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Abstract 

As the field of critical participatory action research (CPAR) with youth (YPAR) 

(Morrell, 2004; Torre, Fine, Stoudt, & Fox, 2011) becomes firmly established in the 

milieu of critical pedagogy, it is incumbent upon educational researchers to continue to 

investigate and uncover nuance in CPAR as a social practice. This study resists the 

temptation to become a CPAR “victory narrative,” and instead foregrounds the 

contradictions, contestations, and emergent crises that are inherent in positioning 

marginalized youth as critical researchers. This critical ethnographic (Madison, 2005) 

study is situated in the context of a community–school–university partnership where high 

school youth of African descent participated in a college course taught at an African-

centered (Mazama, 2003) community-based organization in St. Paul, Minnesota, called 

Network for the Development of Children of African Descent (NdCAD). The study 

explores the development of CPAR as a pedagogical and methodological practice while 

being informed by the cultural and educational environment of NdCAD. 

This dissertation uses mediated discourse analysis (Norris & Jones, 2005a; 

Scollon, 2001) as an analytical tool to theorize various perspectives regarding 

participation. Specifically, it addresses whether or not CPAR is inherently participatory 

and how pedagogy can both encourage and limit participation within CPAR. The study 

theorizes the concept of “participatory subjectivity,” or a way of being that recognizes 

benefit in the coalescence of individuality and collectivity as a vital, yet elusive, 

destination for youth engaged in collective research. Participatory subjectivity remained 

elusive for the youth in this study as they transitioned their research away from collective 
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action on a community issue to more introspective inquiry that addressed the 

development of their personal worldviews. This shift in perspective complicates the ways 

in which CPAR is traditionally imagined, thus challenging researchers to gain clarity 

about what constitutes CPAR. Finally, this dissertation situates CPAR conducted with 

youth of African descent in the United States as a liberatory project that combats the 

historical trajectory of black education as a tool for the perpetual subservience of 

communities of African descent to the whim of structural white supremacy.  
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CHAPTER	  ONE	  

From	  Crisis	  to	  Self-‐Determination	  

We are the hands that clench together to not be broken. We are the voices that 
creep in the middle of the night that can’t be ignored. We are the minds that think 
of at least one more outcome than expected. We are the bodies who aren’t broken, 
just bent. We are the hearts that will always have the will to carry on. We are the 
eyes that squint to see just a little bit farther. We are our knowledge as well as our 
ignorance. There is too much left to learn. We are a family that speaks out for 
those who don’t have a strong enough voice to speak for themselves. We are a 
better change in the world. We are forming our ideas about the world. We are 
asking questions, and then asking more questions about the answers we receive. 
We are everyone—you, me, everyone. We are the change you are looking for. 
There are problems that we are forever changing. We are the Uhuru Youth 
Scholars 

Uhuru Youth Scholars, 2013 

This statement was collectively authored, which entailed each of us writing a few 

sentences answering the question, “Who are the Uhuru Youth Scholars?” Creating this 

statement was one of the final activities of a 9-month journey that placed six teenaged 

youth and a graduate student of education (me) in relationship with each other at an 

African-centered family education center in St. Paul, Minnesota, called Network for the 

Development of Children of African Descent1 (NdCAD). The name of the program—

“Uhuru Youth Scholars”—draws on the Kiswahili term uhuru, which translates to 

“freedom.” Using the term uhuru in the name of the program signifies that freedom is 

inseparable from education. Uhuru also stands as a metaphor for the journey envisioned 

                                                
1 I am not using a pseudonym for Network for the Development of Children of African 
Descent in this dissertation. As a community-engaged researcher, I recognize that this 
research belongs to the organization as much as it belongs to me. I have included this 
rationale as part of my IRB proposal to use the real name of the organization. 
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during the creation of the program. As individuals we were a mixed bag; probably as 

mixed as any other group of people brought together through random circumstance. 

However, as a collective we had a common thread of searching and transitioning among 

us. Each of the youth were high school seniors approaching an unknown and dramatically 

different immediate future. I was also approaching a similarly unknown future as I 

transitioned to the final phase of my doctoral program, although a significant aspect of 

forming this collective2 was to explore my future educational endeavors. Thus, the young 

people whose experiences are documented in this study took what Erickson (1987), 

referring to all education, described as a “leap of faith” that inherently included trust in 

my “authority” as an educator and a researcher, but also risk. He writes, “In pedagogy it 

is essential that the teacher and students establish and maintain trust in each other at the 

edge of risk” (Howard van Ness, cited by Erickson, 1987, p. 344). The risk that 

continually confronted us is a major theme in the pages that follow. For the trust that was 

a precursor to the risk, I am forever grateful to these young people. As part of our work 

together we self-published a text called Finding Our Lens (Network for the Development 

of Children of African Descent, 2013). The collective statement above was part of the 

book, as are the “about me” statements, authored by each of the youth and spread 

throughout this chapter, which provide more insight into their complex identities than I 

could ever accomplish through my own descriptions.  

Crisis is a recurring theme throughout this dissertation. I situate crisis as both a 

current myth with regard to the education of black youth and, perhaps counterintuitively, 

                                                
2 The collaborative development of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program is covered in 
more detail in Chapter 5. 
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an inevitable destination for my work.3 In this chapter I interrogate the term crisis, as I 

believe it has been incorrectly applied to describe the current state of black education in 

the U.S. A quick search of educational databases using the phrase “black AND education 

AND crisis” turns up a plethora of articles articulating the many variations of crisis in 

black education dealing with graduation rates, matriculation to post-secondary education, 

gender inequality, poverty, and access to education resources, among others. These 

educational scholars are typically correct in their findings, and there does need to be 

urgency in addressing educational inequity. The scholars taking up the “crisis discourse” 

are most likely those with the highest levels of commitment to the liberation of black 

youth. However, crisis discourse brings with it histories and assumptions that can prevent 

us from looking at black education in its totality.  

Crisis entails incommensurability. States of crisis demand radical shifts in actions 

and modes of consciousness as a response to conditions and mutually exclusive positions 

that can no longer coexist as equal in a social space (Bourdieu, 1997). Crises are social 

constructions, meaning that perceptions of them are fluid depending upon the social 

actors involved in naming them. In this chapter I describe how my individual crisis of 

identity as a critical black educator, coming to recognize the mutually exclusive 

relationship between my commitments to liberation and my practice as a public school 

teacher, led to a realization of the myth of black education as being in a state of crisis.  

This dissertation is situated in an attempt to reconcile my commitments with the 

nefarious realities of educational constructs that are designed to maintain the status quo 

                                                
3 Chapter 3 describes crisis as a destination for both my pedagogical and methodological 
conceptions of research. 
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of social hierarchy. Ironically, as this study unfolded, the generative consequences of 

actual (not mythical) crises proved to be a necessity for the identity transformation that 

Kumashiro (2002) describes as being inherent to learning. These crises became more 

apparent as I tried to reconcile the incommensurability of education as currently practiced 

with education as “the practice of freedom” (hooks, 1994). 

Pursuing	  a	  Practice	  of	  Freedom:	  A	  Story	  of	  Teaching	  and	  Learning	  

I have always wondered why am I here and where have I come from. Many of the 
answers I received were not what I was expecting. I hate words because I barely use 
them; I like words because each one is a key to further my understanding. I got too used 
to defining these words; immediate answers are what I came to expect of books and 
anyone older than me. This is why the varying responses I received for my questioning 
were a confusing let down. Who am I and where am I? I am an upright animal living on a 
big rock tethered to a ball of fire. I simplified yet another concept, but this time it felt 
hollow. How can something so vast and crazy be belittled? I'm interested in science and 
as a result, I wanted to know how everything works. Why aren't I writing a paper on the 
theory of relativity? This is because I was told to write about myself. I don't know where 
to start outside of “I hate talking about myself.” I am [Will], still in high school with no 
clue what to aspire to be. “College is where you must go if you want to be successful.” I 
guess that's where I'm going. Who doesn't want to have a place to stay with food to eat? I 
wish I would shoot higher, but that's how I see it. There are people here and there that 
succeeded without college, but I don't know how they did it; do you? From what I see, the 
only alternative is to educate yourself through first hand experience. I did not have the 
time, contacts, or motivation; so that road was not all too clear. I'm beginning to doubt 
that the road was ever meant to be clear. 

Will, Uhuru Youth Scholar4 
 

This dissertation derives from a critical sociocultural (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 

2007) framework that establishes each of us as historical beings who are shaped by 

conscious and unconscious, lived and historical realities that are perpetually contesting 

the social, economic, and political structures to which we are subjected. Much of this 

                                                
4 The Uhuru Youth Scholars gave themselves pseudonyms for this dissertation. 
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writing speculates how this constant negotiation, situated in asymmetrical relations of 

power, leads to spaces of possibility, particularly by coming to understand how 

limitations to possibility remain submerged in intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 

institutional relationships. This is also a story of teaching and learning. Freire (2005) 

writes: 

Learning and seeking—to which necessarily are joined teaching and knowing, 

which in turn can’t ignore freedom, which is not a gift but is, rather, something 

indispensible and necessary, a sine qua non for which we must fight incessantly—

make up part of our way of being in the world. And it is exactly because we are 

programmed but not predetermined, because we are conditioned but, at the same 

time, conscious of the conditioning, that we become fit to fight for freedom as a 

process and not as an endpoint. (p. 124) 

Freire merges education as the “practice of freedom” with a sociocultural perspective that 

describes how we are both constantly shaping and being shaped by our social worlds, 

although not in equal measure. This embedded paradox—a precondition for crisis— 

certainly comes across in each of the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ writings, as it does 

throughout this dissertation. And being that I am both an author and a subject of this 

work, it is incumbent that I present my own historical construction as an educator who 

came to believe that education must be the practice of freedom.  
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My	  Reckoning:	  How	  I	  Came	  to	  Know	  Who	  I	  Be5	  

What is there about me that I should tell? The way I blame some people for how I failed, I 
try to succeed and be strong, this young woman who tries not to let labels make me who I 
am. I grew up wise to raise myself, no real parents to help my road, my family means a 
lot to me, but at the end of the day I'm all I see. My facial expressions are wild 
sometimes, I use them to hide my lies. These worries in life are kind of tough, but I just 
tell myself to never give up even when times get rough. 

AJ, Uhuru Youth Scholar 
 

My journey to be-coming a teacher has been a perpetual inquiry into my being—

in other words, “who I be?”. This question, for educators, is of vital importance, because 

who we be is impacted by the competing ideas of who we are supposed to be. There are 

multidirectional pulls from those we are answerable to (youth, parents, administrators, 

politicians, colleagues, communities, ourselves) and who they want or need us to be. As a 

young math teacher in Philadelphia’s racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically 

segregated school district, I immediately felt the strain of competing perceptions of who I 

was supposed to be while teaching in an all-black school. As I struggled daily to equip 

my high school students with the math skills I knew they would need in order to navigate 

post-secondary institutions, I could not help but feel as though I was fighting in vain to 

reach many of my students who had long since recognized the inequality and antagonism 

present in a system that saw them as unworthy. As a young black teacher, I tried to 

demonstrate to my students that I “had their back,” but in many ways I was a walking 

contradiction. I was a black male who had “made it,” and then decided to return and show 

others how to “make it.” However, I was simultaneously part of the solution and part of 

                                                
5 This section tracing my experience as an educator contains excerpts from Finding Our 
Lens (2013). 
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the problem because I had to answer to the very systems and people who looked down on 

my students with disdain. What I did not understand, then, was that showing my students 

how to “make it” was not my charge.  

Ironically, it was not until I moved to Minnesota and began teaching in a more 

racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse school in St. Paul (although “ability” 

tracking6 served to internally recreate similar segregation) that I began to recognize my 

embodied contradiction. It was as though teaching in a segregated school in Philly helped 

disguise the ways I would come to be read by my Minnesotan students, many of whom 

did not share my ethnoracial identity. In other words, I began to recognize that I was 

being read in multiple and often competing ways. As a result, I started to codeswitch7 as a 

teacher depending upon who was in my classroom. It was not only with my students but 

also with parents, fellow faculty, and administrators that I would adapt and morph into 

what my interlocutors needed me to be. For my students of color who were tracked into 

remedial classes, I embodied nurture and empathy, a coach/cheerleader spirit fueled by 

social justice, and sometimes strictness through high expectations, though other times 

through frustration. For my high-achieving, culturally mainstreamed (whitestreamed) 

students, I embodied a “business-as-usual” teacher ethos, with dashes of humor and 

                                                
6 “Ability” tracking is the homogenous grouping of students into classrooms based on 
their perceived “ability” to perform certain academic skills. Often, tracking policies serve 
to create ethnic, racial, and social class segregation within otherwise diverse schools 
(Hilliard, 1995). 
7 Codeswitching (Young, Barrett, Young-Rivera, & Lovejoy, 2013) is the act of changing 
patterns of social interaction in order to assimilate to cultural norms of communication in 
one’s immediate environment. It is often suggested that racially and ethnically 
minoritized groups learn to codeswitch as a skill that will allow them to access spaces 
dominated by white, middle-class norms (e.g., schools, places of business), while still 
maintaining cultural integrity in their home communities.  
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levity. For my fellow teachers, I embodied a frustrated math teacher, trying to do new and 

exciting things, but continually being bogged down by the demands of the technical 

rationalizations of math education while continuing to advocate for students of color. 

And for administrators, I embodied the humble teacher, willing to take risks and try new 

things, but knowing not to push the system too hard as to cause waves. The 5 years I 

spent as a chameleon teaching junior high school math in Minnesota was ultimately too 

much for me to sustain under conditions that tore at my spirit. I decided to leave the 

classroom, return to graduate school, and reboot. 

As an African American teacher trying to navigate the entrenched regularities of 

an education system that has historically disserved students of African descent (Horsford, 

2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Woodson, 1933/1990), I harkened back to W.E.B. DuBois’ 

(1903/1986) depiction of seeing through a veil in an attempt to reconcile the embodied 

double-consciousness of being black in the U.S. DuBois poignantly writes, “One ever 

feels his two-ness, - an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 

strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it 

from being torn asunder” (p. 8). DuBois’s theorization of double-consciousness is 

particularly relevant to my and others’ attempts to educate for social justice amidst the 

surge of neoliberal education policies that have dominated education discourse in the last 

two decades (Lipman, 2011). The contradiction of my mere existence in the system 

would not allow me to have internal peace with the seemingly irreconcilable forces at 

play.  
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Scholars since DuBois have drawn from his notion of double-consciousness 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Fanon, 1952), often renaming it and applying it across ethnoracial 

groups, which speaks to its generative, explanatory power concerning the human 

condition. DuBois described the particular workings of double-consciousness as a means 

to uncover the psychological survival mechanisms of black people in the U.S. However, 

these competing selves are not limited to people of African descent. The perpetual 

siphoning of the self to meet the demands placed upon us is a human experience. To be 

clear, not all people experience double-consciousness to the same degree, and as West 

(1996) argues, a close reading of Malcolm X’s life suggests that even among black folks 

double-consciousness is more prevalent for those of us attempting to penetrate spaces of 

white domination looking for some form of access, acceptance, and reconciliation as 

opposed to the “psychic conversion” that Malcolm demonstrated.  

Yet, no one exists outside of what hooks (2012) calls “imperialist white 

supremacist capitalist patriarchy” (p. 4); thus to some extent, every subject/citizen of 

color in the U.S. is likely to experience this way of seeing and being in the world, 

whether they recognize it or not. DuBois’s (1903/1990) foundational explanation still 

provides the depth of analysis that is needed to repurpose his theory:  

Here in America, in the few days since Emancipation, the black man’s turning 

hither and thither in hesitant and doubtful striving has often made his very 

strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like absence of power, like weakness. And 

yet it is not weakness, - it is the contradiction of double aims. (p. 9)  
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The idea that contradictory double, or rather multi-aims feels like weakness was a 

liberating revelation for me. As a black educator working with black youth, the 

recognition that having to meet multiple and competing goals is inherent to how the field 

of education has been constructed over the previous century opened my eyes to the fact 

that my self-doubt was not entirely a manifestation of my own weakness, but rather the 

fracturing of my being. In other words, I did not know who I be. 

As an African American male entering the teaching profession I was somewhat of 

an anomaly, particularly after I moved to Minnesota. I had yet to develop an 

understanding of myself as a cultural worker (Freire, 2005) or as a cultural-historical 

being in the classroom. Britzman (2003) writes, “Teachers bring to their work their own 

idiomatic school biography, the conflicted history of their own deep investments in and 

ambivalence about what a teacher is and does” (p. 2). Not only did I carry my biography 

with me, manifested through my pedagogy and practice, I carried a conflicted lineage 

comprised of both the systemic subjugation of low-income students of color by 

domineering education systems and the subversive black intellectual tradition attempting 

to fracture those systems. Thus my pedagogy was conflicted and contained multiple and 

competing aims. Without conscious recognition of my fractured pedagogical aims, I was 

engaged in shaping my students into competing versions of themselves. I was preparing 

my students to be able to navigate a system that despised them, but not preparing them to 

transform it. Thus, I was unable to make sense of the resistance that many of my students 

performed in various ways. My lack of clarity with regard to my pedagogical aims 

developed from the competing narratives of my biography, the conditions of teaching to 
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which I was subjected stemming from a social efficiency model (Kliebard, 2004), and the 

systemic marginalization of my students. As a young teacher, unaware of the extent of 

these forces, I attributed my teaching failures, as DuBois suggests, to my weakness as a 

teacher.  

My disposition as an educator was conflicted because of my experience as a 

young person trying to navigate the education system. I had an embodied knowledge that 

stemmed from my experience as one of the few black youth in the schools I attended who 

was tracked into advanced classes. Throughout my primary and secondary education, I 

would see my black friends and peers largely segregated into remedial classrooms. I was 

often told by the adults who nurtured me that this signaled some kind of exceptionality in 

me. However, in my heart I knew that my friends were just as capable as me. In fact, if 

my parents, who were both public school teachers in Philadelphia, had not intervened and 

demanded I be placed in an accelerated track, I would have also been tracked in classes 

below my ability.  

Thus, the experiential knowledge of historical marginalization and recognition of 

attempts to undereducate black students was part of my habitus8 (Bourdieu, 1977) as a 

teacher of black youth. This counterhegemonic knowledge situated me as a subversive 

educator because I actively rejected the systematic remediation of black students. 

Looking back through the lens of double-consciousness allowed me to better understand 

the location of my teaching self amidst the chaos of urban education. In other words, my 

                                                
8 Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus is explored at length in later chapters. A brief 
description of habitus is that it is the set of dispositions accumulated over time, which 
create a basis for what actions we believe are possible in our social worlds. 
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crisis of identity challenged me to see who I was, which then let me know who I be. If 

teachers don’t know who we be, it is almost impossible to help our students understand 

who they be. My work as a teacher, today, is about helping my students know who we all 

be. 

Stumbling	  Through	  Inquiry	  

[Autumn] 
Un-forgiven, spiritual, loyal loving 
Sibling of all of God’s creatures he’s blessed me with 
Lover of the music that flows in my ears and hater of my makeup-less face 
Who feels all the pain and happiness and anyone should 
Who needs to be loved as much as she loves  
Who gives everything more of what she has 
Who fears losing all the people who matter most 
Who would like to see all the things turn out in the end 
Roseville, Minnesota, Africa, Europe, Asia, Brazil 
[Autumn] 

Autumn, Uhuru Youth Scholar 
 

My educational identity crisis ultimately led to my transition from a math teacher, 

working from a largely technical, process-oriented framework, to a sociocultural educator 

concerned with providing a more holistic educational space that transcends strict 

disciplines and logics of linear acquisitions of knowledge. Actively working toward a 

Freirian (1970) approach to education led me to understand that systematic inquiry 

provides the necessary conditions to develop a transformational pedagogical disposition. 

My pedagogy has come to be based on critical participatory action research (CPAR) 

(Torre, Fine, Stoudt, & Fox, 2011), or what is often referred to, interchangeably, as youth 
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participatory action research (YPAR)9 (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). My first experience 

with CPAR happened rather intuitively, without having studied or even hearing the term 

CPAR.  

I was an eighth-grade math teacher in St. Paul, Minnesota. A friend and 

colleague, Roosevelt Mansfield, and I developed an African American male leadership 

program at our school to try to address the academic and disciplinary disparities that we 

were frustrated by as educators of color. We were two of only six staff (out of over 40 

total staff) of African descent in a school with close to 40 percent students of African 

descent (two of us were mainstream classroom teachers; the other four were special 

education teachers or educational assistants mostly designated to work with youth labeled 

EBD10). We officially worked with young men to build social and academic leadership 

skills, but in actuality we provided a space to talk without the pressures of judgment and 

expectations of hypermasculinity. We also helped our students navigate relationships 

with antagonistic teachers and administrators who held an obvious bias (and sometimes 

contempt) toward them. As the program grew over several years, it eventually became 

my homeroom class where we would see these young men every day and have extended 

weekly time to engage in projects.  

