (2001). Flunking retirement: A chat with Maxine Greene. TCToday. https://www.tc.columbia.edu/articles/ 

2001/january/flunking-retirement-a-chat-with-maxine-greene/ 
Griffin, F. J. (1999). Beloved sisters and loving friends: Letters from Rebecca Primus of Royal Oak, Maryland, and Addie 

Brown of Hartford, Connecticut, 1854–1868. Alfred A. Knopf.
Guinier, L. (2004). From racial liberalism to racial literacy: Brown v. Board of Education and the interest-divergence 

dilemma. Journal of American History, 91(1), 92–118. https://doi.org/10.2307/3659616 
Hall, S. (1997). Race, the floating signifier DVD. Media Education Foundation. https://shop.mediaed.org/race-the- 

floating-signifier-p173.aspx 
Hill, D. C. (2018). Black girl pedagogies: Layered lessons on reliability. Curriculum Inquiry, 48(3), 383–405. https://doi. 

org/10.1080/03626784.2018.1468213 
Jackson, I., Sealey-Ruiz, Y., & Watson, W. (2014). Reciprocal love: Mentoring Black and Latino males through an ethos 

of care. Urban Education, 49(4), 394–417. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085913519336 
Jay-Z & Too Short. (1998). A week ago [Song]. On Jay-Z, Vol. 2 . . . hard knock life. Roc-A-Fella Records & Def Jam Recordings.
Kelley, E., & Crawley, A. T. (2020). Lonely letters: A conversation between Ashon Crawley and Elleza Kelley. The New 

Inquiry. https://thenewinquiry.com/lonelyletters/ 
King, R. S. (2018). Writing to the world: Letters and the origins of modern print genres. Johns Hopkins University Press.
Leonardo, Z., & Zembylas, M. (2013). Whiteness as technology of affect: Implications for educational praxis. Equity & 

Excellence in Education, 46(1), 150–165. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2013.750539 
Lorde, A., & Parker, P. (2018). Sister love: The letters of Audre Lorde and Pat Parker 1974-1989 (J. R. Enszer, Ed.). 

A Midsummer Night’s Press.
Loughran, J., & Northfield, J. (1998). A framework for the development of self-study practice. In M. L. Hamilton (Ed.), 

Reconceptualizing teaching practice: Developing competence through self-study (pp. 7–18). Routledge.
Love, B. L. (2016). Complex personhood of hip hop and the sensibilities of the culture that fosters knowledge of self and 

self-determination. Equity & Excellence in Education, 49(4), 414–427. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2016.1227223 
Love, B. L. (2019). We want to do more than survive: Abolitionist teaching and the pursuit of educational freedom. Beacon Press.
Melamed, J. (2015). Racial capitalism. Critical Ethnic Studies, 1(1), 76–85. https://doi.org/10.5749/jcritethnstud.1.1.0076 
Melonas, D. R. (2021). “Hey Mama;” “Dear Sister;” “Sister Love”: Black women’s healing and radical self-care through 

epistolary work. Journal of Women, Politics & Policy, 42(1), 38–57. https://doi.org/10.1080/1554477X.2021.1870090 
Notorious B.I.G. & 112. (1997). Sky’s the limit [Song]. On Notorious B.I.G., Life after death. Arista Records & Bad Boy 

Entertainment.
Omi, M., & Winant, H. (1986). Racial formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1980s. Routledge.
Plummer, K. (2001). Documents of life: An invitation to a critical humanism (2nd ed.). Sage Publications.
Ralph, M., & Singhal, M. (2019). Racial capitalism. Theory and Society, 48(6), 851–881. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186- 

019-09367-z 
Rap, K. G., & Polo, D. J. (1990). Erase racism [Song]. On Wanted: Dead or alive. Biz Markie & Cool V. (Producer). 

Warner Bros. Records.
Rodríguez, L. F. (2009). Dialoguing, cultural capital, and student engagement: Toward a hip hop pedagogy in the high 

school and university classroom. Equity & Excellence in Education, 42(1), 20–35. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10665680802584023 

Rogers, R., & Mosley, M. (2006). Racial literacy in a second-grade classroom: Critical race theory, whiteness studies, and 
literacy research. Reading Research Quarterly, 41(4), 462–495. https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.41.4.3 

Ross, E. W., & Gibson, R. (2007). Introduction. In E. W. Ross & R. Gibson (Eds.), Neoliberalism and education reform 
(pp. 1–14). Hampton Press.