                                                
9 I typically use CPAR (with youth) rather than YPAR because there are ways to engage 
in participatory action research that do not question power and hegemony, and thus are 
not critical. I think it is important to explicitly state that the work in which I am engaged 
is overtly political and meant to contest asymmetrical structures of power, although 
others believe YPAR is inherently critical. 
10 EBD, or emotional and behavioral disorder, is a medical diagnosis that has been 
disproportionately applied to low-income youth and youth of African descent (Waitoller, 
Artilles, & Cheney, 2010). EBD classrooms are notorious for pedagogical remediation 
and behavioral rigidity. 
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One spring we attended what one could call a high-stakes standardized test 

cheerleading assembly meant to get the students excited about the weeks of standardized 

tests they were about to take. Needless to say, the assembly did not achieve its goal. 

However, something interesting occurred. The principal, a well-intentioned African 

American woman with commitments to social justice, displayed a graph of the 

“achievement gap” showing the racial disparities in the previous years’ standardized test 

scores. The graph was shown in an attempt to motivate the students at the bottom of the 

gap (African American, Latino, and Native American) to “do better.” I remember being 

quite surprised and somewhat disturbed by such a tactic; however, I was even more 

surprised by my students’ reactions after coming back to homeroom. They were mad and 

embarrassed! They said things like “how she gonna put us on blast like that?” and “she 

tryin’ to say we dumber than the white kids!” I knew that I could not let this emotional 

response go unaddressed, so we engaged in a dialogue about the “achievement gap.”  

It turned out that my students had never really heard much about the term 

achievement gap, and I realized that it was yet another example of how they were 

alienated from their own educational experience by adults who talked about them but 

rarely with them. They were not blind to the situation. They knew that anyone could often 

tell the academic track of a classroom in the school based on the complexion of the 

students in the room, but they had not heard it referred to as an “achievement gap.” The 

next day I brought in some newspaper articles and national data about the “achievement 

gap.” Over the next few days, Roosevelt and I asked them, “Why do you think there is a 

gap?” The students brainstormed ideas, some of which were similar to the material they 
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had just read, but other ideas seemed new, nuanced, or different in tone. We decided to 

spend more time on this issue. My rationale was that if the students had some “stake in 

the game” of how adults thought about their schooling, it might motivate them to be less 

passive and rethink how they responded. 

After looking at the themes that emerged from our brainstorming sessions, the 

students split into teams of 2–3 and began thinking of ways to figure out if their specific 

“cause” of the gap was correct. As a class we decided to interview (with video cameras I 

borrowed from the technology specialist and some that had been donated to me the 

previous year through DonorsChoose.org) other students, parents, teachers, 

administrators, and community members about their perspectives. The students also 

decided to survey their peers and teachers. After several weeks of generating data, while 

continually discussing our findings in class, we had a large amount of qualitative 

(audiovisual) and quantitative (survey) data. As the school year was in its final weeks we 

decided to share our findings with the school community by creating an iMovie. A tech 

specialist from our district was happy to come in and train us in how to make iMovies. 

Each team of students made a 2- to 4-minute segment about their findings, which we then 

compiled into one movie, adding an introduction and a conclusion as a whole group. We 

finished the movie during the final week of school and several staff watched it. We were 

not able to have the entire school watch it, as suggested by my students.  

During the summer I reflected on the process my students had gone through. They 

identified an issue in which they had an emotional and intellectual investment (or what 

Freire (1970) might call “generative themes”); they developed questions and a systematic 
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way to investigate the issue; they generated and analyzed qualitative and quantitative 

data; and they developed a way to disseminate their findings using digital media. I could 

not think of anything else that I would want my students to be able to accomplish in just a 

few months of work. However, what really struck me was a videoclip of one of my 

students, who was struggling academically, interviewing the vice principal of our school 

about racism in the school. The vice principal was asked to articulate what institutional 

racism looked like, which at times, he struggled to do. What I was witnessing was an 

incredible reversal of power, where my student as a researcher/interviewer was 

controlling the educational discourse. As an educator I had never heard of CPAR, and 

when I began my doctoral program I was excited to find that I had stumbled onto a 

pedagogical methodology that was based in a liberatory framework. As I began to see 

other work being done around the country (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Duncan-Andrade, 

2011; Kinloch, 2010; Morrell, 2004), I started to question everything I thought I knew 

about education. But more importantly, I began to question the discourse of the “crisis” in 

the education of black youth. 

Framing	  the	  Study	  

I’m a player 
I’m a heartless person 
I’m a lover 
I’m a friend 
I’m a person child 
I’m a good thinker 
I’m a future 
I’m a hope 
I’m a leader 
I’m an equal justice 
I’m a very hard working person……….. 
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I’m a straight black male but people who don’t know me misjudge me and call me gay, 
sometime I just laugh and make fun of them because they don’t know anything about me 
and it makes me so sad because they never take the time to get to know me well. 
I’m African American, “oh no”………. I guess I’m just an African, because people 
always want to see me different, they laugh at the way I talk, the way I dress, the way I 
read and see things, because I’m black they say I have no dreams, I’m up to no good And 
I will never be who I want to be. They keep some of my friends around to just use them 
and laugh at them,  
Well I’m [Sheekey] and am not a follower I’m not that person who fights so hard to fit in 
with people who don’t like me and what you say about me is not what I’m going be 
I am who I am and life is what I make, not what you say……. 

Sheekey, Uhuru Youth Scholar 
 

Drawing from my powerful experiences with inquiry-based education, I designed 

this dissertation to explore the nuances of inquiry situated in the context of an African-

centered community-based family education center. This dissertation is situated in the 

struggle of people of African descent in the U.S. for educational self-determination. I 

draw from a sociocultural lens to explicate how youth of African descent excavate, 

reconstruct, and produce knowledge in a community-based educational program. I 

examine how critical participatory action research, as pedagogy, mediates the practices, 

participation, and identity development of the youth with whom I worked. This 

dissertation centers on the experience of five high school seniors who enrolled in the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program, which meant they took a year-long course I taught at 

NdCAD. Each had different educational goals—some personal, and some academic—and 

thus had different reasons for enrolling in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. Each of 

the youth, regardless of their academic trajectory toward post-secondary education, 

identified the fact that they could receive college credit through the University of 

Minnesota as a primary reason for enrolling in the program. Nathaniel, an 18-year-old 

African American, grew up in St. Paul, Minnesota. Autumn, a 17-year-old, grew up in a 
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suburb touching St. Paul and is self-described as multiracial. Will, a 19-year-old African 

American young man, had an extremely transitory childhood, moving with his mother 

and younger siblings across multiple states since he can remember. AJ, a 17-year-old 

young woman of mixed race and ethnicity, grew up between Minnesota and California. 

Sheekey, a 20-year-old immigrant from Liberia living in St. Paul, graduated halfway 

through the program, but stayed on as a paid intern while he looked for work and a way 

to continue his education. A sixth youth, Erica, was a 17-year-old biracial young woman 

who decided to drop the course in the second semester because of “family issues,”11 

although Autumn suggested it was more related to feelings of alienation in the class. 

While Erica’s experience warrants further exploration, she is not a focal participant in 

this study.  

Conclusion:	  Mapping	  the	  Journey	  

My name is Nathaniel. They call me the Space Ranger cause I'm reaching for the sky till I 
die. I'm a Black activist who is a part of the Twinz Citizens crew we do what we wanna 
do just trying to have fun and succeed in every way. Soon to be a Chef going to be 
serving up the chef's special. I just speak my mind and stick up for what i think is right. 
They call me the underground rap specialist I'm always trying to better myself in 
everything i do. We don't accept anything but the best. I'm a part of the Wizdom crew 
[Nathaniel] is always with the right people. I think that this class just changed the way I 
view things in an african standpoint. [My family] clan originated from the Ivory Coast 
we are African scholars and warriors if back in the old days they called on [my family] 
clan for everything that's what runs in my veins and when you're around me your life will 
change. <(-_-)>  
And I always tell my people to stay strong. 

Nathaniel, Uhuru Youth Scholar 
 

                                                
11 Erica’s participation in the program was inconsistent and will not factor into much of 
this analysis. Although I would have liked to further explore why her experience 
appeared to be marginal, I did not have the time and resources to do so. 
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In the chapters that follow I move back and forth between micro-, meso-, and 

macro-analyses of social practice, to make meaning of the experiences of the youth I 

taught and engaged with as co-researchers. This analysis is not meant to be a 

congratulatory pat on the back; rather, if I am going to take this work seriously, it is 

incumbent upon me to understand the limitations and problematic aspects of my practice 

within the spectrum of critical education. At the same time, I understand this work as 

existing within antagonistic structures and conditions that are intentionally designed to 

thwart any attempt toward a liberatory educational framework. The following chapters 

attempt to balance an analysis of social practice within a broader structural critique. 

Beginning with Chapter 2, I situate my dissertation by framing “the myth of crisis” in 

black education. Barthes (1972) defines myth as “a system of communication … it is a 

message” (p. 109). I explore how Barthes’s analysis of myth as a semiological system 

that people hold as an unquestioned and unexamined truth becomes apparent when 

applied to the discourse of crisis in education. Chapter 3 outlines my conception of what 

it means to do community-engaged research. I describe my research methodology by 

aligning critical ethnography with CPAR, situating them within the context of my 

pedagogy as a researcher/educator working toward crisis as a destination. Chapter 4 

develops further context for this dissertation by describing the history of NdCAD through 

sociocultural and geosemiotic perspectives. It also provides an overview of African-

centered education, which is a significant aspect of my conceptual framework. Chapter 5 

describes the process of establishing the Uhuru Youth Scholars program and provides 

biographical information about the study’s focal participants. Chapter 6 uses mediated 
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discourse analysis (Norris & Jones, 2005a) to interrogate the assumption that CPAR is 

inherently participatory. I analyze how participation had to be developed and illustrate 

practices and identities among the youth that limited the participatory nature of the work. 

Chapter 7 explores the generative aspects of participation, using Rogoff’s (1995) 

theorization of participation occurring on multiple planes (intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

institutional). The chapter highlights the youths’ practice with qualitative interviewing as 

a mediating factor in identity formation. Chapter 8 analyzes how efforts toward further 

participatory alignment were connected to the emergence of a more introspective form of 

research that interrogated how the youth came to understand their worldviews. Finally, 

Chapter 9 explicates my theorization of “participatory subjectivity” as a necessary, yet 

elusive, understanding of participation, along with implications for critical educators. 

Chapter 9 also provides a vision for the future of this work, by connecting CPAR to 

alternative epistemologies. I contextualize the potential for youth of African descent to 

develop identities as critical researchers and black intellectuals within the asymmetrical 

power structures of the U.S.  

 The overarching themes that bind each of the chapters together are the 

contestation between the historical and contemporary oppressive structures of black 

education and attempts to engage in more liberatory forms of education using a 

dialectical analysis of crisis. I situate CPAR as having liberatory potential within the 

struggle over black education, yet CPAR is not the focal element of my analysis, but 

rather the substance that fills and shapes the educational space. My focus in this analysis 

is on the social practices of teaching and learning through the lens of participation. 
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Participation in its various forms, both limiting and generative, emerged as the central 

element of this dissertation.  
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CHAPTER	  TWO	  

The	  Myth	  of	  Crisis	  in	  Black	  Education	  

Any realistic analysis of the current state of black education in the U.S. makes it 

quite apparent why so many are tempted to describe it as a crisis. Levels of failure are 

rampant; there is obvious racial disparity in who takes accelerated courses and in school 

discipline, standardized test scores, and graduation rates. Minnesota has one of the largest 

black–white graduation gaps in the nation (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). In the 

city of St. Paul, low-income white youth are scoring at similar levels to those of 

economically secure black youth on traditional measures of academic achievement 

(Pope-Kamanda, 2013). However, as I suggested in the previous chapter, to describe this 

current state of black education as a crisis can lead to short-sighted reform efforts that 

seek to eliminate surface-level disparity (e.g., standardized test scores, graduation rates), 

but not structural racialized mechanisms for how we educate all youth, particularly those 

who are the descendents of enslaved Africans. In this chapter I describe how the 

discourse of crisis in black education today (1) denies the structural permanence of 

miseducation, by tracing several historical moments in black education, and (2) pretends 

that popular neoliberal reform efforts are commensurate with racial equity, while 

ignoring historical desires for self-determination in black education. Finally, I develop a 

premise, within which I situate this dissertation, that recognizes mutual exclusion in the 

liberation of black people and contemporary approaches to educate black youth, while 

attempting to move toward a self-determined agenda for black education.  
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The dictionary definition1 of crisis begins to shed light on the dangers of its 

misuse:  

1a: the turning point for better or worse in an acute disease or fever 

b: a paroxysmal attack of pain, distress, or disordered function 

c: an emotionally significant event or radical change of status in a person’s life <a 

midlife crisis> 

2: the decisive moment (as in a literary plot) 

3a: an unstable or crucial time or state of affairs in which a decisive change is 

impending; especially: one with the distinct possibility of a highly undesirable 

outcome <a financial crisis> 

b: a situation that has reached a critical phase <the environmental crisis> 

Each of these connotations of “crisis” carries problematic assumptions when applied to 

black education. The idea of a “crisis” as a “turning point” or “radical shift” denotes a 

time when the crisis did not exist, or a pre-crisis period. Other connotations suggest that 

crisis describes a state that is “highly undesirable.” And while the state of black education 

today is highly undesirable, I challenge educational scholars to point to a period when the 

state of black education in the U.S. was desirable.  

Herein lies the crux of the issue. “Crisis” assumes temporality; a period of 

normality or desirability that is then disrupted and made undesirable. A synchronic, or 

snapshot, analysis of black education allows for the use of the term crisis because in its 

                                                
1 Retrieved from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crisis 
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temporal state it is highly undesirable as compared to some assumed previous state. 

However, unless we understand black education in the U.S. through both synchronic and 

diachronic analyses (Giddens, 1979; Gutierrez & Stone, 2000), as a series of struggles 

over time against structural white supremacy (Anderson, 1988; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

1995), we are likely to fall into short-sighted fixes or reforms that only address the 

symptoms of black miseducation rather than the root causes. Though 

synchronic/diachronic analyses have typically been used at a micro-practice level in the 

fields of linguistics and literacy, they can be useful in framing the sociocultural macro-

practices of racial policy and education. Giddens (1979) suggests that even as synchronic 

analyses are used to analyze a snapshot, contending that synchronic analyses are devoid 

of time is incorrect. Even snapshots of social interaction contain elements of time. 

However, Giddens goes on to say that synchronic analyses alone cannot document 

patterns because “any patterns of interaction that exist are situated in time; only when 

examined over time do they form ‘patterns’ at all” [emphasis in original] (p. 202). Hence, 

there exists the necessity of incorporating diachronic analyses that can actually give 

meaning to each synchronic moment and reveal patterns, traditions, or the development 

of hegemony. If we begin to look diachronically at black education, the emergence of 

patterns and hegemony become quite obvious. This is the working of myth in crisis; 

through synchronic analyses alone, our taken-for-granted temporal assumptions of crisis 

can prevent even the most well-intentioned education reformers from asking questions 

that address structural issues. 
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Black	  Education	  in	  the	  U.S.	  	  

To demonstrate my contention that black education cannot be described as being 

in a current state of crisis, I did a brief diachronic analysis of black education from 

enslavement through today, using critical race theory (CRT) (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; 

Crenshaw, 1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings 

& Tate, 1995) as  

an important intellectual and social tool for deconstruction, reconstruction, and 

construction: deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, 

reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just 

relations of power. (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 9)  

While it is impossible to do a thorough tracing of black education in the U.S. in its 

entirety in this space, highlighting some significant moments suffices to demonstrate the 

trajectory of state-sanctioned approaches to black education, and black responses to those 

approaches. Perhaps the most obvious place to begin is with the absolute denial of any 

formalized access to education in the South and much of the North during the period of 

African enslavement.2 The infamous “anti-literacy laws” are still part of the African 

American oral tradition, but in my experience, few people (of any race or ethnic 

background) have actually read these laws. Williams (2007) documents several of these 

state statutes from the mid-19th century: 

Louisiana 

                                                
2 While numerous moments of state-sanctioned approaches to black education predate 
this starting point, going all the way back to Thomas Jefferson’s proposal to the 
legislature of Virginia in 1787, the first serious considerations of black education in the 
South came during the 19th century (Anderson, 1988).  
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Acts Passed at the Second Session of the Ninth Legislature of the State of 

Louisiana, 

January 4th, 1830 

…. Section I. Be it enacted … That whosoever shall write, print, publish, or 

distribute any thing having a tendency to produce discontent among the free 

coloured population of the state, or insubordination among the slaves therein, 

should on conviction thereof … be sentenced to imprisonment at hard labour for 

life or suffer death at the discretion of the court. (p. 204) 

Louisiana’s statute makes clear the severity of this act, and the lengths the state was 

willing to go to maintain its racial order, regardless of one’s condition of being free or 

enslaved. Ironically, these laws were targeted at the white population of the state (for the 

purpose of denigrating black liberation), suggesting that there had to be an intentional 

maintenance of the racial hierarchy that actively contested any tendencies by whites 

against dehumanization.  

However, other laws specifically targeted people of African descent. Consider this 

law from Mississippi: 

Code of Mississippi, Article 3, Section 2, 1823 

All meetings or assemblies of Slaves, or free negroes, or mulattoes, mixing and 

associating with such slaves above the number of five, at any place of public 

resort, or at any meeting house or houses, in the night, or at any school or schools, 

for teaching them reading or writing, either in the day or night, under whatsoever 

pretext, shall be deemed and considered an unlawful assembly, and any Justice of 
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the Peace, county or corporation … may issue his warrant … to inflict corporal 

punishment on the offender or offenders … not exceeding thirty-nine lashes. (p. 

205) 

The interesting aspect of this law is not only the forbidding of educational practices, but 

also the forbidding of collaborative educational spaces. If we read the messages 

contained in these two examples, out of numerous others, a logic begins to emerge that 

goes beyond simply not wanting black folks to read and write. What emerges is a legal 

restriction to the beginnings of a critical type of education that has the goals of producing 

“discontent” and “insubordination,” often accomplished through collaboration between 

people of African descent with different social and economic standings. These laws 

remained on the books until the end of legal enslavement in the South. 

 Out of the legal enslavement of people of African descent during the period of 

Reconstruction came the first attempts to develop a formalized education system for 

black folks in the South. Ironically, DuBois (1935/1992), in his voluminous study of the 

period of Reconstruction, suggests that “it was [the black labor class’s] demand that was 

the effective force for the establishment of the public school in the South on a permanent 

basis, for all people and all classes” (p. 641). However, the establishment of this system 

was a precarious one. Watkins (2001) poignantly documents the development of black 

schools in his text, The White Architects of Black Education. Watkins traces the creation 

of black vocational schools and schools of higher education during this period and asserts 

that Northern white philanthropy and Southern administration served to create an 
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educational structure based on black subservience and the maintenance of the raced and 

classed social hierarchy. Watkins writes:  

[E]ducation, that is, schooling, in the modern corporate-industrial society has 

emerged as central to state political and ideological management. Political and 

ideological management involves ideation, which in this context means the 

imparting and reinforcement of ideas and values that support the current 

economic and social order. (p. 9)  

Watkins describes the period of Reconstruction in the U.S. as the major period in the 

establishment of schooling as a prime inductor of the masses (of all racial groups) into 

the logics of a corporate-industrial order.  

The concurrence of black emancipation from slavery and the national 

establishment of mass public education provided the necessary conditions for an illusory 

benevolence to permit black education to be a pathway to even more entrenched 

subservience. Watkins (2001) suggests:  

As the industrialists involved themselves in educating minorities, they inherited 

safe ideological antecedents on which to build. That framework came not only 

from the missionary societies, but also from other civic-minded groups. The 

reform and charity movements contributed to this body of safe reform, that is, 

reform without revolt. (p. 15)  

This patronizing and paternalistic structural foundation for black education was 

antithetical to the desires of the formerly enslaved, who “viewed literacy and formal 

education as means to liberation and freedom” (Anderson, 1988, p. 17). DuBois 
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(1935/1992) agreed that the establishment of black schools was meant to deter revolt; 

however, he explains this as a positive outcome that prevented the black masses from 

“rush(ing) into revolt and vengeance and play(ing) into the hands of those determined to 

crush [them]” (p. 667). DuBois ironically credits Northern philanthropists for helping to 

create a basic structure that allowed for the development of black educators. DuBois 

contends that Southern whites were ultimately to blame for the reality of black education 

in the South maintaining black denigration and economic subservience.  