Sealey-Ruiz, Y. (2011). Learning to talk and write about race: Developing racial literacy in a college English classroom. 
English Quarterly, 42(1/2), 24–42. CCTELA ISSN 0013-8355.

Sealey-Ruiz, Y. (2020). The racial literacy development model theorized by Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz [Figure]. Archaeology 
of Self. https://www.yolandasealeyruiz.com/archaeology-of-self 

Sharpe, C., & Gumbs, A. P. (2022). On water, salt, whales, and the Black Atlantics. The Funambulist. 39. https:// 
thefunambulist.net/magazine/the-ocean/on-water-salt-whales-and-the-black-atlantics 

Skerrett, A. (2011). English teachers’ racial literacy knowledge and practice. Race Ethnicity and Education, 14(3), 
313–330. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2010.543391 

Stanley, L. (2004). The epistolarium: On theorizing letters and correspondences. Auto/Biography, 12(3), 201–235. 
https://doi.org/10.1191/0967550704ab014oa 

Sulé, V. T. (2015). White privilege? The intersection of hip-hop and whiteness as a catalyst for cross-racial interaction 
among white males. Equity & Excellence in Education, 48(2), 212–226. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2015.1025252 

Taylor, Y. (2019). Zora and Langston: A story of friendship and betrayal. W. W. Norton.
Williams, A. J. (2018, June 15). Who teaches academics to theorize?. Inside Higher Ed. https://www.insidehighered.com/ 

advice/2018/06/15/theorizing-black-scholars-differs-white-western-academic-standards-no-less-valid

14 J. BELL ET AL.

View publication stats

https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649214560440
https://www.tc.columbia.edu/articles/2001/january/flunking-retirement-a-chat-with-maxine-greene/
https://www.tc.columbia.edu/articles/2001/january/flunking-retirement-a-chat-with-maxine-greene/
https://doi.org/10.2307/3659616
https://shop.mediaed.org/race-the-floating-signifier-p173.aspx
https://shop.mediaed.org/race-the-floating-signifier-p173.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2018.1468213
https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2018.1468213
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085913519336
https://thenewinquiry.com/lonelyletters/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2013.750539
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2016.1227223
https://doi.org/10.5749/jcritethnstud.1.1.0076
https://doi.org/10.1080/1554477X.2021.1870090
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-019-09367-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-019-09367-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680802584023
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680802584023
https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.41.4.3
https://www.yolandasealeyruiz.com/archaeology-of-self
https://thefunambulist.net/magazine/the-ocean/on-water-salt-whales-and-the-black-atlantics
https://thefunambulist.net/magazine/the-ocean/on-water-salt-whales-and-the-black-atlantics
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2010.543391
https://doi.org/10.1191/0967550704ab014oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2015.1025252
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/06/15/theorizing-black-scholars-differs-white-western-academic-standards-no-less-valid
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/06/15/theorizing-black-scholars-differs-white-western-academic-standards-no-less-valid
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/360215088

	Abstract
	Love and hip-hop
	Two turntables and a mic (Yolanda’s backstory)
	The focus of the politics course (Yolanda)
	The racial literacy remix (Yolanda)
	Doing the “1, 2 step” (aka experiencing the course; Jordan and Karen)

	Why use letter writing (the epistolary) to dig into the crates? (Jordan and Karen)
	The epistolary as more than just a survival site (Jordan and Karen)

	Digging in the crates (aka creating and sharing the letters; Jordan and Karen)
	Karen’s racial literacy remix: “white ain’t right, vol. 1” (aka Karen’s letter)
	Going back into the crates: Jordan’s “new world order” racial literacy remix epistolary response to Karen’s “white ain’t right, vol. 1” (Jordan)
	Reviewing the racial literacy remixes: data analysis (Jordan and Karen)
	Unpacking “white ain’t right, vol. 1”: data analysis (Karen)
	“New world order”: data analysis (Jordan)

	Closing the crates until next time (aka the conclusion and thoughts for future work; Jordan, Karen, and Yolanda)
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References