 Regardless of who was to blame, the consensus among preceding and 

contemporary black educational scholars such as DuBois, Woodson, Anderson, Watkins, 

and Williams is that black masses in the South (where the vast majority of people of 

African descent resided prior to northern migration) were subjected to intentionally poor 

education for the purpose of maintaining “imperialist white supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy” (hooks, 2012). The post-Reconstruction status of black education in the South 

brought to fruition the desires of the architects to maintain racial supremacy via 

substandard schooling. The reality of the role schools played in maintaining the social 

order became a central site of struggle for the movements that would follow in the 

coming decades. The Niagara Movement, which was a precursor to the NAACP, 

consisting of black male professionals and intellectuals, incorporated the transformation 

of black education into its platform, as described in this excerpt of a speech delivered by 

DuBois after the group convened in 1905:   

We want our children educated. The school system in the country districts of the 

South is a disgrace and in few towns and cities are the Negro schools what they 
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ought to be. We want the national government to step in and wipe out illiteracy in 

the South. Either the United States will destroy ignorance or ignorance will 

destroy the United States. And when we call for education we mean real 

education. We believe in work. We ourselves are workers, but work is not 

necessarily education. Education is the development of power and ideal. We want 

our children trained as intelligent human beings should be, and we will fight for 

all time against any proposal to educate black boys and girls simply as servants 

and under-lings, or simply for the use of other people. They have a right to know, 

to think, to aspire. (DuBois, 1906/1995, p. 368) 

DuBois’s statement outlines an educational vision that was (while contested by some 

such as Booker T. Washington) prevalent among communities of African descent since 

their arrival to North America. It serves as an indictment of the entrenched mendacity 

through which educational leaders have maintained dual systems of education based on 

race and social class to maintain economic hierarchy. Anderson (1988) argues that “both 

(systems) were fundamental American conceptions of society and progress, occupied the 

same time and space, were fostered by the same governments, and usually were 

embraced by the same leaders” (p. 1). Thus the intentionality through which these 

systems continue to be maintained becomes obvious.  

Miseducation:	  Fractured	  Systems,	  Fractured	  Aims,	  Competing	  Outcomes	  

 Although the masses of people of African descent in the U.S. were subjected to a 

dual state-sanctioned education system for the purpose of reifying the social order, black 

communities always had formal and informal mechanisms for educating each other, 
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which were maintained in spite of the poor quality of public education (Williams, 2005). 

Yet, as Carter G. Woodson (1933/1990) explicated in The Mis-Education of the Negro, 

these official and unofficial fractured systems of education produced an overall 

dichotomy in the educational desires of black people. Woodson suggests that the 

competition for status among “educated” black people sometimes trumped the overall 

desire for black liberation through a learned self-deprecating notion of what blackness 

represented.  

Simultaneously, the vast majority of people of African descent were relegated to 

minimal education, vocational learning, and low levels of literacy. The only constant that 

permeated black education from southern segregated schools to northern universities was 

the omission or degradation of the black experience. Still, a critical black intellectual 

tradition was maintained largely through spirituality and community organizing rather 

than through schooling. Woodson suggests that black education leaders did not have the 

clarity of purpose that white leaders did with regard to black education, resulting in a lack 

of control over the curricula that drove educational endeavors. He writes:  

An observer from the outside of the situation naturally inquires why the Negroes, 

many of whom serve their race as teachers, have not changed this program. These 

teachers, however, are powerless. Negroes have no control over their education 

and have little voice in their other affairs pertaining thereto…. The education of 

the Negroes, then, the most important thing in the uplift of the Negroes, is almost 

entirely in the hands of those who have enslaved them and now segregate them. 

(p. 22) 
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Woodson’s contention illustrates the dilemma faced by black communities vying for 

power; however, he does little to account for the agency of black teachers.  

The powerlessness and lack of control that black communities had over their 

education from a macro-level remained relatively constant throughout the early 20th 

century and made critical forms of education for the purpose of social transformation 

nearly impossible to achieve. Yet, from a micro-level perspective, classroom teachers 

often engaged in a political form of education meant to equip black youth with an 

understanding of how to survive and maneuver effectively through their shifting and 

complex social environments.   

With the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, Supreme Court 

decision that outlawed de jure racialized school segregation came a glimmer of hope that 

people of African descent might finally attain a semblance of equal educational footing. 

However, the celebration of the end of the violence of formalized segregation was short-

lived, as it became obvious that school desegregation would not result in any acquisition 

of power toward black self-determination within the public education system. In fact, as 

numerous Brown decision scholars (Bell, 2004; Guinier, 2006; Horsford, 2011; Morris, 

2008; Ogletree, 2004) suggest, the decision may have effectively left black communities 

even more devoid of institutional power. Hilliard (1995) writes, “After the (Brown) 

decision, it became clear that the complex system of privilege and oppression was far 

more intractable” (p. 145). Hilliard outlined new technologies of oppression that grew out 

of the Brown decision’s desegregation guidelines: 

1. An applied pseudoscience of mental measurement emerged in the schools.…  
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2. Systems of “ability” tracking emerged.…  

3. The number of African American teachers and administrators … declined in 

southern states.3 

4. New and degrading euphemisms for African American and other cultural 

minority children have emerged… “culturally deprived children,” “culturally 

disadvantaged children.”… 

5. Cosmetic changes in the schools’ curricula have been implemented…. With 

few exceptions, fundamental curriculum revisions have not been carried out 

by those who are qualified to do so. (p. 145) 

bell hooks’s (1994) personal experience through this dramatic desegregation 

process is illustrative of the consequences of the resulting shift in educational paradigms: 

School changed utterly with racial integration.4 Gone was the messianic zeal to 

transform our minds and beings that had characterized teachers and their 

pedagogical practices in our all-black schools. Knowledge was suddenly about 

information only. It had no relation to how one lived, behaved. It was no longer 

connected to antiracist struggle. Bussed to white schools, we soon learned that 

obedience, and not a zealous will to learn, was what was expected of us…. We 

left a world where teachers believed that to educate black children rightly would 

                                                
3 The percentages of black teachers and administrators are just beginning to return to the 
pre-Brown levels after over half a century (Horsford, 2011).  
4 While hooks uses the term “integration,” most foundational Brown v. Board scholars 
(Bell, 2004; Guinier, 2006; Horsford, 2011) suggest that “desegregation” is a more 
accurate term due to the unidirectional movement of black students to white schools with 
the maintenance of a white power structure.  
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require a political commitment…. For black children, education was no longer 

about the practice of freedom. Realizing this, I lost my love of school. (p. 3) 

hooks illustrates the limitations of technical approaches to education that effectively 

depoliticize (or rather seemingly depoliticize) the practice of teaching. She makes clear 

the political stance that her black teachers embedded in their practice, while speaking to 

the emotional connection she had to learning—the “love” that she lost when school was 

disconnected from her lived reality. While the maintenance of racial segregation in U.S. 

public schools during Jim Crow resulted in the disproportionate distribution of 

educational resources and power at an institutional level, hooks’s suggestion that the 

actual classroom practices of teachers were more critical and culturally relevant in 

segregated schools speaks to the continued desire for a form of black education that was 

political in nature, with goals of personal and societal transformation.  

In the nearly 60 years since the Brown decision, more struggles have ensued over 

multicultural curriculum, ethnic studies, the control of teachers’ unions, the effectual re-

segregation of public schools, and, most recently, vouchers, charter schools, high-stakes 

standardized tests, and state standards. The question still remains: When was the non-

crisis period of formalized black public education in the U.S.? Through a synchronic 

analysis of each period covered above, every era could have been conceived of (and 

typically was conceived of) as a moment of “crisis” in black education. However, a 

diachronic analysis suggests that each historical moment in black education suffers from 

the same structural problems stemming from (1) the economic necessity of black 

miseducation, (2) the lack of control of black education by black people, (3) the denial of 
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critical models of education that critique white-supremacist power structures, and (4) the 

degradation and omission of the African experience from curriculum (see Figure 2.1). 

Figure 2.1 is adapted from Gutierrez and Stone’s (2000) representation of the historical 

construction of micro-level literacy practices. I use it here to demonstrate the historical 

construction of our present educational moment. The figure illustrates the recurring 

structural oppression that has plagued black education in the U.S., which has yet to be 

effectively addressed. As Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) suggest, the basic 

assumption that today’s urban (euphemism for black) public schools are failing is flawed:  

This is the paradox facing urban school reformers. On the one hand, urban 

schools are producing academic failure at alarming rates; at the same time, they 

are doing this inside a systemic structural design that essentially predetermines 

their failure. This is where the urban school reform rhetoric has missed the mark. 

It has presumed that urban schools are broken. Urban schools are not broken; they 

are doing exactly what they are designed to do. (p. 1)  

As Duncan-Andrade and Morrell suggest, trying to reconcile “failure” without the 

recognition of the impetus for the “failure” leads to rationalizations for all kinds of band-

aids that do not address the structural roots of the problems I articulated above. Thus, the 

social and economic function of black education (through the shifting categorization from 

“southern” to “urban” following black migration) has remained relatively stable amidst 

the shifting surface of the country’s political and demographic landscape.  
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Synchronic and Diachronic Overview of Black Education 

 

Figure 2.1 adapted from Gutierrez & Stone (2000, p. 154) 

Recalibrating the Trajectory 

 This dissertation sits alongside other current efforts to reform urban education. 

However, the work described in the following pages is not concerned with reform. The 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program was conceived, in part, to help black youth do well 

academically, but academic success as measured by conventional norms (e.g. test scores, 

grades, school attendance) is possibly a fortunate byproduct.5 The program was designed 

to bring youth of African descent into what West (1985) calls an “insurgent black 

intellectual tradition.” Hilliard (1995) suggests that any move toward a liberatory black 

education movement must begin with a mapping of the realities of the educational 

                                                
5 Traditional academic measures were not tracked for the youth participating in the Uhuru 
Youth Scholars program during the 2012-2013 academic year, which was the time period 
of this study. Traditional academic measurements have had mixed results with youth 
engaging in CPAR. Morrell (2013) and Duncan-Andrade (2011) have indicated high 
levels of college attendance among students they have worked with over a period of 
years, while other studies (Yang, 2009a) suggest only modest improvements in test 
scores, etc. 
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landscape. This mapping should provide (1) a complete history of educational inequities, 

(2) a full description of the present context of education, with all its social factors 

(racism, poverty, sexism, etc.), and (3) a comprehensive set of theories that explain 

systemic privilege and oppression (p. 155). This mapping may seem broad in its 

conception; however, Hilliard articulates the need for a holistic (synchronic and 

diachronic) analysis of the current and historical educational landscape that rejects the ad-

hoc reform efforts of public education which assume that its basic foundations are sound.  

Much of the work of Network for the Development of Children of African 

Descent is about bringing communities, families, parents, and youth together, to foster 

the necessary core historical understandings and cultural groundings to develop a map for 

our own education and ourselves, regardless of whether school systems have such a 

desire. This work involves deeply interrogating our basic understandings of the purpose 

of education and how we have traditionally been taught to think about what education is 

supposed to accomplish. As a result, the work described at NdCAD and in this 

dissertation addresses most, if not all, of the recurring structural problems I outlined 

above. 

Questioning	  Mainstream	  Educational	  Logic	  

One day, the Uhuru Youth Scholars were brainstorming research questions in 

teams. I was working with Will, and one of the questions he posed was, “Why are there 

racial records (statistics) in education?” When I asked Will to clarify, he began to ponder 

the purpose of keeping any racial data about educational achievement. At first I felt it was 

fairly obvious why racial data are recorded; people want to see how much racial disparity 
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exists. However, upon talking with Will, I began to understand his argument, which was 

questioning whether we are adding to racial disparities through our current methods of 

racializing data. In other words, are we creating more of a problem by looking for racial 

disparity as a systemic output from our education system? Will’s question opened up a 

larger issue that gets to the heart of Hilliard’s suggested map and the myth of crisis in 

black education. For what purpose and how do we go about racializing education data? 

Each of these questions is answered differently as we move through various lenses of 

education. From a synchronic (temporal crisis) lens, we need to see the extent of the 

crisis, because if we are able to make reforms to lessen the disparities then we can claim 

some form of victory. This logic emerges through much of the school reform movement 

where certain schools (e.g., “high-performing” charter schools) claim to have eliminated 

the achievement gap because they have found ways for their black students to score at 

higher levels on standardized tests. This is the logic that Ladson-Billings (2006b) warns 

against, in her brilliant metaphor comparing the nation’s ever-increasing national debt to 

what she calls the “education debt.” Ladson-Billings suggests that focusing on the annual 

fluctuations of the racialized achievement gap is comparable to the political and 

economic fixation on balancing the federal budget each year while ignoring the national 

debt, which accounts for a large percentage of the annual budget, just to pay the interest. 

She argues that continuing to ignore “the historical, economic, sociopolitical, and moral 

decisions and policies that characterize our society” (p. 5) will effectively grow the 

education debt, of which the achievement gap is merely a symptom. Thus, while higher 

test scores and narrowing the annual “achievement gap” should be applauded, a purely 
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synchronic approach to studying racialized disparities merely acts as a band-aid on a 

much deeper problem. 

 If we approach this question through both diachronic and synchronic lenses that 

take account of the sociocultural history of black education, the question of racializing 

education statistics paints a different picture. Through the lens of structural white 

supremacy, there is no need to measure racialized disparity in education; disparity 

becomes the assumed output if the four structural foundations I described above (among 

others) have not been addressed. What becomes more interesting are the indices of racist 

inputs into the system, such as measures of power and control for black parents and 

educators on things like curriculum development and disciplinary policy. Other measures 

could look at the impact of educators’ and administrators’ levels of racial literacy 

(Horsford, 2011) before measuring, say, student test scores. These ideas of racial 

measurement are interrogated at length in Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva’s (2008) edited 

volume White Logic, White Methods. Using the counter-logic of communities most 

impacted by historical structural oppression, education researchers interested in education 

as the practice of freedom should be finding ways to measure the extent to which black 

education can become more self-determined and self-actualizing.  

Toward	  Educational	  Self-‐Determination	  

In Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) develops what she 

calls an “indigenous research agenda” that is metaphorically represented by ocean tides 

(see Figure 2.2):  
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Four major tides are represented in the chart as: survival, recovery, development, 

and self-determination. They are the conditions and states of being through which 

indigenous communities are moving. It is not sequential development—the 

survival of peoples as physical beings, of languages, of social and spiritual 

practices, of social relations, and of the arts are all subject to some basic 

prioritizing…. Recovery is a selective process, often responding to immediate 

crises rather than a planned approach. This is related to the reality that indigenous 

peoples are not in control and are subject to a continuing set of external conditions 

(author’s emphasis) (p. 116) 

I cite Smith here at length to demonstrate the usefulness of her “indigenous research 

agenda” as a way to conceive of black education. I want to be careful not to collapse the 

experiences of Indigenous communities and communities of African descent into one 

narrative. As Tuck and Yang (2012) suggest, Indigenous Americans and enslaved 

Africans represent distinct vertices on the triad of settler colonialism in the U.S. (settler, 

native, chattel slave), and thus should not be lumped into an oppressed minoritized 

category, which does violence to both peoples. Still, the history of the U.S. can be 

understood through continued attempts to exterminate Native Americans while 

reproducing and containing people of African descent for the purpose of free and low-

wage labor (Tuck & Yang, 2012). However, Smith’s model and its tides of survival, 

recovery, development, and, finally, self-determination are all necessary and completely 

applicable for black education to become the practice of freedom. What that freedom 
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looks like can be debated, but the centrality of a self-determined education system 

cannot. 

The Indigenous Research Agenda/Black Education Agenda 

 

Figure 2.2 adapted from Smith (1999, p. 117) 

Smith’s theorization is also useful in analyzing the current crisis discourse around 

black education. As Smith described in the excerpt above, responding to crises is often 

not connected to any thorough planning. Today we engage in haphazard approaches to 

remedying “crises” such as racial disparities in graduation rates and test scores. I truly 
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believe that those who have become most invested in eliminating these disparities are 

well-intentioned and are concerned with the future of black youth. However, short-

sighted remedies that only focus on graduation rates and test scores are located in the 

recovery ring of the chart. As Smith states, the tides are not meant to be linear, meaning 

that we do not need to first survive and recover in order to then be self-determined. All of 

these states of being are constantly at play; thus movements toward educational self-

determination are also movements toward survival, recovery, and development. As 

numerous critical educators have demonstrated, a critical education can also lead to 

improved academic performance according to traditional measures, thus we should focus 

on the former.  

Conclusion:	  Africana	  Studies	  and	  Collective	  Class	  Struggle	  

 Communities of African descent are plural. The African Diaspora should be 

conceived of as broad, abstract, and encompassing an infinite amount of cultural practices 

stemming from disparate histories and knowledges. At the same time, as neo-Marxist 

scholars Hardt and Negri (2004) suggest, “Class is determined by class struggle…. 

Neither ethnicity nor skin color determine race; race is determined politically by 

collective struggle” (p. 104). Applying Hardt and Negri’s logic, the African Diaspora in 

all of its plurality can be understood as constituting itself for material gain, not through an 

abstract conception but through a struggle for justice. My call for a self-determined form 

of black education stems from my desire to participate in the historical call of my 

predecessors in constituting a collective struggle for liberatory education and thus joining 
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this class struggle.6 My conception of community is, then, tied to anyone who has a 

similar goal for a self-determined educational outcome for peoples of African descent. 

This is how I define my struggle, and this is the context for my work in this dissertation 

and my broader work with NdCAD. Through the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, our 

goal was to bring more youth into this collective struggle. Personally, I belong to other 

class struggles that transcend (but typically overlap) race and ethnicity, but for this 

analysis I focus on the collective struggle for self-determined black education. 

  NdCAD is an African-centered organization that encompasses its own 

sociocultural histories, values, and knowledges. A defining curricular element to African-

centered thought is the field of Africana, or Black studies. Maulana Karenga’s7 (2006) 

seminal essay, “The Field, Function, and Future of Africana Studies” provides a vision of 

the field that is compatible with Smith’s model toward an Indigenous research agenda. 

Karenga and other African-centered foundational scholars describe survival and recovery 

through the lens of disruption of African knowledge systems due to the process of 

colonization, enslavement, and the depopulation of the African continent. Karenga, 

drawing from DuBois (1905), suggests that a disciplinary charge to the field of Africana 

studies is to put forth “a body of knowledge that contributes in a real and meaningful way 

to improving the condition and enhancing the future of our community, society, and the 

world” (p. 405)—in other words, an active form of knowledge based on understanding 

                                                
6 Hardt and Negri’s (2004) conception of class is more accurately described as a grouping 
of people rather than a distinct socioeconomic class, although socioeconomically distinct 
groups can and do form classes through collective struggle. 
7 Dr. Karenga is most widely known as the developer of the African Diasporan holiday of 
Kwanzaa.  
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and reinterpreting the hidden and forgotten knowledge of classical African studies. 

Karenga calls for the further development of “(a) professional organizations of the 

discipline, (b) the methodology of Afrocentricity, (c) Black women studies, (d) 

multicultural studies, and (e) classical African studies” (p. 403) as a pathway to solidify 

the future of the field. The work of NdCAD through the Uhuru Youth Scholars program 

is to ensure that this responsibility is not simply left in the hands of adults but that youth 

continue to seek their place in the field.  

 My intent with this chapter was to develop a premise upon which to engage in an 

analysis of what it means to attempt to actualize a self-determined practice of black 

education. Africana studies has largely been a post-secondary field that has not had much 

success transitioning to PK–12 spaces, although Africana studies was the driver of the 

ethnic studies battles of the 1960s and 1970s at universities like Cornell and Berkeley, 

which eventually trickled down to a depoliticized, benevolent (“defanged”) form of 

multicultural education in PK–12 (Casey, 2010; Karenga, 2006). Our work at NdCAD 

and the focus of this dissertation have been about expanding Africana studies to the 

elementary and secondary levels. As the Uhuru Youth Scholars program was developed, 

we understood that it would necessitate an active pedagogical practice. As described 

above, an inquiry-based approach seemed like the perfect way to engage youth in an 

active form of Africana studies. Thus, what emerged was to use Africana studies as a 

conceptual framework for practicing critical participatory action research. The following 

chapters elaborate the methodological aspects of community-engaged research, CPAR, 

and African-centered education as they converged in NdCAD’s educational space. 
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CHAPTER	  THREE	  

Toward	  a	  Critical	  Pedagogical	  Research	  Methodology	  

In reference to cultural relevance in education, Ladson-Billings (2006a) suggests 

that it is not what educators do that should be foregrounded but rather how they think. 

Her implication is that the way we as educators understand ourselves and our students in 

relation to the world, or our ways of being in the world, will directly impact what it is that 

we do. Gevonee Ford, the executive director of Network for the Development of Children 

of African Descent (NdCAD), often makes this point more plainly, by saying, “The way 

you think about a thang, determines what you do about a thang.” I believe the same idea 

applies to research. For researchers, it is more important to focus on understanding our 

role and the histories that constitute research than to simply begin doing the “research 

thang.” This is why a deep understanding of methodology is crucial. Methodology is a 

mediating factor for researchers that bridges the thinking and the doing. Methodology 

contains epistemological underpinnings that shape researchers’ thoughts and actions 

when designing research, generating data,1 analyzing data, or representing themselves 

and others through writing and the dissemination of their work. In this chapter I outline 

the methodological aspects of this study that are deeply entangled with my pedagogical 

                                                
1 I use the phrase “generate data” as opposed to “collect data,” to adhere to the point that 
Thomson (2013) describes in her blog post about the “ontological slip” that researchers 
make. Thomson suggests the ontological foundations of “collection” are tied to 
dehumanizing traditions in research where social scientists “collect” people’s lives and 
stories as if they were coins or insects to be examined. Generating data more aptly 
describes Thomson’s notion that “they aren’t data until we make them data.”  
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philosophies. I situate crisis (Kumashiro, 2002) as a desirable destination for critical 

ethnographic and critical participatory action research, and I end with an overview of the 

specific research methods applied during this dissertation.  

In order to demonstrate the methodological underpinnings of this study, I must 

first explore the idea and centrality of engaged research with regard to my work. 

Mulligan and Nadarajah (2008) correctly suggest that engaged research (or community-

engaged research, among other terms) has become such an overused and broad term that 

it has begun to lose its meaning and thus risks losing the counterhegemonic origins from 

which it grew (Hale, 2008). Inherent in the idea of engaged research is the existence of 

such a thing as disengaged research, or a form of research that is removed from the 

reality of the people and environment in which it takes place. The mestiza feminist 

scholar Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) crystallizes the notion of disengagement when she writes, 

“Western culture made ‘objects’ of things and people when it distanced itself from them, 

thereby losing ‘touch’ with them. This dichotomy is the root of all violence” (p. 59). 

Anzaldúa’s powerful and provocative statement, while broad in its framing, could aptly 

be applied to the historical violence of “academic research.” Western conceptions of 

research traditionally require strict demarcations and distance between researchers 

(subjects) and the researched (objects). Madison (2005) paints a picture of the invisible, 

omnipotent researcher describing the lives of people as a common and troubling 

understanding of what research entails. This distance has made it possible for researchers 

to easily come and go from communities with little regard for the affects of their analysis 

on objectified peoples. The symbolic violence of research has had wide-reaching and 
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devastating implications for indigenous peoples of Africa, Asia, the Americas, and the 

South Pacific, as well as women, communities of color, impoverished communities, and 

other marginalized peoples in every corner of the globe.  

In Decolonizing Methodologies (1999), Smith describes the agonizing histories of 

Indigenous American communities who have borne the brunt of devastation from 

European imperialism. While the physical violence, murder, and genocide associated 

with colonialism have been well documented, the psychological and intellectual damage 

of European “research” on Indigenous peoples has been less well understood—yet it 

unleashed a symbolic form of violence that was just as devastating in its impact on future 

generations. From an Indigenous lens, Smith writes, “our orientation to the world was 

already being redefined as we were being excluded systematically from the writings of 

the history of our own lands” (p. 33). She continues, “What makes ideas ‘real’ is the 

system of knowledge, the formation of culture, and the relations of power in which 

concepts are located” (p. 48). What Smith is describing is the loss of not only a history 

and a way of inhabiting the world but also an epistemology that shapes how people see 

themselves as social actors. In Smith’s view, the ownership of research amounts to the 

ownership of knowledge, which is why researchers played, and continue to play, such a 

large role in the grand narrative of European imperialism. Smith’s contention is that what 

was and continues to be contested is the very notion of reality. 

Yoruba-feminist scholar, Oyeronke Oyewumi (1997), further complicates the 

notion of disengaged research through her depiction of regional African studies as a chain 

of incomplete translations: “translation from oral to written, translation from one culture 
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to another, and finally translation from one language to another” (p. 27). Her analysis can 

be expanded to explain not only the problematic history of continental African research 

done by European colonizers, but also research conducted throughout the African 

Diaspora. Oyewumi uses a sophisticated framework to describe the problem of trying to 

fit some African societies into Western epistemological frameworks. She explains that 

Western scholarship and culture is overly concerned with observation and seeing as a 

way of interacting (researching) with others, as opposed to “being” with the world, which 

she attributes to many Indigenous African communities. She juxtaposes the terms 

“worldview” and “world-sense” (p. 2) as primary indicators of the difference between 

Western and African ways of interacting and being. Worldview, in her representation, 

does not provide a complex enough understanding of how African (specifically Yoruban-

Nigerian) people see (or rather be) their humanity. 

Thus, the importance of seriously and intentionally developing research practices 

that are antithetical to the traditional norms of research becomes clear. Engaged research 

potentially offers an avenue for research that is not symbolically, or epistemologically, 

violent (Teo, 2010). Engaged research can broadly be described as systematic inquiry that 

is embedded in a reciprocal partnership between universities and communities. Further, 

critically engaged or activist research with communities actively works to reverse 

historically constructed asymmetries in power dynamics and knowledge construction 

while working toward a common goal (Hale, 2008). It does not go so far as to pretend 

that these asymmetries can be eradicated over short periods of time, or that universities 

can truly be seen as representing a similar agenda to that of community organizations, but 
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by recognizing these realities, engaged researchers can attempt to open more honest 

channels of dialogue between universities and communities, where a mutually beneficial 

research agenda has the potential to emerge. Mulligan and Nadarajah (2008) describe 

several principles of engaged research:  

• An overt commitment on the part of the researchers to work in the 

communities concerned for a matter of years not weeks  

• The formation of some form of Critical Reference Group within the 

communities that can offer frank, helpful and detailed advice on how to 

proceed.  

• Researchers should consult widely about research aims and ways of 

collecting relevant data.  

• Discussions should take place not only in formal meetings, but also in 

informal settings, over a shared meal perhaps, or in visiting places of local 

significance.  

• Researchers should use a wide range of research methods to tap into the 

knowledge and experience of the communities concerned. (p. 93) 

In the following chapters I describe how many of these elements were present (or 

considered) in my work with NdCAD. The length of time that is necessary for engaged 

research to develop is critical. I began generating data for this dissertation over 2 years 

ago, in the fall of 2012, in an attempt to document the process of developing a school–

community–university partnership that could provide the conditions for an engaged 

research project to grow.  
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An integral part of designing the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, which provided 

the opportunity and context for this dissertation, was the formation of an advisory board, 

made up of numerous stakeholders from NdCAD, the University of Minnesota, and the 

broader communities of African descent in the Twin Cities. The following transcript of 

an audio-recorded conversation between the director of NdCAD, Gevonee Ford, and me, 

in the summer of 2011 (over a year prior to the official start of this dissertation), 

regarding how my dissertation would be connected to the community illuminates how the 

engaged research process situated me as a researcher. 

Gevonee: I’m also wondering, as a part of your dissertation process, in – as you’re 

thinking about defending your work, whether there needs to be any sort of 

community connection that’s a part of that process or not. I don’t know if 

there is or not, but that might be another role for that [community advisory 

board]. 

Brian: Well, I think, as far as the university looks at it, the dissertation aspect of it 

is—it would belong to me. So, I would be responsible for defending—and 

so—and I don’t know if I’m understanding it exactly right, but part of my 

defense would be this collaborative group saying that this was—this is a 

way of going through this process of validity, that this is valid work, 

because it embodies this advisory board that’s made up of people from the 

community invested in this work, invested in the community. So, I don’t 

know if that really answers the question. 

Gevonee: Yeah, it does. 
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Brian: I think as far as the university would look at it, it’s like this is Brian 

Lozenski’s dissertation with his—and it’s up to him to then prove that the 

work is adequate scholarship… 

Gevonee: Um-hmm. Um-hmm. Yeah. That does get exactly – at exactly what I’m 

describing. In essence it’s like when you are at the point of defending, I 

would hope that you would feel a sense of you have a whole community 

standing right behind you… But that would be kind of a—one of the 

hopes, I think, that this advisory group is that you would have a sense of—

you know what it’s like when you’re carrying forth a message, and you 

know that you’ve got this, that the process has allowed and taken to 

account that you’re not speaking with one voice. (Personal 

communication, 7/20/11)  

This exchange exemplifies my understanding of critically engaged research, and 

particularly how I situate this dissertation, because of the honesty and clarity through 

which we articulate the outcomes of the research. In the exchange I assert that there is a 

contradiction between how the university understands this research and how the 

community understands it. Gevonee then clarifies the community’s (NdCAD’s in this 

case) understanding that the research belongs to the community, and that I am simply 

carrying forth a community message to the university, which then implores me to 

interrogate my positionality as a researcher.  
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An	  Engaged	  Researcher	  Positionality	  

 It is impossible to make sense of a researcher’s positionality without a thorough 

understanding of the history and impact of the colonizing nature of research. An obvious 

problem with the most colonizing forms of research is that cultural, ethnic, gendered, 

racial, and political “outsiders” were (and still are, although less blatantly) researching 

communities that they deemed (or deem), at best, strange and exotic or, at worst, inferior 

and subhuman. The position, perspectives, intentions, and biases of researchers must be 

thoroughly interrogated in efforts to decolonize research. There is a significant body of 

work with regard to problematizing and rethinking the insider/outsider binary in 

qualitative research from Indigenous (Smith, 1999; Villenas, 1996) and feminist (Fine, 

1994a, 1994b; Lather, 2007; Zeleza, 2005) perspectives. 

 The idea that lies at the center of the insider/outsider binary is that of the “Other.” 

Both feminist and Indigenous research have problematized the notion that there exist 

clear distinctions between insider/outsider and Self/Other. They have reconstructed much 

more fluidity between these binaries and, through a poststructural lens, have argued that 

the Self constitutes the Other as much as the Other constitutes the Self. The same can be 

said for insiders and outsiders. In “Working the Hyphens” (1994a), Fine describes the 

complex interaction of Self/Other occurring at the “hyphens.” She writes, “By working 

the hyphen, I mean to suggest that researchers probe how we are in relation with the 

contexts we study and with our informants, understanding that we are all multiple in 

those relations” (p. 135). Fine explicates the process of “Othering,” which inherently 

involves an authoritative, colonizing stance with regard to those being researched. She 
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delves into the complexity of interrupting Othering by “forcing subjugated voices in 

context to the front of our texts and by exploiting privileged voices to scrutinize the 

technologies of Othering” (p. 149). At the same time, Fine resists naïve attempts to 

romanticize giving up her position of privilege (which is impossible in many cases), and 

instead advocates for “bartering privilege for justice.” Bartering privilege entails using 

one’s position as an “academic researcher” to gain access to spaces and resources 

typically limited to those in power for the purpose of promoting the agenda of groups and 

individuals who would not otherwise have access to those resources.  

 Smith (1999) also addresses the insider/outsider issue, but from an Indigenous 

perspective, describing it less in terms of fluidity and more through material implications 

and consequences of the research. Smith writes, “The major difference is that insiders 

have to live with the consequences of their process on a day-to-day basis for ever more, 

and so do their families and communities” (p. (137). Smith’s argument on this issue is 

key, because she brings to the surface a tangible question in this dilemma that 

poststructural and feminist research seeking to create more room for 

researcher/participant subjectivity does not adequately address: How is the researcher 

directly impacted by the consequences of his or her work? Once Smith makes this point, 

she focuses entirely on how insiders must work in order to deal with the complexity of 

working as insiders. Smith makes a much clearer distinction between insiders and 

outsiders, but also provides examples of the ways that insiders can be perceived as 

outsiders when they embody the role of a researcher—effectively re-blurring the 

distinction. However, she proceeds to make another clear distinction by describing how 
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insider and outsider research is evaluated. Outsider research is only answerable to the 

institutions that it serves, through measured criteria such as evaluations of research 

design and validity through peer review and dissertation defenses. However, insider 

research is answerable secondarily to institutions, but primarily to the community it 

represents, which can also judge research as “‘not useful’, ‘not indigenous’, ‘not 

friendly’, [and/or] ‘not just’” (p. 140). While Smith does not argue this point adamantly, 

she seems to lean in the direction of suggesting that only insider research can be 

decolonizing.  

 My research with NdCAD is best described using Smith’s lens. As an engaged 

researcher with commitments to advocating for the cultural and political work of 

NdCAD, I found that I was answerable to the organization primarily, and then to the 

university. Throughout the course of the research I was not hampered with any dilemmas 

or competing agendas between NdCAD and the University of Minnesota because of my 

clarity regarding to whom I was first and foremost accountable. I perceived myself as an 

insider doing research that would benefit the NdCAD community—a community that 

stands as part of a black radical tradition that has historically been at odds with the 

mainstream political apparatuses that seek to maintain structures of white supremacy and 

privilege.  

As a result, I became immersed even further in the organization by conducting 

workshops, leading professional development sessions, and participating in staff events. 

Thus, I was, and continue to be, held accountable for the consequences of my research 

through my participation and membership in the NdCAD community. My goal was not to 
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leave the community at the conclusion of this specific project when I “exited the field,” 

which is indicative of a critically engaged (insider) research paradigm. Even if I were to 

leave the Twin Cities, the program we created would remain, and I would continue to 

maintain a strong affiliation with the organization. 

Still, the broader privileges and access to power of academic researchers is 

something that cannot be shed even if the researcher attempts to do so. To suggest that I 

was immune to the historical structures that have contributed to the ways in which 

universities have marginalized communities, particularly communities of color, would be 

naïve or even dishonest. There were times during the course of my dissertation research 

that I, knowingly and unknowingly, took advantage of my privileged position as an 

academic researcher. However, there were also times when NdCAD was able to benefit 

from saying that they were working in partnership with a university researcher, to push 

their agenda in spaces that privilege “academic” research. Ngo (2010) provides insight 

into this dilemma of positionality through her ethnographic work, as she describes the 

discursively constructed shifting identities she experienced as a researcher:  

The ethical and epistemological concerns surrounding the positioning of the 

researcher within ethnographic research cannot be reduced simply to notions of an 

intentional identity…. Because identity is discursively constituted by ourselves, as 

well as others, how we position ourselves … and how others position us … may 

collide and conflict. (p. 122)  

As Ngo suggests, there were times when I was not able to control others’ perceptions of 

my researcher identity, and thus was subject to the social and cultural ways in which I 
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was perceived, for better or for worse. There are no simple solutions to these issues of 

positionality within critically engaged research; however, as I attempted to situate my 

identity as a researcher, I kept Brother Gevonee’s words in the forefront of my mind, that 

I was “carrying forth a message” and “not speaking with one voice.”  

Irreversible	  Methodology	  

A methodology is not simply connected to a particular form or process of inquiry. 

All methodological premises entail larger epistemologies, ways of conceiving 

knowledge, and cultural practices connected to inquiry and uses of knowledge. As I 

wrestled with contextualizing my research methodology, I struggled to figure out how far 

back in time I should go to begin this story. Engaged research is like a marriage in this 

sense. As I joined myself to NdCAD, I also joined myself to the philosophical and 

historical underpinnings of the organization, which are best described as stemming from 

the emergence of cultural nationalism and the foundational African-centered philosophies 

of Maulana Karenga during the Civil Rights Movement (Karenga, 2006). I also brought 

with me the philosophical and historical underpinnings of my own scholarly work, which 

are best described through a black radical tradition, including elements of Pan-

Africanism, Marxism, black feminism, and poststructuralism. Just as in a marriage, there 

are competing aspects to these histories. In my case, I had to reconcile the historical 

conflict between black radicals (e.g., Black Panthers and the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee) and black cultural nationalists (e.g., Us Organization2), which 

                                                
2 US Organization is a black nationalist organization, started in 1965 by Maulana 
Karenga, promoting cultural nationalism. 
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was fueled by the infiltration of both camps by anti-liberatory forces of the U.S. 

government through COINTELPRO3 (Ngozi-Brown, 1997). The conflict can be 

described as cultural nationalists being accused of foregrounding cultural practices linked 

to identity development over material class gains, and black radicals being accused of 

potentially allowing themselves to be co-opted by white leftist organizations absent a 

thorough analysis of race and African culture. As in a marriage, reconciliation occurs 

when even competing histories can be interpreted as not being mutually exclusive. Both 

critiques are valid, and through a historical lens can be linked to the temporal existance of 

certain organizations in the African American journey for liberation. Importantly, we 

cannot lose sight of the perpetual presence of the structural intersectionality of capitalism 

and white supremacy (Casey, McManimon, Lozenski, & Lensmire, 2013), which created 

the need for multiple philosophies and strategies for liberation.  

Thus, as I attempt to describe the research methodology embedded in this 

dissertation, I am forced to consider the context of critical qualitative research 

methodologies situated in my work as an educator in a community facing constant 

antagonism from “imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” (hooks, 2012). 

From this perspective I can begin to describe how my research resulted in a hybridized 

methodology that I liken to an irreversible chemical reaction. Similar to the way a cake 

cannot return to its original components of flour, sugar, and eggs after being mixed and 

baked, the “original” components of my research are forever unrecognizable. In my 

                                                
3 COINTELPRO is an acronym for counter intelligence program. It was a series of covert 
initiatives by the FBI, under the direction of J. Edgar Hoover, to subvert organizations 
working for racial justice and anti-war movements, among others. 
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research proposal I stated that I would engage in a critical ethnographic study of youth 

conducting participatory action research. To add more complexity to this scenario, the 

context of the youth research would take place in a dual-credit course in which I was the 

instructor. Thus, the components of my research that were involved in this pseudo-

chemical (social) reaction are ethnography, participatory action research, and critical 

pedagogy. However, I am no longer able to determine which aspects of my resulting 

methodology belong to these original components. They have reacted with each other to 

form an entirely new irreversible methodological substance. 

I am obviously not the first person to do this work or experience this dilemma of 

methodology, as I follow the methodological footprints of scholars like Cahill (2006), 

Kinloch, (2010), Morrell (2004), Yang, (2009a), and others. However, given the inherent 

contextualized unpredictability of CPAR, my experience within this research is unique, 

and thus ripe for analysis and interpretation. Additionally, most critical ethnographic 

research with youth practicing CPAR foregrounds the experience of the youth, while 

paying less attention to the experience of the researcher/pedagogue. And while we should 

be thinking deeply about the social, political, and cultural experiences of the youth, as I 

do in much of this study, there are no easy lines of delineation between youth and adults 

with regard to these sociocultural and political factors. 

For instance, as an ethnographer, one of my primary methods for generating data 

was conducting qualitative interviews with my focal students. On the surface this was a 

simple ethnographic method for data generation; however, part of the curriculum focused 

on designing and conducting research. Thus my interview became an example of a 



 

  59 

method of data generation that my students could potentially use in their own research. 

The interview was, then, simultaneously an ethnographic method (Madison, 2005), a 

social practice (Talmy, 2010), and a pedagogical practice of scaffolding (Vygotsky, 

1978). Take, for instance, this exchange between Nathaniel and me during an interview 

regarding what he took away from the course: 

Brian: So [this class] hasn't taught you that much in terms of facts and history, 

that kind of stuff? Say more about that. So you say it hasn't taught you that 

much, but you gained from it. 

Nathaniel: I probably say I gained a little bit more than facts and history, but then the 

way I see, sort of I can see how I see now. You understand what I'm 

saying? 

Brian: Mm-hmm.  

Nathaniel: So I can put a third person in the way I view things, in a way. 

Brian: Yep. So you, okay. Does that have to do with the lens thing? 

Nathaniel: Yeah.  

Brian: So you can actually see the way your lens is shaped? 

Nathaniel: Mm-hmm. Shaped. 

Brian: Okay. That makes sense.  

Nathaniel: People won't understand this when they listen to this. You know this, 

right? 

Brian:  Well, I'll understand it. I'm the only one that's going listen to it. 

Nathaniel: Mm-hmm.  
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Brian: [Laughter] Seriously, no, I don't –  

Nathaniel: But your teachers. 

Brian: No, no, no. I don't—this is my own dissertation study. So the only thing 

that my own professors and everybody will listen to is—or they won't 

listen to anything. They'll read what I write. And what I write I'll share 

with you before I give it to them. So to make sure that you agree with 

what I'm saying. 

Nathaniel: Alright.  

Brian: Or you agree with how I'm interpreting stuff. So not necessarily that you 

agree with every single point that I make, but you say “that you're not 

misrepresenting me.” 

Nathaniel: And if you are—  

Brian: Misrepresenting you? 

Nathaniel: Yeah. [Laughter]  

Brian: Well, that's why I would check in, because I don't want to misrepresent 

you. My goal is not to misrepresent you. 

Nathaniel: Alright.  

Nathaniel’s suggestion that other people will not understand what he is saying indicates 

that he was considering this interview from a perspective beyond simply being the 

interviewee. As someone who has engaged in qualitative research practices, Nathaniel 

recognized that there was a broader purpose to analyzing and disseminating what he was 

saying in the interview. Further, a pedagogical moment arose when we began to discuss 
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the ethics of interviewing, representation, and member checking—all of which were 

topics during our course. This brief example demonstrates the methodological merging of 

critical ethnography, CPAR, and critical pedagogy, through the practice of developing a 

typical research method. To go a step further, if we understand an interview as a co-

construction of knowledge (Madison, 2005), or a social practice (Talmy, 2010), my 

students and I were engaged in a dialogic process that had implications for how they 

understood their situated environment as students, researchers, and research 

participant/subjects, while I continued to shape my identity as a researcher/subject, 

teacher, and co-researcher.  

Madison (2005) further explores this aspect of methodological positionality by 

describing the function of dialogue inherent in critical ethnographic work. Madison does 

not reject the constitution of the Other, as many feminist and poststructural scholars have 

done, but rather attempts to reimagine how critical ethnographers interact with the Other:  

[P]ositionality requires that we direct our attention beyond our individual or 

subjective selves…. I contend that critical ethnography is always a meeting of 

multiple sides in an encounter with and among the Other(s), one in which there is 

negotiation and dialogue toward substantial and viable meanings that make a 

difference in the Other’s world [emphasis in original]. (p. 9) 

While Madison appears to be making a clearer distinction between Self and Other, she is 

not necessarily contradicting the work of feminist and poststructuralist researchers. 

Madison is contending that critical ethnography cannot be conceived of in isolated terms 
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of researchers and Others, but rather through a more comprehensive understanding of the 

interaction between social actors in the situated context of research.  

Madison goes on to discuss that it is not the constitution of the Other that is 

problematic, but the representation of “the Other inscribed as static, unchanging, and 

[having an] enduring imprint in the ethnographic present” (p. 10) that represents the 

colonizing aspect of ethnographic research. She argues that a dialogic interaction between 

critical ethnographers and Others does not allow for this type of representation. Instead, 

through dialogue, the Other becomes a dynamic figure in a temporal space. I understand 

Madison’s argument as deriving from a Freirian-Marxist grounding that assumes a 

dialectical relationship between researchers and Others, as opposed to a poststructural 

relationship that leaves more room for subjectivities to be constructed by the social actors 

involved. In the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, the catalytic forces that produced an 

inevitable metamorphosis of identity in my students and me remained relatively stable as 

methodology, yet the reaction was dramatic and, in some instances, generatively violent 

within the tension-filled production of new paradigms, conflicts, and crises.  

Pedagogy	  as	  Research	  

From a pedagogical sense, these crises are identified by Kumashiro (2002) as 

fertile breeding ground for learning. When I approached this work, my history as an 

educator often provoked me to foreground pedagogy over research, thus I sometimes 

made pedagogical decisions that conflicted with some of my ethnographic goals, such as 

engaging with the youth in their work instead of observing and taking field notes. More 

traditional constructivist and positivist researchers may even argue that my pedagogical 
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existence in the context of this research was in and of itself a contradiction. However, this 

falls back to my ontological and epistemological perspectives concerning the nature of 

research and teaching. One of the major transformations that occurred for me during this 

process was the idea that education and research can be, and in my work increasingly 

were, one and the same. 

 Education and research begin to enter into relationship with one another when 

teachers take up inquiry as a teaching and learning framework. Campano (2009) writes:  

A teacher who adopts an inquiry stance into practice is thus engaged in the 

infinitely complex and never-ending task of adjudicating between various 

categories and concepts…. These ideas are understood in relationship to the 

teacher’s own ever-evolving conceptual understandings derived from classroom 

life, her or his singular relationships to students, and the local knowledge of the 

community. (p. 331)  

Campano is focused on teachers “adjudicating between various categories and concepts” 

with regard to their students and the ecology of the educational environment. However, 

as an educator begins to adopt inquiry as a pedagogical stance, the logical progression is 

to then inculcate his or her students with a similar disposition with regard to their own 

learning. It would not make sense for educators to recognize the richness and depth that 

inquiry extends to their own learning and practice for the purpose of working with youth 

in narrow educational paradigms that seek simple technical acquisitions of process and 

content knowledge. Campano’s statement could just as easily have been applied to 

students as teachers.  
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Freire (1982) describes this shift in research as situating the teacher to take up 

research as pedagogy: 

Instead of taking the people here as the object of my research, I must try, on the 

contrary, to have the people dialogically involved also as subjects, as researchers 

with me. If I am interested in knowing the people’s ways of thinking, and levels 

of perception, then the people have to think about their thinking, and not be only 

the objects of my thinking. This method of investigation … is at the same time a 

learning process…. Thus, in doing research, I am educating and being educated 

with the people (p. 30).  

At the same time, Freire would concur that it is not just about “doing research.” There are 

methodological considerations to how this research process is approached: “The 

qualitative researcher may take on multiple and gendered images: scientists, naturalist, 

field-worker, journalist, social critic, artist, performer, jazz musician, filmmaker, quilt 

maker, essayist” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 5). Among these multiple identities in 

qualitative research there is considerable room for pedagogy.  

However, the dual methodology of critical ethnography and critical participatory 

action research (CPAR) has particular pedagogical leanings that allow for student–

teacher interactions that generate shifts in identity, which mark learning. In describing 

this learning, Moje and Lewis (2006) write: 

Learning … also leaves a residue; it makes a mark on the participant. In that 

sense, learning draws from and constitutes ‘histories of participation’ (Rogers, 

2002) in other spaces, at other times, and with other people…. Learning goes 
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beyond the moment of participation to constitute a history and to shape a future 

act of participating. (p. 16)  

The convergence of critical ethnography and CPAR serve to weave historical and future 

acts through a participatory lens. As a critical ethnographer, my task (as described above 

by Madison) was to avoid inscribing these youth into a static “ethnographic present.” 

This meant involving the youth in shaping the educational and research space by actively 

incorporating their histories of participation. Through CPAR, our educational and 

research goal was to act on a particular issue, thus constituting a future act of 

participation.  

This was neither an easy or neat process, as we repeatedly stumbled along the 

way. However, we were certainly marked by shifts in our conceptions of identity, 

education, and research. One of the core elements of NdCAD’s framework that was 

embedded in the Uhuru Youths Scholars’ research was that of the Ghanaian concept of 

Sankofa, which literally translates to “reach back and get it.” The idea of Sankofa 

suggests that we must look to our past in order to understand how to move forward. 

Sankofa assumes that learning contains a past and a future, and thus represents an active 

form of knowledge development congruent with sociocultural theory and a conception of 

research as education.  

Critical	  Ethnography	  and	  Critical	  Participatory	  Action	  Research:	  Methodologies	  of	  

Active	  Knowledge	  and	  Sociopolitical	  Transformation	  

In Marx’s (1845/1959) Theses on Feuerbach he writes, “The philosophers have 

only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it” (p. 245). 
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The same could be said for traditional forms of research that assume a passive stance, 

only acknowledging the interpretive power of research as opposed to its “catalytic” 

potential (Lather, 1986). It is only logical that critical research that assumes an overtly 

political stance would seek to create political change. The notion of active knowledge can 

be traced through a Marxist tradition that assumes that knowledge and action are 

dialectically related. The Marxist theorist Heilbroner (1980) articulates this point:  

A Marxian approach to philosophy stresses the production, rather than the passive 

receipt of knowledge—the involvement of the act of inquiry, in shaping, as well 

as in discovering, knowledge…. Thus, the unity of theory and practice … finds its 

roots in the dialectical insistence that ‘philosophizing’ can only be vindicated and 

validated by some kind of activity; that reality is not merely what ‘is,’ but what 

we make it. (p. 31)  

Heilbroner, by combining the ideas of production and activity with theory, suggests that 

Marx advocated a form of action research, which speaks back to the colonized traditions 

of passive research. A decolonizing research paradigm must be proactive and anticipatory 

in its movement toward liberation. Decolonizing research does not have the luxury of 

passivity.   

For instance, indigenous-African-feminist scholars Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) 

describe their critical ethnographic research as feminist activism. They suggest that an 

action-oriented research methodology be used to conduct postcolonial feminist research 

in African countries. They write:  
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Part of being a feminist activist in a developing world we argue is to recognise 

sayings, proverbs, rituals and songs from our research respondents as part of the 

missing literature that has been muted by Euro-Western methodologies largely 

dominated by male thought. This indigenous knowledge makes visible the spaces 

of agency ever so present in the life experiences of marginalised feminisms and 

yet so absent in the academic debate. (p. 621)  

Chilisa and Ntseane powerfully articulate the ways in which critical ethnography has the 

potential to foster active knowledge that can lead to social transformation, by re-

envisioning what is thought of as the substance of knowledge production. They also 

demonstrate why Smith (1999) and others call for spaces in academic settings where this 

type of research can be conducted.  

 An additional way that both critical ethnography and CPAR foster active 

knowledge is through their pedagogical aspects. Through their analysis of ethnography, 

Jordan and Yeomans (1995) suggest that  

critical ethnography stands as the only research approach that will allow teachers 

to critically engage and pose alternatives to the conservative pull of current school 

reforms. It does this … from a recognition that critical research begins with and 

works from the knowledge and skills of the subjects of our research. (p. 401)  

While I disagree that critical ethnography is “the only” research method that has these 

pedagogical implications, I concur that it can only achieve this type of active knowledge 

by beginning with the knowledge of the participants. 
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Tracing	  Critical	  Participatory	  Action	  Research	  

In many ways, CPAR meets the pedagogical need that some scholars are calling 

for from critical ethnography. As I stated earlier, CPAR is just as much a pedagogical 

project as it is a research methodology. CPAR developed across these two distinct 

pedagogical and methodological trajectories, but they rarely intersected until recently. 

CPAR has antecedents in the work of John Collier and Kurt Lewin (Bargal, 2006; 

Collier, 1945; Neilsen, 2006), who turned the accepted positivist view of research as 

objective and distanced on its head. They suggested that researchers could take action on 

and impact the issues they were investigating, and that one does not necessarily need to 

be an “academic” researcher to conduct research on issues that have an impact on their 

life. Others (Nabudere, 2008; Smith, 1999) might argue that what has come to be called 

participatory action research (PAR) can be found in the practices of indigenous 

communities of Africa, the Americas, and South Pacific before Western paradigms of 

thought were ever encountered. In the 20th century PAR has been practiced on multiple 

continents, typically by communities who have experienced some form of colonization. 

From its inception, PAR has articulated an explicit goal of social justice and societal 

transformation. PAR intentionally seeks to disrupt power structures, in an effort to 

transform the ways in which traditionally marginalized communities have been 

subjugated by Western conceptions of research (Fals-Borda & Rahmen, 1991; Fine, 

2008; Smith, 1999; Zeichner & Noffke, 2001). Fals-Borda and Rahmen (1991) articulate 

the transformational goals of PAR in their juxtaposition of researchers and participants:  



 

  69 

[S]uch a relationship must be transformed into subject/subject rather than 

subject/object. Indeed, the destruction of the asymmetric binomial is the kernel of 

the concept of participation as understood in the present context 

(researcher/researched). (p. 5)  

This idea of the transformational impact of intellectual work can also be seen in the 

history of PAR’s ideological and educational partner—critical pedagogy. 

 PAR had its educational roots in the Freirian problem-posing (Freire, 1970) 

tradition of adult education in places like Australia, New Zealand, and various countries 

in South America (Freire, 1982; Smith, 1999; Stringer, 1996). CPAR with youth (YPAR) 

is a more recent pedagogical project that has developed out of the tradition of critical 

pedagogy (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Morrell, 2004). YPAR has the same 

transformational goals as PAR, but recognizes youth as intellectual beings capable of 

engaging in the practice of critical investigation of community issues and the production 

of viable, usable knowledge. Cammarota and Fine (2008) write, “YPAR teaches young 

people that conditions of injustice are produced, not natural; are designed to privilege and 

oppress; but are ultimately challengeable and thus changeable” (p. 2).  

In the ways that YPAR has been practiced there is a direct connection between its 

transformational goals and the characteristics of learning that require a situative 

perspective (Greeno, 1997); this is more thoroughly explored in the next chapter. 

Through its epistemological foundations, CPAR with youth challenges who has the right 

to produce and disseminate knowledge by placing students at the center of knowledge 
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production. As pedagogy, CPAR has helped place knowledge production at the center of 

engaged teaching.  

Perhaps the most powerful aspect of CPAR is that it creates the conditions for 

young people to step back from their world and see that what they might have taken for 

granted is something that can be transformed (Lozenski, Casey, & McManimon, 2013). If 

we return to Nathaniel’s interview from above, consider the way he described the impact 

of CPAR on his relationship to the social world:  

I probably say I gained a little bit more than facts and history, but then the way I 

see, sort of I can see how I see now…. So I can put a third person in the way I 

view things, in a way. (Interview, 4/18/2013)  

The ability to “put a third person” between us and our reality signals an emergent critical 

disposition that is prevalent in much of the CPAR literature. By recognizing CPAR’s 

intention to demystify and deconstruct power structures, and then transform them in order 

to construct a new reality, a critical agency is made available for youth who are able to 

participate in this type of learning through research, as is evidenced in much of this 

dissertation. 

 Morrell’s (2004) critical ethnographic research with youth engaged in CPAR pays 

close attention to the impact that the process of CPAR has on the identities of his 

students. He suggests that as youth begin to construct identities as critical researchers, 

they develop activist dispositions and seek to change their environment—whether it is 

their neighborhood, school, or the policies they are governed by. Morrell writes:  
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Becoming critical researchers, for them, meant becoming more agentive in the 

world; acting upon the world instead of merely being acted upon, oppressed. It 

also meant the inability to separate research from social action; for the students, 

there was no authentic research that was not political and conducted for the 

purpose of changing the world. (p. 114) 

From a pedagogical standpoint, it is apparent that CPAR positions youth as critical 

inhabitants of their social world; however, it is still incumbent upon educators to have a 

deep methodological understanding of how CPAR can be further bolstered through 

moments of crisis. As I attempted to provide this methodological understanding, my 

analysis grew more complicated due to a shift that occurred in my students’ research 

focus. The following tracing of the youths’ research provides insight into the various, and 

often unexpected, directions CPAR can take. 

From	  Looking	  Outward	  to	  Looking	  Inward	  

 While most studies about CPAR with youth focus on the specific research 

conducted by the youth themselves, I have decided to take a different approach. Rather 

than foregrounding the research design, methods, and outcomes the youth produced 

during the year, the sociocultural approach I am taking in this analysis highlights the 

aspects of social practice that are often beneath the surface of conscious thought and, 

thus, unspoken. However, in order to give a sense of the research that the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars conducted throughout the year, I provide here a tracing of the major points of 

emphasis, which are discussed in more detail in later chapters. 
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 A typical characteristic of CPAR is that the issues youth choose to investigate 

arise organically through life experiences. Our group was no different. The following 

transcript is Autumn’s and my description to a group of students at the University of 

Minnesota in a graduate-level education class about how the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

decided what to research.4 

Autumn: Me and this other student (Nathaniel), we were arguing about who we 

thought was “ghetto” and this guy walked on the bus and he was African 

American and he had his pants sagging, he smelled like weed, and he was 

just very – he kind of frightened me a little bit…. And I was just like, “this 

dude is ghetto.” And Nathaniel was like, “No man! He’s not ghetto, he just 

knows what’s up.” And me and him had this huge debate about what is 

“ghetto” and he brought it to class, and had this huge discussion.  

Brian: This conversation that turned into a classroom discussion – became a unit 

of analysis for us. Right? It became well, “what does ghetto mean?” “How 

do we understand that?” “Where does it come from?” “What is this?” 

“How can we learn more about this?” “How can we understand this more 

deeply?” So taking our own interests in this idea, and then taking it out 

and doing what we call “exploratory data analysis” of taking our own 

                                                
4 Close to the end of the year I was asked to speak to a Master’s-level class of pre-service 
and practicing teachers at the University of Minnesota about CPAR as a research 
methodology. I thought it would be more useful to bring some of the Uhuru Youth 
Scholars with me to demonstrate that the purpose of CPAR is to position those most 
impacted by an issue as the researchers and experts of that issue. Autumn was excited to 
help me plan the session, so we worked together outside of class time to put together our 
presentation. On the day of the presentation, Will and Sheekey decided to join us to 
document the presentation as part of our research.  
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ideas but then also going out to those we consider our community and 

seeing what their interest is and our interest, and how we can merge those 

two. 

 In this description, Autumn and I explored how a mundane conversation, when 

mediated by CPAR, can become a research project. The project must derive from the 

interest of the researchers and how they frame the issue being investigated. For the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars, Autumn and Nathaniel’s disagreement on the way to class grew into our 

unit of analysis for the year. Specifically, the research questions the group decided to 

investigate were: 

1. What is the impact of the media on the representation of black youth as “ghetto”? 

2. How does the media help create and maintain stereotypes of black youth as 

“ghetto”? 

Using these questions, the Uhuru Youth Scholars began to design and conduct a 

qualitative study of this issue, by interviewing peers, adults, and experts in the field, such 

as Dr. Jared Ball.5 They documented popular TV shows and Internet websites to track 

how black youth were being represented. However, during the course of the research 

process something interesting and unexpected occurred. The group decided to stop 

researching the impact of the media on representations of black youth. This turn of 

events was precipitated by a disagreement among the youth about what the term ghetto 

even meant. Autumn described the encounter to the class at the University of Minnesota: 

                                                
5 Dr. Jared Ball is a professor of Communications and Africana Studies at Morgan State 
University in Baltimore, Maryland. The Uhuru Youth Scholars’ interaction with Dr. Ball 
is the focus of Chapter 7. 
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So I was kind of describing who I thought was “ghetto” and another student in the 

class (AJ) said, “So you think I’m ghetto, ‘cause what you described is just like 

me?” So I was just like, “Ahhh, I’m sorry.” But, it’s just how the way I was raised 

and how that person who I thought these things [about] made me feel.  

Chapter 8 will deal more specifically with this change of course. But rather than continue 

with the original topic of investigation, the group decided to turn their inquiry inward and 

ask the question: “What is my lens to viewing the world, and how was it formed?” This 

introspective inquiry changed how the group interacted with each other and engaged in 

their research. The group’s self-study was systematic and used various qualitative 

research methods. But I am not sure that what resulted could necessarily be classified as 

CPAR, because it became less collaborative and did not result in a culminating action 

typical of CPAR. Yet, as I will describe in Chapters 8 and 9, the work they did was 

important and has critical implications for how CPAR can be conceptualized and 

practiced. 

 The turn to self-inquiry was not necessarily a random occurrence. Outside of the 

research the youth began to conduct, we spent much of our class time surveying black 

liberatory theories. The youth were exposed to critical race theory, black radical theory, 

African-centered theory, and black feminism, through texts, films, and guest speakers. 

We discussed the overlaps and nuances within these theoretical lenses. One of the 

assignments the youth were asked to complete was a tracing of their own theoretical lens, 

for which they were asked to name and sketch a basic framework. It is not strange that 

they took this curricular framework around self-actualization and applied it to their 
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research. Perhaps what was strange was my surprise from how much the curriculum and 

my and others’ pedagogy would impact their research. In Chapter 8, I directly address the 

ways in which pedagogy and crisis worked to shape the introspective type of inquiry in 

which the youth were engaged. 

Researching	  and	  Teaching	  in	  Crisis	  

Crisis as a recurring theme in the context of this research is generative. First, we 

must reframe crisis, so that it does not conjure up its traditionally negative connotation. 

Rather, in this context, crisis can be understood as opportunity and, even further, as a 

necessary precondition for transformation (Kumashiro, 2002). Crisis, in this sense, is not 

concerned with injury or violence (as described in Chapter 2) but rather an intense 

discomfort. It is a sociocultural location of active discomfort within the status quo. This 

can manifest in political, social, and intellectual spaces, or in our conceptions of identity. 

Identity crisis is a precondition to self-reflection and self-actualization. However, crises 

do not necessarily result in a generative transformation, and they can often have limiting 

effects on people’s actions and potential for positive change, particularly when 

experienced through a paradigm of individualism (Lozenski & Ford, 2014). However, as 

I took up crisis as a collective teaching, learning, and research commitment, it became a 

destination for my work. Kumashiro (2002) writes: 

[E]ducation is not something that involves comfortably repeating what we already 

learned or affirming what we already know. Rather, education involves learning 

something that disrupts our commonsense view of the world. The crisis that 

results from unlearning, then, is a necessary and desirable part of antioppressive 
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education. Desiring to learn involves desiring difference and overcoming our 

resistance to discomfort. (p. 63)  

The goal is not to sit in perpetual modes of crisis, but rather to move from moment to 

moment of crisis through the development of a reflexive learning practice. And while 

Kumashiro’s work specifically addresses education, as I continued to position critical 

research and education as inhabiting the same space, I found there are obvious parallels.  

Ginwright (2010) develops a useful link between research and critical education, 

by metaphorically connecting his research methodology to jazz music: 

But there is something about jazz that is more than technique and skill. For me, 

the music both informs and inspires and brings together the confluence of art and 

science. The notion of bringing together art and science poses an interesting 

challenge for those who study and advocate for youth. Namely, in what ways does 

our work move beyond simplistic explanations, descriptions, and predictions of 

youth behaviors? (p. 20)  

Both Kumashiro and Ginwright describe the desirability of discomfort with what is 

already known and predictive through “commonsense” approaches to teaching and 

research. As a musician and a student of jazz music, I see jazz as the perfect metaphor for 

researching and learning in crisis. As jazz musicians work in concert as a unit, some 

individual players may push the bounds of the established structure through 

improvisational soloing or rhythmic experimentation. This aberration in the structure of 

the song then causes other musicians to adapt in order to maintain a sense of the rhythmic 

or melodic elements of the song. Often the moments of crisis in jazz simply resettle into 
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the established structure; however, there are times when these crises lead to new keys, 

rhythmic styles, or unknown directions. Every improvisational shift has the potential to 

open new opportunities for crisis and resist predictability. The collective aspect of jazz 

allows for these crises to occur in supportive spaces where they typically do not result in 

catastrophic collapses.  

Critically engaged research should act in similar ways, where established 

structures and bounds of traditional research logics are continually pushed in order to find 

newer, more innovative and inclusive spaces through which knowledge and theory can be 

developed. West (1996) best synthesizes the relationship between jazz and crisis by 

constructing it as a transformational human disposition:  

I use the term “jazz” … for a mode of being in the world, an improvisational 

mode of protean, fluid and flexible dispositions toward reality, suspicious of 

either/or viewpoints, dogmatic pronouncements and supremacist ideologies. To be 

a jazz freedom fighter is to attempt to galvanize and energize world-weary people 

into forms of organization with accountable leadership that promotes critical 

exchange and broad reflection. (p. 147) 

If we educators and researchers are to take West’s call for “jazz freedom fighter[s]” 

seriously, it is incumbent upon us to embed jazz-like elements into our practices in order 

to push the established boundaries. When we understand crisis as an opportunity to 

reflect and grow collectively, it becomes its own end and provides a path toward better 

understanding the conditions that nurtured it. My research, my students’ collective 

research, and my pedagogy had the potential to induce crisis as a generative theme across 
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the components that shaped our situated environment. Crisis became a disposition for 

learning about ourselves and, thus, the outside world through the development of a 

critical eye (I).  

The	  Design	  of	  this	  Study	  

Research	  Questions	  

Much of the existing CPAR research is set in alternative educational 

environments; however, my goal was to extend CPAR research by addressing two major 

aspects that are lacking in the current body of literature. First, I was interested in thinking 

about the impact and challenges of CPAR with regard to youth resistance, specifically 

looking at how altering educational space and time impacted youth identity. Morrell’s 

(2004) ethnography of youth engaged in CPAR begins to theorize how CPAR provokes a 

critical form of resistance with regard to their participation in traditional educational 

environments that they consider oppressive. Morrell describes how the youth he worked 

with became more invested in transforming the classrooms they perceived as lacking, 

after having experienced the critical nature of CPAR. Originally, my study was designed 

to build on Morrell’s theorization of CPAR with regard to youth resistance, while also 

looking more closely at how the CPAR process helps to construct an activist identity 

within youth, and how new conceptions of educational space and time affect the 

development of this identity. I was also interested in understanding how CPAR, as a 

pedagogical method, addressed youth who resist it as just another form of schooling. 

Second, I was interested in understanding the role that CPAR played in decolonizing 
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academic research, by relocating it from a Western paradigm to an African (e.g. African-

centered, Pan-African) worldview. Thus, my original research questions were: 

1. In what ways does the CPAR process impact how youth see themselves 

participating in their own educational endeavors?  

a. How does CPAR provide more generative educational alternatives for 

youth that privilege their interests, cultural practices, and lived 

experiences? 

b. How does CPAR address student resistance to it as a pedagogical method?  

2. In what ways does CPAR transgress traditional models of educational space and 

time?  

3. How does CPAR provide avenues for decolonizing research? 

a. What are the methodological implications for CPAR when it is taken up 

through an African diasporic lens by youth of African descent? 

As the study began to unfold, I realized that my research questions carried some large 

assumptions. First, I began to question the participatory nature of the work. Does a group 

of people sitting at a table thinking about and designing ways to research a specific topic 

that impacts them always mean that it is participatory, or are there more relational 

aspects to participation that stem from cultural practices and perceptions? Second, I 

assumed that our work would result in some culminating action that would ultimately 

affect our unit of analysis, even in a small way. However, as the youth decided to engage 

in more introspective work regarding the ways they have come to see and think about 

their worlds, the culminating action became less significant. As an ethnographer 
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interested in mechanisms for consciousness-raising, these emergent themes became a 

more generative place for me to direct my analysis.  

 My original research questions still provided an umbrella through which to 

understand this study; however, newer questions emerged that allowed me to get to a new 

depth with regard to the interpretation of my work with these young people. 

1. How do social practices align or not align in temporal moments to shape 

participatory interactions? 

2. How does CPAR mediate metacognitive introspective forms of research? 

These emergent questions ultimately affected the methods of data generation and 

analyses that I used throughout this study. 

Research	  Methods	  

I have tried to make explicit the methodological thinking that has gone into this 

research because, ultimately, as in all research and teaching, it gave birth to the methods I 

used to engage in this work. The description of my research methods cannot be boiled 

down to a checklist of ethnographic techniques, as each method was situated in a specific 

context and driven by the epistemological logics that I have described to this point. So 

while I strived to reach the level of depth and richness associated with ethnographic 

research, many of my methods were also based in pedagogical practices, which also 

required depth given the ways I became embedded in the context of the research. I 

generated data for this study by jotting observations and noticings during each class 

session, which I then rewrote as narrative field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). 

Each week of field notes was accompanied by my own reflexive journaling about my 



 

  81 

pedagogical decisions, emotions as a teacher and researcher, and informal preliminary 

analyses. I collected the students’ reflexive journaling, both as research data and a 

requirement for the course, as evidence of their own reflexive research practices. I video-

recorded the majority of class sessions, focusing on the classes that were primarily 

discussion based, rather than classes that would be more aptly described as “work 

sessions.” These class sessions included multiple sessions with guest lecturers, or what 

are better described as “community educators” (Harbour, 2010; Lozenski & Ford, 2014), 

for the purpose of distributing educational responsibility and expertise. The sessions with 

community educators proved to be some of the more enriching sessions both for student 

learning and data generation, as the youth were able to formulate thoughts and questions 

about their identity as black youth and as researchers. I was also able to take a secondary 

pedagogical role, which allowed me to enhance many of the data-generation techniques 

that I was sometimes forced to compromise as a teacher-researcher. As I mentioned 

earlier, there were times when my pedagogical decisions competed with my ethnographic 

decisions, such as allowing dialogue to continue uninterrupted instead of moving on to 

complete the educational objectives for the day. When I was in a secondary teacher role, I 

was able to focus more on ethnographic observation and let the guest speaker determine 

the use of educational time and space. 

Additional data-generation methods included video-recording and photographing 

youth research activities, including qualitative interviews conducted by the youth, field 

observations, and the dissemination of findings to various constituencies, such as the 

research methods class at the University of Minnesota, described above. I engaged in two 
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extensive interviews with each focal student and one to two extensive interviews with 

some NdCAD staff and Uhuru Youth Scholars advisory board members. My initial 

interviews with the youth were done 2 months into the semester (mostly in October, 

2012) so that we would have time to develop a relationship and our interviews would 

coincide with our learning about interviewing as a method of data collection. Shortly 

after I interviewed each student, they engaged in a collective interview via Skype with 

Dr. Jared Ball, whose research focuses on communications, media, and Africana Studies. 

As they were interviewing Dr. Ball as part of developing a conceptual framework for 

their research on the media, black youth, and representations of “ghetto,” I was video-

recording them for this study. These layered methods of data generation were common 

throughout the year, and they provided rich data that impacted the students and me as we 

developed our researcher identities over time. The second round of interviews with each 

of the youth was conducted in late April, near the end of the course. Finally, I collected 

cultural documents such as course materials, materials from NdCAD, youth research 

data, youth work samples, writing samples, and documented presentations of their 

research.  

Tiers	  of	  Analysis	  

 The methods used to analyze this research were, indeed, as layered as the process 

of data generation. There were three major tiers of data analysis in which I engaged. First, 

as the year progressed, the youth, NdCAD staff, and I collectively participated in 

methods of formal and informal data analysis through dialogue, as well as various forms 

of member checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Second, once the official data-generation 
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process ended at the close of the semester, I engaged in a more traditional individual 

data-analysis process which included sorting and categorizing data using a mixed-

methods coding software (Dedoose) and various coding techniques. Third, I engaged in a 

dual process of writing and meeting in a mediated discourse analysis (MDA) (Norris & 

Jones, 2005a; Scollon, 2001) group in order to use MDA as a method of data analysis. 

 The initial phase of analysis coincided with the process of data generation. This 

was both an individual and collaborative process. As I typed field notes from each class 

session, I included analytic memos about my “noticings” that were eventually coded 

during the second phase of data analysis. These analytic memos also served as informal 

conversation starters with NdCAD staff, who would often sit in on our sessions, and 

some of the youth who would come to class early or stay late. While these conversational 

methods of analyses were not originally part of the research design, they became so 

frequent and rich that a systematicity developed to them over time. Looking back, this 

was a form of member checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1985), to make sure that what I was 

seeing connected to what others were feeling and observing. It also helped me recognize 

blind spots in my preliminary analysis.  

In thinking about the implications of these dialogues, they seemed to fit with what 

Anderson and Herr (1999) call “democratic and dialogic validity” (p. 16), where  

practitioner researchers participate in critical and reflective dialogue with other 

practitioner researchers (Martin, 1987) or work with a “critical friend” who is 

familiar with the setting and can serve as devil’s advocate for alternative 

explanations of research data. (p. 16)  
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While I certainly understood this dialogic process as a form of research validity, which I 

will return to later, there was something more complex happening through these 

dialogues as they connected to the normalized cultural practices at NdCAD. NdCAD 

foregrounds a dialogic experience that is based in the oral traditions (Vansina, 1985) of 

African peoples. Through storytelling, narratives, and dialogue, the NdCAD community 

makes meaning of prevalent issues in local communities of African descent as related to 

the African Diaspora.  

The fact that this research took place at NdCAD situated it in the cultural 

practices of the organization. With regard to validity, Smith’s (1999) contention that 

answerability to the community—a main criterion of a decolonizing research process—is 

inherent to a deep understanding of these systematic conversations became vital for an 

accurate analysis of the data. Thus, the dialogic nature of analysis, both with NdCAD 

staff and the youth, served as a formalized analytic method that was absolutely necessary 

to the research methodology, and not simply an additive criteria for validity.  

 The second phase of analysis began at the end of the semester, as the data-

generation period came to a close. The dialogic analysis through conversation remained 

constant even through this phase, but I began to engage in a more traditional and 

individual process of data analysis that was affected by the collective process described 

above. In this individual phase of analysis I began by organizing all of the data generated 

over the previous 9 months of interaction with the youth researchers. Using Dedoose, a 

mixed-methods online software for data analysis, I loaded all of my textual data (e.g., 

field notes, journals, student writing, interview transcripts) into the program and began a 
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process of open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) for the purpose of identifying major 

themes that emerged from the data. Although I was using an iterative coding process to 

excavate themes from the data, I do not consider this research to be based on “grounded 

theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) because I had already had codes in mind before 

engaging in the coding process and I used my interview protocols to develop most of the 

other codes.  

While numerous codes emerged from the data that I had not previously 

considered, my writing and analysis overwhelmingly reflected the codes I had developed 

before the coding process began. Thus, the question of whether the themes of my 

research emerged from the data or came from my search through the data to find the 

themes I had developed during the first phase of analysis would suggest the latter. 

Ultimately, the iterative coding process (open, axial, selective) became a way for me to 

organize the data and evidence the claims that emerged in the original, collaborative 

phase of data collection. The negotiation between the first two phases of analysis was 

indicative of the paradigm shifts I often had to make throughout this study between 

African and Western (critical, but still Western) epistemologies.  

 The third phase of data analysis began during the second phase, after the process 

of open coding. This final phase had two major aspects. The first was the process of 

writing data chapters for this dissertation, and the second was meeting with a mediated 

discourse analysis (MDA) study group led by Cynthia Lewis from the University of 

Minnesota. Briefly, as I began writing this dissertation the data took on different 

dimensions. Along the way, I realized that my writing was its own form of data analysis, 
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as I would sometimes come to different conclusions or recognize that I should have 

foregrounded different data than what I started with. The recognition of writing as its 

own “method of inquiry” and “data collection” has been explored by qualitative 

researchers such as Colyar (2009) and Richardson (2003), among others. Thinking about 

my writing as an analytical phase of the research gave me permission to change my mind 

about some of my preliminary conclusions.  

Another development from the analytical aspect of my writing process was more 

intentional member checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1985), by sending chapters to some of 

the Uhuru Youth Scholars and NdCAD staff to receive feedback. This process was 

particularly challenging because there were times when my interpretations competed with 

those of others. I had to make difficult decisions regarding how to account for the 

suggested revisions of my analyses, also keeping in mind that the traditional “academic” 

nature of the writing was challenging for the youth in particular to interpret. Although I 

have tried to make this writing accessible to those I worked with, this was a dilemma that 

followed me throughout the process.  

Mediated	  Discourse	  Analysis	  and	  Nexus	  of	  Practice	  

 I knew that MDA would be an important analytical tool in this study, but my 

monthly meetings with the MDA group helped me hone its application. Our discussions 

centered on readings from foundational MDA scholars (Norris & Jones, 2005a; Scollon, 

2001; Scollon & Scollon, 2003) and various applications of MDA in education research 

(Lewis & Tierney, 2013). We used the readings to discuss the relationship between MDA 
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and our own data. While MDA6 is generally thought of as its own research methodology 

(Norris & Jones, 2005b), I used it in this dissertation as an analytical method. I took this 

liberty with MDA because it is uniquely suited to my research questions, particularly 

those that emerged regarding how social practices align to create participatory 

interactions in what is referred to as a “nexus of practice” (Scollon, 2001).  

Norris and Jones (2005b) actually encourage this analytic use of MDA: 

Rather than a strict methodology, nexus analysis is a set of heuristic tools that aim 

to guide researchers as they position themselves in relationship to research 

participants, to the questions being asked, and to the actions and discourse that 

will shape their data … making room for the analyst to use any data collection 

and analytical tools they deem useful within MDA’s broad focus on social action. 

(p. 201)  

MDA draws heavily from Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of social practice and helps re-

theorize social practice by adding nuance to Bourdieu’s work. Rather than provide an 

overarching discussion of MDA in its entirety, which is impossible in this limited space, I 

will focus here on Scollon’s (2001) theory of nexus of practice as it relates to situated 

learning and CPAR.  

Like other researchers (Davies, 2005; Edwards, 2005), Scollon problematizes 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) description of “communities of practice” (COP). Scollon’s 

work is entrenched in a situative perspective, thus it is very much aligned with Lave and 

Wenger, but his critique is focused on the boundedness of the concept of COP. Scollon 

                                                
6 Chapter 6 includes a more thorough examination of MDA and its central tenets. 
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writes, “[Community of practice] is a term that proves rather difficult to use with much 

assurance that one has not been pulled at least metaphorically back into presupposed and 

unexamined social entities” (p. 146). Scollon suggests that too much of the focus of COP 

has been on defining and categorizing the community instead of foregrounding the actual 

practices that constitute it. 

While Scollon theorizes the notion of practice in much the same way as Lave and 

Wenger, he describes the alignment or “linkages” of practice as occurring unconsciously 

in a nexus rather than a conscious “objectified” community. This key distinction opens up 

a larger realm through which social practice, identity, participation, and community can 

be understood. For example, in the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ community of practice there 

were high school students, a university researcher/educator, community educators, and 

NdCAD staff all interacting. How was the community of practice defined in this 

scenario? Each specific participant had their own practices and identities. Did the 

community educators see their practice as being the same as that of the students? Were 

the NdCAD staff the “old-timers” if this was their first experience with CPAR? These 

questions were not as problematic in a nexus model because what became key were the 

“sites of engagement,” or the moments when practices aligned in a particular social space 

(Scollon, 2001). Nexus of practice theory does not remove the social aspect, but rather 

attempts to free it from a boundedness that asks whether or not someone is a peripheral, 

marginal, or full member or a non-member of a certain community. Scollon describes a 

COP as an “objectified” nexus of practice, where its members are consciously aware of 

their practice existing in a community. This is where he departs from Lave and Wenger, 
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who do not assume that COP are always formed consciously, but have both explicit and 

tacit aspects. Scollon’s framework was useful in allowing me to consider the role of an 

educator within the nexus of practice of students engaged in CPAR.  

The final reason I used MDA in my analysis was that it also provided a pathway 

to bring discourse into the analysis of social practice. One of Scollon’s (2001) key tenets 

of MDA is the presupposition that “discourse and practice are mutually constitutive” (p. 

162). Thus MDA provided a logical connection between my interest in sociocultural 

practices and the data, which were largely discoursal due to my methods of ethnographic-

data generation.  

Validity	  and	  Limitations	  

  I end this chapter with a brief discussion of validity and the limitations of this 

research. In academia we tend to fetishize validity and equate it with rigor, claims to 

truth, and legitimacy. However, validity is constructed along epistemological lines in 

ways similar to the questions we ask, our methods of data generation, and researcher 

positionality. Numerous critical researchers (Anderson & Herr, 1999; Fine, 2008; Lather, 

1986) have already problematized traditional notions of validity that seek objectivity and 

generalizability; I will not discuss these here ad nauseum. Previously I described the 

“communal” validity that was systematically practiced through the ongoing dialogue that 

framed the research process. However, from an engaged-research perspective we will not 

know the validity of this work until we understand how it will be useful to NdCAD. I 

have already co-authored a book chapter with Gevonee Ford (Lozenski & Ford, 2014) 

which uses this research anecdotally to conceptualize a community-based methodology 
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describing NdCAD’s work, and we have plans to continue designing additional research 

and writing together. Thus, there is already validity to this research in terms of how 

NdCAD will use it to further its organizational goals; this dissertation was only a small 

step in a much larger conversation about how to position NdCAD to have the greatest 

impact. It remains to be seen how effective this particular study will be in the long-term 

plans of the organization.  

Anderson and Herr (1999) describe this “usability” measurement criteria as 

“outcome validity.” They describe outcome validity as “the extent to which actions occur 

which lead to a resolution of the problem that led to the study” (p. 16). The outcomes of 

this study are multilayered and vary in scope. At the most personal level, I can say that 

my own pedagogy and research dispositions were dramatically impacted by this work, 

which is evidenced by how I have redesigned the Uhuru Youth Scholars program for new 

cohorts in the subsequent years. I have also honed my understanding of what it means for 

me to conduct engaged research in all of its complexity. Pillow’s (2003) notion of 

“validity of discomfort” is directly connected to my researcher-teacher identity that I 

have developed through this process. Pillow suggests that qualitative researchers have 

become too comfortable in assertions of reflexivity as a methodological practice. 

Researchers’ continued lack of comfort with the ways in which they interact with social 

actors in the research process signals that they have maintained a hesitancy in how they 

have navigated the research process. A validity of discomfort necessitates moments of 

crisis in the research process. These moments of tension become the places that are ripe 

for interrogation.  
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Beyond my personal transformation, there was evidence of transformation in the 

youth as we moved through this process, with little space for comfort. However, the 

problem that led to this research—trying to conceptualize self-determined educational 

spaces—is a vast and unanswerable problem in the traditional sense. Will this dissertation 

contribute to our collective understanding of educational self-determination for 

communities of African descent? Only over time will we be able to answer this question. 

I would like to think that even if this study is not influential to the field, that at least I am 

asking questions that will provoke more questions and research to address this issue. 

There are a number of limitations to this study based on scope and capacity; 

however, I believe these limitations are generative, in that they provide space for future 

research to take place. The largest limitation of this study is that it documents a pilot 

program. While there is great worth in deeply understanding the complexity of starting a 

program from scratch, I chose not to foreground this aspect of the program. During the 

writing of this dissertation I was coordinating the second year of the program, and 

already there were significant changes to the structure of the program. A second 

limitation that I have already addressed was the conflict between my pedagogical and 

research commitments. Although I have reconciled these for myself, others, including 

critical qualitative researchers, may find these duel commitments limiting to the study. 

Finally, the length of the study was only an academic year. While this was significant for 

a doctoral dissertation, I believe that a longitudinal study would provide an improved 

context for addressing issues of identity and social practice through critical participatory 

action research.  
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Conclusion:	  Arriving	  at	  a	  Cool	  Place	  

I began this dissertation contemplating how I would conduct a critical 

ethnographic study of a course I was teaching with youth doing participatory action 

research. Along the way, I came to several counterintuitive realizations. From seeing the 

congruence of research and education to coming to understand crisis as a generative and 

necessary place for research, I believe I have been transformed through this work. As I 

attempt to situate myself methodologically, perhaps Lather’s (2007) suggestion of 

“telling stories that situate researchers not so much as experts ‘saying what things mean’ 

in terms of ‘data’ … [but] as witness giving testimony to the lives of others” (p. 41) is a 

wise consideration. Still, I think this statement makes too much of a delineation between 

myself as a “researcher” and the youth I spent a year with as the “participants.” Yes, I am 

telling this story, but as Brother Gevonee said, I am not speaking with one voice. As I 

move forward to analyze this temporal moment in my life and in the lives of the young 

people I worked with, the following passage from the Yoruban spiritual text, the Odu Ifa, 

as cited by Karenga (2006), speaks to me: 

Let us not engage the world hurriedly. 
Let us not grasp the rope of wealth impatiently. 

That which should be treated in a mature manner, 
Let us not deal with it in a state of uncontrolled passion. 

When we arrive at a cool place, 
Let us rest fully. 

Let us give continuous attention to the future. 
Let us give deep consideration to the consequences of things. 

And this, because of our eventual passing. 
—Yoruban Odu Ifa (1:1) 
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My time with these young people was a “cool place” to arrive, rest fully, and give deep 

consideration to the consequences of things.  



 

  94 

CHAPTER	  FOUR	  
 

Network	  for	  the	  Development	  of	  Children	  of	  African	  Descent:	  Opening	  the	  

Realm	  of	  Possibility	  

 
 I first entered Network for the Development of Children of African Descent 

(NdCAD) in the winter of 2011, after meeting the executive director, Gevonee Ford, by 

happenstance a few weeks prior at a community meeting I was asked to attend in 

someone else’s place. Upon entering NdCAD, I was immediately struck by the 

familiarity of the space, as it brought back memories of my youth and early adulthood, 

learning and working in African-centered spaces. Brother Gevonee’s1 greeting to me, as 

to all who come to NdCAD for the first time—“Welcome to NdCAD! Welcome home! 

We’ve been waiting for you!”—conveyed the familial orientation of the organization. 

Since that day, as others have done before me, I decided that I had arrived home. So I 

stayed. Over the past 4 years I have gone from a volunteer helping to organize NdCAD’s 

library to a staff member with responsibilities in three of NdCAD’s four programmatic 

areas, one of which, the Uhuru Youth Scholars Program, is the focus of this dissertation. 

 In this chapter I provide contextual background for the study and situate NdCAD 

as the quintessential environment for this work to exist. From the community-driven 

implementation of the program to the “geosemiotics” (Scollon & Scollon, 2003) of 

NdCAD as an educational environment, the work described in this study could not have 

                                                
1 At NdCAD people are addressed as “brother” or “sister,” to recognize and express the 
kinship of humanity. 
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taken place in similar ways anywhere else. Still, there are insights to be gained from both 

the context through which we engaged in the work as community–university partners and 

the implications for the practice of CPAR in spaces that are not similar to NdCAD.  

This chapter explicates the spiritual and intellectual aspects of NdCAD through a 

description of its philosophical foundations. I offer a response to critiques of African-

centered education, which has often been maligned by progressive and even radical 

proponents of critical education, not to mention those invested in the educational status 

quo of structural white supremacist logic steeped in European intellectual superiority. I 

conclude with a brief geosemiotic analysis in order to explore the ways in which 

NdCAD’s spatial environment informs the counterhegemonic discourses that emerge 

within the organization and community.  

Bridging	  African	  Spiritual	  and	  Intellectual	  Contexts	  

 My attempts to describe NdCAD as an organization pale in comparison to the 

sentiments shared by those who walk through its doors on a regular basis. AJ, one of the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars, had this to say in an interview when asked about NdCAD:  

AJ:  I think y’all a cool organization. 
 
Brian: Why is that? 
 
AJ:  'Cause, like y'all got hope for black people. I don't know. If you ever 

felt—I don't know—sometimes low key—when like sometimes I be mad 
or whatever—but when you walk into NdCAD, you're like—I don't know. 
It's hard to explain. I don't know. This place has like a spirit or some stuff. 

 
Brian: So there's a spirit and it—so you walk in feeling one way and you…  
 
AJ:  And then you feel better (Interview, 4/25/13) 
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AJ’s spiritual description of NdCAD is not unusual. NdCAD’s environment often has a 

calming, peaceful affect on those who visit. 

NdCAD is located three blocks from one of St. Paul’s main thoroughfares, yet it 

is unassuming as it sits tucked away from heavily trafficked areas. Upon entering the 

organization, your eyes are immediately drawn to the shelves of books on the left and the 

couches on the right. African art adorns the walls, and most people seeing NdCAD for 

the first time spend several minutes silently walking and looking at the art and posters 

filled with information about the histories of peoples of African descent. In the main 

corridor, past the couches, is a meeting area with chairs seated around large tables pushed 

together (see Figures 4.1–4.5). Beyond the large main room is a hallway connected to 

smaller rooms. The family resource room, which is reminiscent of a combined living and 

dining room with a fireplace, sofas, and large china cabinet, is filled with African 

ceramics made by Sister Susan Martin, the assistant director of NdCAD. Large portraits 

of influential elders in St. Paul’s African American community2 sit directly over the 

dining table, giving the room a homey feel, as though pictures of relatives were hanging 

on the wall. As the hallway wraps around a corner, the eye is drawn to the Sankofa 

reading room, where there sits a small table with child-size chairs, and books with a 

rainbow of black faces on the covers. There is also the Elder Kwame McDonald 

Memorial Library, which has several bookcases filled with the personal library of the 

distinguished activist, writer, and elder who left his accumulated lifetime collection to 

                                                
2 The portraits are of Elder Kwame McDonald and Elder Mary K. Boyd, two influential 
elders in St. Paul’s African-American community.  
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NdCAD, after his passing in 2011.3 The collection is remarkable and contains volumes of 

rare materials from the past half-century, such as black newspapers, journals, and 

magazines collected during the Civil Rights era. Just as AJ described, there is a spirit 

inside the building that has the ability to bring serenity and calmness to the children and 

adults that inhabit it each day, helping them “feel better.”  

    

Figure 4.1 – Children’s Lending Library  Figure 4.2 – NdCAD’s Main Room           

 

     

Figure 4.3 – Family Resource Room   Figure 4.4 – Sankofa Reading Room 

                                                
3 Elder Kwame McDonald was foundational in shaping the vision and work of NdCAD 
(http://www.spokesman-recorder.com/2011/11/02/kwame-mcdonald-april-20-1931-
october-26-2011-beloved-elder-and-pillar-of-minnesota-african-american-community-
passes/). 
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Figure 4.5 – McDonald Family Reference Library 

NdCAD itself is the manifestation of a community vision developed from a series 

of community conversations in the mid-1990s called “Cultural Beginnings.” The idea of 

Cultural Beginnings was to engage in a systematic inquiry of the assets that people and 

communities of African descent in the Twin Cities could draw from to promote social 

change. This asset-based framework of collective inquiry was already a departure from 

the deficit-based approaches that have become predictable in attempts to “fix” what is 

wrong with black communities, absent of any discussion of structural white supremacy. 

During an interview with Gevonee Ford I asked him to tell me a story about the 

development of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. His response helped me understand 

the organic extension that the Uhuru program represented in the context of NdCAD’s 

work:  

First thing I’ll say in terms of the context piece, our work is really about 

establishing, building, recognizing community networks that are already in place. 

And what I mean by networks is individuals, organizations, groups that are all 

committed to the healthy development of African children, but our work is really 

about lifting up and recognizing the connections that already exist or the networks 
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that already exist in our community. And then how do we lift those up, build on 

them, strengthen them, acknowledge them, celebrate them as the platform for 

collective work together. (Interview, 9/18/12) 

Gevonee’s contextualization and suggestion that we are drawing from networks that 

already exist illustrates the spiritual aspect involved in the realization of the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program, which is also articulated in the vision and mission statements for the 

organization (see Figure 4.6).  

 

 

Figure 4.6 

NdCAD works to achieve this vision using four programmatic strategies. The 

Sankofa Reading Program is an 8-week reading intervention for children in grades K–8 

that uses a sociocultural approach to learning connecting literacy with African identity. 

“Parent Power” is 4- to 8-week series of workshops that recognizes that parents have the 

ultimate power to help their children become lifelong independent readers. Parent Power 

helps parents mobilize this power to work with their children to build literacy skills and 

become literacy advocates for their children when working with educators. NdCAD also 

NETWORK FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN OF AFRICAN DESCENT 
 

Our Vision 
We envision a place where the African spirit is nurtured and renewed 

We envision a place where African people come together to learn of and from ourselves 

We envision a place where we come to learn from our elders and our children 

We envision a place where we affirm our global family 

We envision a place where we take care of family business 

 
Our Mission 

We exist to strengthen the cultural connections within communities of African descent that 
promote, sustain, and enhance the healthy development of our children. 
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facilitates professional development for educators, helping teachers, youth workers, 

administrators, and others gain a deeper understanding of how culture is implicit in how 

we learn, and exploring its approach to family education. The Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program is the fourth and most recent programmatic strategy developed by NdCAD.  

Dispelling	  Myths	  About	  Afrocentrism	  

The creation of NdCAD in the 1990s parallels the popularization of the African-

centered paradigm (Asante, 1988; Mazama, 2003) among communities of African 

descent in the U.S. Afrocentricity, according to Mazama (2003), is a political and cultural 

orientation to the world that has at its source “the African collective cognitive will to 

cultural and psychic liberation, while the ultimate objective of Afrocentricity is African 

development, i.e., African existence on African terms” (p. 6). As an African-centered 

organization, NdCAD has firmly established a self-determining stance within the Twin 

Cities, and thus has been embraced by those who recognize the necessity of educational 

and social self-determination among peoples of African descent, while simultaneously 

being skeptically held at bay by mainstream educational institutions and neoliberal 

reformers. 

As with other philosophical traditions with black liberation at their core (e.g., 

black radicalism, black feminism, critical race theory), Afrocentricity has sustained 

numerous attacks from those steeped in the status quo of white supremacy (Lefkowitz, 

1997). However, critical educational theorists have also targeted African-centered 

philosophy and practices (Adeleke, 2009; Dimitriadis & McCarthy, 2001). I have found it 

generative to pay close attention to critiques from critical theorists, in an effort to develop 
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solidarity with work that I believe has similar desires for the liberation of marginalized 

peoples. For instance, Dimitriadis and McCarthy’s (2001) writing on postcolonial theory 

resonated with me, which is why I found it surprising that they critique African-centered 

approaches to curriculum development. Afrocentricity has been so misrepresented 

(Lefkowitz, 1997) and practiced in such problematic ways that these critiques do have 

some legitimacy, based on these misconceptions. However, it is necessary to develop a 

nuanced perspective of the ways in which NdCAD understands and practices 

Afrocentricity. In the following section, I respond to critiques of Afrocentrism, exploring 

numerous ways it is misread, in order to further illustrate NdCAD’s understanding of its 

philosophy and practice. 

As I stated earlier, Dimitriadis and McCarthy’s (2001) rendering of the 

postcolonial imagination through art and the lives of historical figures has provided 

complex insight into the emergence of postcolonial theory as a liberatory construct. I 

appreciate their foregrounding of anti-capitalist arguments, and the complexity with 

which they depict the structural and psychological conditions of those who have been 

colonized. They describe the following motifs of a “postcolonial aesthetic”: 

“counterhegemonic representation, double or triple coding,4 and emancipatory or utopic 

visions” (p. 19). My frustration comes, however, with their use of Afrocentric curriculum 

as an example of what they called ressentiment, or “the practice by which one defines 

one’s identity through the negation of the other” (p. 4). Afrocentrism is an idea that I 

                                                
4 Dimitriadis and McCarthy (2001) define “double coding” as “the tendency of the 
postcolonial artist to mobilize two or more fields of reference or idiom in any given 
work” (p. 26). 
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understand as thoroughly postcolonial and in close alignment with the three motifs they 

outline. To hold it up as a demonstration of something that should be critiqued as existing 

outside of postcolonial thought is indicative of the ways in which it has been 

misconstrued in the popular imagination. My work with NdCAD presents an alternative 

perspective of Afrocentrism that is in alignment with postcolonial theory and, beyond 

alignment, that buttresses its most central tenets.  

Often Afrocentrism is framed through the debate that occurred during the 1990s 

between Afrocentric and Eurocentric scholars (Berlinerblau, 1999; Bernal, 1989; 

Lefkowitz, 1997). I remember this debate well, as it occurred while I was an 

undergraduate student at Cornell University, minoring in Africana Studies, where much 

of my coursework was grounded in dynamic conceptions of Afrocentrism and Pan-

Africanism. Dimitriadis and McCarthy (2001) describe both Afrocentric and Eurocentric 

camps as falling victim to, and ultimately reinforcing the fallacy of, “the discourse of 

origins.” In other words, both camps, by arguing over the racial and ethnic origins of 

“civilization,” consciously or unconsciously, “rely on the simulation of a pastoral sense 

of the past in which Europe and Africa are available to American racial combatants 

without the noise of their modern tensions, contradictions, and conflicts” (p. 110). In 

addition, they go on to critique multiple forms of education crafted by those they call 

“monologists” that seek to “effectively displace the Eurocentric core of the curriculum, 

replacing it with a specific minority program of affirmation of cultural heritage” (p. 118). 

The danger in engaging in this type of work, they argue, is that  
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[monologists presume] a singular meta-subject at the heart of the curriculum. This 

desire for the culturally guaranteed community relies on the same desire for 

monochromatic social wholeness and identification that underlies racism and 

ethnic chauvinism [and] … occurs at the price of the suppression of the dynamism 

of the difference and alterity that excluded or marginalized knowledges and 

subjectivities bring to any educational setting. (p. 118) 

While I agree with this brilliantly crafted warning against replicating the centripetal 

forces of cultural and intellectual sameness that dominate a positivist, imperialist Western 

paradigm, I do not think this is what African, Latin@, Chican@, Asian, or Indigenous-

centered curricula are trying to accomplish. In fact, the real danger lies in how these 

critiques of Afrocentrism and the like attempt to equate these curricular paradigms with 

the broader white supremacist goals of Eurocentrism.  

I concede that the enactment of non-European-centered curricular models 

occasionally do reinforce the “monochromatic social wholeness and identification” that 

concern Dimitriadis, McCarthy, and others; however I believe these approaches to 

education overwhelmingly resist this fallacy, and furthermore seek to eradicate it through 

an emancipatory diasporic lens. Even the programs that do replicate the cultural 

boundedness that one could equate with Eurocentrism are not doing the same kind of 

work that leads to racism and ethnic chauvinism, but instead are attempting to help 

communities survive and recover from the spiritual and psychological damage of a 

Eurocentric model that is the historical and material producer of the restrictive, 

categorical renderings of humans that create racism and ethnic chauvinism. In the 



 

  104 

following section, I complicate the notion of cultural boundedness through a dialectical 

construction of how marginalized groups, existing inside of structural white supremacy, 

appropriate discourses of sameness that are applied to them, in order to mobilize material 

and psychological resources for their survival. 

My	  Lived	  African-‐Centered	  Experience:	  The	  Material	  and	  Psychological	  Benefits	  of	  

Afrocentrism	  

 I have spent a large portion of my life working with and developing African-

centered organizations, such as NdCAD. While every organization that comes from an 

African-centered grounding has different goals, styles, hierarchies, and ways of going 

about their work, they do have particular commitments that align with an African-

centered perspective. Perhaps the best way to describe the commitments of the 

organizations I have worked with is to return to the work of Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999). 

Recall Smith’s model from Chapter 2 made up of concentric circles (see Figure 2.2) that 

describe the direction and goals of her work toward decolonization. The outermost circle 

represents survival, the next circle is recovery, then development, and the innermost 

circle represents self-determination (p. 117). Smith uses circles rather than a pyramid or 

some other linear representation, to show that all of these aspects are happening all of the 

time. However, she is not describing phases. The goal of decolonization is for 

communities that have been the targets of all forms of colonization to be self-

determining, self-defining, and self-representing. An Afrocentric paradigm has similar 

goals, which also align with the postcolonial motifs of “counterhegemonic 

representation” and “emancipatory visions.”  



 

  105 

In order to adequately address Afrocentrism as a concept, we must understand 

where it comes from. I understand Afrocentrism, certainly, as a response to 

Eurocentrism; however, it is operating from different moral origins, values, and 

commitments. With regard to Dimitriadis and McCarthy’s (2001) conceptualization of 

ressentiment as a damaging and alienating way of seeing and being in the world, what is 

apparent is that Eurocentrism is the paradigm of negation. It not only seeks to centralize 

post-Enlightenment, Western conceptions of European dominance, it also seeks to deny 

and eradicate the humanity, histories, and knowledges of all other peoples, replacing 

them with distortion, myth, and obfuscation.  

Afrocentrism, by contrast, has several purposes that are antithetical to 

Eurocentrism. One purpose of Afrocentrism is literal psychological survival through 

counterhegemonic means. Afrocentrism recognizes the material and psychological 

damage done by European imperialism, and seeks to deconstruct and reconstruct 

understandings of history and self to the African Diaspora. It does not seek to negate any 

other understandings, histories, or peoples, unless they represent an intentionally false or 

distorted view of African people (e.g., Eurocentrism). Afrocentrism does seek to 

“displace the Eurocentric core of the curriculum” (Dimitriadis & McCarthy, 2001, p. 

118), but the suggestion that it then attempts to replace it with a “specific minority 

program” is problematic. First, the very displacement of the European center inherently 

opens up curricular space for all other people, not only peoples of African descent. 

Second, to describe the African Diaspora as a “specific minority” is a misrepresentation 

of peoples who exist in every corner of the globe, and who speak uncountable languages, 
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have different histories, and see the world in disparate ways. Thus, Afrocentrism is not a 

ressentiment philosophy, but rather the negation of ressentiment that enables people to be 

able to move toward a critical, emancipatory, populist cultural vision, based on a 

foundation that all people, not only those of European descent, are human.  

The problem with trying to move from Eurocentrism to critical multiculturalism is 

that even when Europe is decentered, everyone, but especially non-Europeans, have to 

reconcile the legacy of Eurocentrism, which is the psychological and ideological lens 

through which they saw and understood each other. The role of white supremacy and 

European domination cannot be downplayed in the relationships and conflicts between 

people of color, particularly people of African descent, in the U.S. Uzoigwe (2008) 

depicts a historical disconnection between continental Africans and African Americans 

who, from the end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade until the mid-20th century, could 

usually only see one another “through Euro-American eyes.” Uzoigwe uses this idea to 

make the point that the inaccurate depictions of people of African descent helped 

maintain isolation and divisions between groups of people with raced, classed, and 

ancestral commonality. Even today, antagonisms exist between African Americans and 

continental African immigrants. Instead of coming from African grounding to analyze 

cultural practices, history, and politics, people of African descent often draw from 

Eurocentric grounding, resulting in the distortion and negation of each other.  

Afrocentrism seeks to help African people understand themselves so that they can 

begin to understand others. The staff at NdCAD consists of African American and 

continental African immigrants who use an African-centered worldview to work through 



 

  107 

our differences, rather than ignore or further perpetuate them. I am not arguing for a 

bounded conception of who might be considered African people; an African-centered 

perspective recognizes that the African Diaspora is both real and imagined, in that there 

exist real people descended from various communities on the African continent, but that 

there also exists an imagined kinship (Anderson, 2006) between those people. In this 

regard, Afrocentrists are not monologists, and an Afrocentric perspective inherently 

rejects the monologist dilemma, because it must address the African Diaspora in all of its 

complexity with regard to the centuries of dispersal of African people who were, in and 

of themselves, not monochromatic, monocultured, or constructed in any other singular 

form.  

Still, there are generalizations, cultural boundedness, and imagined histories 

embedded in particular conceptions of Afrocentrism. Some African-centered programs do 

seek to only promote a static conception of culture and portray African people as ancient 

god-like kings and queens in the utopia of what was imagined as ancient Africa. 

However, even these more problematic attempts at African-centered pedagogy serve a 

larger purpose. If we concede nothing else, most can agree that those who control the 

U.S. public education system do not believe that black children (or any other children for 

that matter) need any historical knowledge of African peoples prior to slavery. Classical 

and modern African history have historically been eradicated from the vast majority of 

official PK–12 curricula (Woodson, 1933/1990). It is up to individual teachers, parents, 

and alternative community-based educational organizations, like NdCAD, to provide 

black youth with a pre-enslavement vision of themselves. Even if this vision is a 
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simplified myth of utopian majesty, it can at the very least give a child a glimpse of 

herself or himself beyond the simplistic imagery that is available in the duly imagined 

stereotypes and caricatures provided by the broader society. Perhaps a young black boy 

may question how African people went from an imagined historical utopia to the current 

existence of mere survival and degradation. These simplistic forms of Afrocentrism are 

not as damaging as critics make them out to be, because any positive depiction of black 

people will serve as a counterstory (Matsuda, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002) to the 

negative imagery and stories that are part of the mainstream narrative of who black 

people are. They also carry the potential for opening up a world of critical 

multiculturalism where these simplistic understandings begin to dissolve as people come 

to the kinds of understandings that a postcolonial perspective promotes.  

The mobilization of cultural boundedness is not limited to psychological benefit. 

There are material consequences at stake for marginalized communities operating in the 

midst of patriarchal white supremacy. As Ngo (2013) suggests, minoritized groups may 

enact a “critical” or “strategic” cultural essentialism for the purpose of appropriating the 

dominant cultural discourse around static representations of culture in order to achieve 

political gains. Ngo’s research with Hmong communities in Minnesota describes how 

Hmong leaders mobilized essentialist depictions of culture to vie for power and resources 

amidst hostility from mainstream educational institutions. Citing Bhabha (1999), Ngo 

writes, “Cultural difference only becomes so when there is an ‘issue about the 

distribution of goods between cultures, or the funding of cultures, or the emergence of 

minorities in a situation of resources’” (Bhabha, 1999, p. 16, as cited in Ngo, 2013, p. 
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26). Proponents of African-centered thought may also engage in essentialized cultural 

representations, not for the purpose of living out a monochromatic view of cultural 

identity, but rather as a means to vie for political and economic resources amidst the 

maintenance of structural white supremacy. This mobilization of Afrocentric 

philosophical thought for political and economic gain is central to the objectives of Pan-

Africanism (James, 1969/1995; Padmore, 1971). Pan-Africanism is essentially an 

Afrocentric political and economic theory which posits that the liberation of the African 

Diaspora is bound to the political and economic sovereignty of the African continent. The 

common interests of those conceived of as African people are thus centralized in the 

independence and liberation of the geographically bounded African continent from 

colonialism, neocolonialism, and any other form of material, human, and economic, 

exploitation (James, 1969/1995). The language of Pan-Africanism predates that of 

Afrocentricity, but these ideas are inseparable. 

As an organization, NdCAD resists simplistic essentialist representations of 

culture. Rather, NdCAD approaches its work by identifying unifying themes that have 

sustained African peoples across the Diaspora, and highlighting these themes as “African 

cultural values.” The value systems that NdCAD promotes may come from African 

American spiritual and intellectual traditions, Somali immigrant communities in 

Minnesota, Senegalese immigrants living in France, or ancient Egyptians, Zimbabweans, 

Ethiopians, or Yorubans. NdCAD recognizes these ways of knowing as fundamentally 

African and stemming from an African experience for other Africans to recognize and 

incorporate when necessary. The design of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program involved a 
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similar collection of African knowledge systems for the purpose of mobilizing the assets 

in our communities through participatory action research.  

The	  Geosemiotics	  of	  Black	  Education	  

 I began this chapter by suggesting that NdCAD was the quintessential 

environment for this work to take place. Perhaps it would have been more accurate to say 

that this was the work that took place as a result of NdCAD’s environment. While I have 

chosen to focus my analysis on the sociocultural aspects of processes that happened 

largely beneath the surface of conscious thought, I cannot ignore the sociocultural 

environment that NdCAD provided, which set (or more accurately, expanded) the realm 

of possibility for this work. Critical discourse theorists (Fairclough, 1989; Gee, 1999) 

suggest that this realm of possibility is constituted through discourse, which is connected 

to our histories, identities, and ideologies.  

Mediated discourse analysis (MDA) (Norris & Jones, 2005a; Scollon, 2001), 

which I use as an analytical tool, pushes this idea further, by suggesting that discourse is 

not limited to language but also includes nonverbal actions and spatial environments. 

Scollon and Scollon (2003) give more clarification to MDA through their theorization of 

“geosemiotics,” which they define as “the study of the social meaning of the material 

placement of signs and discourses and of our actions in the material world” (p. 211). In 

the remainder of this chapter, I use the three principals of geosemiotics (indexicality, 

dialogicality, and selection) laid out by Scollon and Scollon (2003) to briefly highlight 

the impact of NdCAD in constituting what was possible, or perhaps inevitable, in the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program. 
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 The notion of indexicality represents the idea that symbols and discourses take on 

different meaning depending on where they are placed in the world. As the advisory 

board was creating the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, there was never any doubt that 

we would hold the program at NdCAD, because NdCAD’s spiritual and intellectual 

environment would be difficult to replicate on a traditional, predominantly white campus 

like that of the University of Minnesota. Teaching and learning, as with all social 

interaction, are inherently connected to making meaning of symbols and appropriating 

discourses.  

The concept of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), which is a foundational 

construct of NdCAD’s educational philosophy, can be traced through a sociocultural 

tradition to the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (Edwards, 2005; Vygotsky, 

1978). Working from a Marxist lens, Vygotsky and his peers developed the theory of 

cultural mediation in which children make cognitive meaning through their interactions 

with the outside world through mechanisms of socialization and internalization. 

Vygotsky (1978) explained that the process of internalization is “the internal construction 

of an external operation” (p. 56). Through the use of tools (external mechanisms to 

change “objects of activity”) and signs (“internal activity aimed at mastering oneself”), 

children begin to achieve this process of internalization by participating in culturally 

mediated activity. While Vygotsky invoked the discourse of cognition, his theories 

simultaneously showed that making meaning about the world was entrenched in a 

particular social and cultural context. 
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 Vygotsky’s work has been used in conflicting ways across various fields of 

education (e.g., cognitive theory, behavioral science, psychology). Sociocultural theorists 

such as Greeno (1997) and Rogoff (1995) provide clarity to the overarching concepts that 

distinguish situated learning from other fields based in more rigid “cognitive” models of 

development that attempt to draw from Vygotsky. Greeno makes several clear 

distinctions between what he calls “cognitive” and “situative” perspectives: “The 

situative view focuses on practices in which individuals have learned to participate, rather 

than on knowledge that they have acquired” (p. 6). The importance of this distinction lies 

in the Marxist notion of active knowledge, namely that knowledge is validated through 

action upon the world (Marx, 1845/1959). The situative lens looks primarily at 

individuals as participants in interactive systems and how they operate within specific 

“material and representational systems.” Other distinctions that Greeno suggests exist 

between cognitive and situative perspectives, respectively, are in the foregrounding of the 

acquisition of hard skills over identity, and individual versus social mechanisms of 

learning. 

The ways in which NdCAD mobilizes symbols is unique and far removed from 

what one may experience in other educational spaces. I could have engaged in similar 

teaching methods in a classroom at the University of Minnesota (which we did 

periodically), but the ways in which these methods would have been translated and 

internalized by the youth would have had different meanings. For example, when the 

youth engage with texts by foundational Africana Studies scholars, such as Ivan Van 

Sertima or Cheik Ante Diop, tracing the African origins of scientific and political thought 
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takes on a different meaning, as they are surrounded by symbols, images, and discourses 

that affirm these historical analyses. The geosemiotic environment becomes more 

important when the youth have never previously been introduced to these analyses or 

even considered them. In a typical classroom these congruent symbols of African 

achievement are absent, making these liberatory theories marginal, or something that 

should draw skepticism. Skepticism is a good thing in education—a large part of my 

pedagogy is to instill skepticism in the young people I work with. However, the 

skepticism I am referring to here is a problematic, self-contemptuous skepticism born of 

doubt about the worth and intellectual capacity of African peoples from experiencing an 

educational lifetime of white supremacist discourses. Indexicality, in this sense, renders 

the critical, and even radical, ideas being discussed in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program 

as having real possibility when situated in the self-affirming space of NdCAD. Possibility 

is the precursor to not only hope but also to a liberatory disposition about one’s ability to 

alter one’s circumstances, and the broader circumstances of the world.  

The second principle of geosemiotics—dialogicality— builds from indexicality. 

Dialogicality recognizes that signs, symbols, and discourses (i.e., semiotic systems) do 

not exist in isolation. As Scollon and Scollon (2003) explain, “Each sign indexes a 

discourse that authorizes its placement, but once the sign is in place it is never isolated 

from other signs in its environment, embodied or disembodied” (p.  205). If we consider 

what I’ll call the “geopedagogical” aspects of NdCAD, this dialogicality becomes evident 

through the discourses that NdCAD authorizes. As I suggested, the congruence of 

symbols with the liberatory discourses available at NdCAD works to open the realm of 
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possibility for those with dispositions for change. However, these semiotic systems are 

often in competition with hegemonic discourses of black degradation and self-doubt. As a 

semiotic space, NdCAD does not authorize these destructive discourses of inferiority. 

Often the work of NdCAD is about helping people reconcile the crisis that can come 

when trying to work through these competing discourses of black degradation and black 

affirmation (Lozenski & Ford, 2014). As Kumashiro (2002) suggests, these crises are 

precursors to learning and transformation, thus the dialogicality of NdCAD as a 

geosemiotic environment mobilizes the interaction between signs for psychological and 

social transformation. 

 The final principle of geosemiotics is selection. Selection recognizes the inherent 

competition in the dialogicality of signs and discourses. Competing signs must at some 

point be prioritized through selection, meaning that certain things will be indexed and 

considered over others. Selection works in the most mundane actions, such as deciding 

when to cross the street by looking at street signs as opposed to seeing that your bus 

might leave if you wait for the green light. However, in education the stakes are much 

higher. Bourdieu (1997) writes, “The social space is defined by the mutual exclusion, or 

distinction, of the positions which constitute it, that is, as a structure of juxtapositions of 

social positions” [emphasis in original] (p. 134). This distinction between social positions 

(discourses) best describes the notion of selection.  

At NdCAD, the social space is defined differently than the broader, or what some 

might call “dominant,” social space. Even the word dominant becomes contested at 

NdCAD, because inherent in the idea of dominance is the dominated. As NdCAD 
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approaches its work through a strengths-based framework, being dominated is seen as 

something to which you must consent. Further, as Scollon and Scollon describe, “Action 

is a form of selection” (p. 205). Thus, our actions in space make certain pathways of 

thinking, dispositions, or social positions available. Through the action embedded in its 

pedagogy and programmatic strategies, NdCAD helps define a separate social space, 

which ultimately can lead to the understanding of the hegemonic social space that we 

may not even realize exists around us. Using action research to study our history and 

ourselves is another aspect of selection that inherently draws from and prioritizes a 

critical discourse in education that is incommensurable with other forms of passive 

educational engagement. 

Conclusion:	  Passing	  on	  Cultural	  Traditions	  

 NdCAD is a dynamic educational environment that continuously adapts and looks 

for new and innovative ways to study the assets of communities of African descent in the 

Twin Cities. NdCAD recognizes that people with varying backgrounds and life 

experiences enter its doors on any given day, and that as an organization it is simply a 

microcosm of the broader community. To live out its African-centered vision of self-

determination through self-study, NdCAD tries to open the realm of possibility for 

communities of African descent. This work may come through teaching children that 

literacy is part of their cultural heritage, by helping parents navigate school systems that 

disconnect literacy from their children’s lives, or by helping educators see the connection 

between culture, teaching, and learning.  
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The following chapters document this work with high school youth, through a 

critical ethnographic lens. The work of NdCAD is the work of inviting people to see 

themselves as part of something larger than only themselves, or their immediate family, 

or community. The interconnection between us all is already in existence. For NdCAD it 

is a matter of illuminating and opening the door. Hilliard (1995) articulates this idea in 

describing his intended audience for his collection of essays, The Maroon Within Us: 

The primary audience for this book is the African family and community: those 

who identify with and acknowledge their cultural heritage, those who want to 

know more about it and who feel an obligation to pass on the cultural traditions of 

the family to posterity, those who are committed to collective struggle to develop 

our communities, and those who are dedicated to an uncompromising resistance 

to oppression in all its overt and covert forms. (p. 10) 

NdCAD is part of the audience that Hilliard envisioned. Beyond being part of the 

audience, NdCAD is dedicated to carrying out the work that Hilliard described, through 

an asset-based approach to systematically understanding people of African descent. The 

development of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program is merely an extension of this work, 

providing a space that invites youth who want to know more about their cultural heritage, 

and who want to pass it on to others. 
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CHAPTER	  FIVE	  

Building	  the	  Uhuru	  Youth	  Scholars	  Program:	  A	  Community	  Effort	  

 Nabudere (2008) provides historical precedence for engaging in participatory 

action research (PAR) through a framework informed by African knowledge and 

scholarship. Nabudere traces the contributions of East Africans, specifically Tanzanian 

scholars, to the development of what is now called PAR, providing insight into the 

nuances that African scholarship contributed to the conceptualization and enactment of 

PAR. Alongside the work of Fals-Borda, Rahman (1991), and Freire (1982) in South 

America, Tanzanian scholars rejected the Western post-Enlightenment approach to 

research and were engaged in debating the uses of the “participatory research approach” 

that had emerged out of South America. These scholars critiqued the new South 

American paradigms of research as still having roots in the “functionalist school of 

anthropology … that was used during the colonial period in Africa” (Nabudere, 2008, p. 

64).  

The work that came out of Tanzania was important because it exposed the 

contradictions of attempting to eliminate the power dynamics between researchers and 

“the oppressed” masses. According to Nabudere: 

The Dar es Salaam debates about “participatory action research” moved the 

discussion about theory and practice a step further. They brought into the 

discourse the role of ordinary African men and women in the production and use 

of knowledge. They raised issues of representation and the use of the oral 
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tradition broke down the dichotomy between structure and agency in the 

production of African history…. The Dar es Salaam school humanized the writing 

of history, transforming it from a story about kings and dynasties of rulers to a 

popular history, and this in turn had changed the way Western historians looked at 

history in general. (p. 69) 

The use of PAR to reconstruct populist histories by connecting it to peoples’ real lives is 

also integral to NdCAD and the Uhuru Youth Scholars. NdCAD’s programmatic 

strategies prior to the development of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program focused 

primarily on childhood literacy. NdCAD takes a Freirian approach to literacy, 

recognizing that “reading does not consist merely of decoding the written word or 

language; rather, it is preceded by and intertwined with knowledge of the world. 

Language and reality are dynamically interconnected” (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. 29). 

For NdCAD, reading the written word takes on a particular importance for people of 

African descent due to the totalizing distortions from mass media and PK–PhD education 

systems regarding who African people are as historical and modern beings.  

In the Parent Power program, for instance, literacy is described as first and 

foremost about “unlocking a healthy African cultural identity.” School success is a 

secondary goal, although still critically important. The Uhuru Youth Scholars program 

was conceived to continue this critical literacy tradition for high school youth of African 

descent through a research-based application. In this chapter I trace the organic 

development of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program from its inception to implementation, 
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including biographical information of the first cohort of Uhuru Youth Scholars—the 

focal participants in this study.  

Educational scholars (Kinloch, 2010; Morrell, 2004) have made the case for 

CPAR as a practical application of critical literacy. For the creation of the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program, the issue became one of conceiving ways in which CPAR could be 

practiced and modeled with youth of African descent that was congruent with NdCAD’s 

organizational mission, which states: “We exist to strengthen the cultural connections 

within communities of African descent that promote, sustain and enhance the healthy 

development of our children.” In order to ensure the new program aligned with this 

grassroots mission, Gevonee suggested that we convene an advisory board that would 

work over a year to accomplish the task of creating the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. 

After consulting with NdCAD’s board of directors, Gevonee and I recruited an advisory 

board comprised of active members of the NdCAD community, faculty and staff from the 

University of Minnesota, community organizers, secondary educators, and high school 

youth. The board convened in September of 2011 and met monthly to design the 

framework for the program. My role as the head of the advisory board was to organize 

the board and carry out most of the logistics. I was able to take on this role by working 

with my academic advisor at the University of Minnesota to align the work with my 

graduate assistant position. The advisory board met monthly for over a year with the 

objective to launch the pilot of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program in September 2012.  
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Uhuru	  Youth	  Scholars	  Programmatic	  Framework	  

 In the early months of meeting the advisory board developed the following goals 

for the program: 

1. To promote an identity among youth of African descent as critical scholars and 

continuing an African intellectual tradition 

2. To position youth of African descent as agents of change in our communities 

3. To promote an alternative model of education grounded in an African-centered 

worldview, social justice, and societal transformation 

4. To encourage youth of African descent to seek higher education and use it to 

uplift our communities 

Most of these goals could be met through the content of the program; however, we 

decided that the fourth goal in particular could best be achieved by offering the youth 

some form of college credit based on their work. The idea was to instill in them early on 

that their academic existence was not simply an individual endeavor, but that they had a 

responsibility to the collective of African peoples to ensure that they connected their 

academic pursuits with issues of importance in their community.  

Thus, the Uhuru Youth Scholars program was structured as a two-semester 

college course that would be taught by me under the supervision of one of the University 

faculty on the advisory board, and offered through the Department of Post-Secondary 

Teaching and Learning at the University of Minnesota. After investigating numerous 

options for high school youth to receive college credit, we decided to work through the 

Post-Secondary Enrollment Options (PSEO) program, which allows high school youth to 
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take courses for college credit that also fulfill high school credit requirements. We 

worked with the PSEO program at the University of Minnesota to develop a cohort model 

through which we would be able to select high school students who would be enrolled in 

PSEO just to take this course. 

 In addition, the advisory board collaboratively developed the course content and 

syllabus, and worked to fundraise and create promotional materials to recruit the pilot 

group of students. As with most of the work that happens at NdCAD, the relational 

aspects of the meetings took on a particular significance. One of the advisory board 

members, Dr. Sara Axtell, a faculty member and community liaison at the University of 

Minnesota, had this to say as she reflected on one of the planning meetings in an 

interview after the program was launched: 

Sara: Well I think one of the things that—part of the process that really sticks in 

my mind is one of our planning meetings that really—it didn't feel like a 

planning meeting as much as it felt like having a time to sit with elders. 

And it was the one that Elder Louis1 was at. And that really stuck with me. 

Just—and I think part of the reason that it stuck with me is—so we’re 

doing a class in an academic context, but I think that you’ve managed to 

take it out of an academic, solely an academic knowledge system. You 

know, so it feels different. And part of that is that you do a grounding2 

                                                
1 Louis Alemayehu is a NdCAD board member, activist, and poet who is a respected 
elder in the Twin Cities. 
2 The “grounding” that Dr. Axtell is referring to is a cultural practice called “centering” 
that is typically used to start meetings at NdCAD. Centering is a short meditation activity 
meant to situate participants in the present moment and acknowledge the purpose and 
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with us at the beginning, so that, you know, we can feel that the ancestors 

are there when we’re doing it. But even more so when we were in the 

room with—and there were several people around the table, but I 

especially remember a lot that Louis was saying. And it just, it was just a 

very beautiful conversation, in that it really resonated on really deep 

levels, I felt. And showed how can we bring the fullness of that in to 

something that is an academic class. And I think that’s really difficult to 

do.  

Brian: So what impact then did that meeting have, do you think, on the shape of 

what exists now? 

Sara:  Well I think actually a lot of the substance of what we talked about in that 

meeting made its way into the syllabus. You know? So kind of—I recall at 

that meeting we sort of visioned, you know, what are the things that young 

people need to know to grow into healthy African leaders. You know? 

And so I felt that a lot of that carried through, the content and also the 

spirit of it. 

As Dr. Axtell articulated, the meetings themselves reflected the spiritual and intellectual 

environment of NdCAD, which we then attempted to translate into course content. Dr. 

Axtell’s response makes evident the communal orientation of the creation process. The 

cultural practices of dialogue with elders and meditation emerged as foundational aspects 

of the process to envision what could have been perceived as a contradictory attempt to 

                                                                                                                                            
importance of the work at hand. The person leading the centering often references both 
ancestors and children in recognition of the connection between the past and the future. 
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merge “academic” and “nonacademic” knowledge systems. As the board completed the 

work of bringing the program into existence, the content began to take shape.  

The Uhuru Youth Scholars course (see Appendix A for an abbreviated course 

syllabus) was a combination of an Africana history/ethnic studies class and a research 

methods class on CPAR. The content consisted of critical readings on African and 

African American history, but also critical readings about education in general. We 

wanted the youth to question their educational experience by exposing them to 

foundational theorists such as Freire, DuBois, hooks, Van Sertima, Hilliard, and Malcolm 

X, and contemporary scholars such as Michelle Alexander and Patricia Hill Collins. In 

addition, the course was designed to expose the youth to “community educators” 

(Harbour, 2010). Community educators are members of the community who are not 

typically seen as teachers but who often perform educational functions with young 

people, such as coaches, artists, organizers, business owners, and various clergy. We 

sought out community educators who held a wealth of knowledge about the experiences 

of African people from various liberatory perspectives such as critical race theory, 

classical African studies, black feminism, and Pan-Africanism. Finally, the course 

consisted of field experiences for the youth to hone their skills with different qualitative 

and quantitative methods of data collection, including survey development, field 

observation, critical text analysis, photography, and qualitative interviewing. 

Recruiting	  the	  Inaugural	  Group	  

 The board decided to start small in our efforts to recruit the inaugural class of 

Uhuru Youth Scholars. One of the high school youth on the advisory board attended a 
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nearby charter school, Island View High School, which was project based and run by a 

teacher co-op. She believed that the program we designed would fit well with the model 

of the school and that the few students of African descent at the school would need and 

understand its value. Our other efforts to recruit youth from nearby public schools in the 

larger urban districts proved to be more difficult than expected, as many of the principals 

and counselors we contacted did not even return our calls. It was not until I was 

connected with the principal of an alternative public school, called Fredrick McGhee 

High School,3 by one of the upper level district administrators that we had any success 

with area public schools.   

Island View and Fredrick McGhee could not have been more different in design, 

demographics, and operation. I was able to recruit students from Island View in the 

spring of 2012 before school ended, but due to the difficulty of connecting with area 

public schools, I had to wait until the first day of school in September 2012 to recruit 

from McGhee. The following description of my experience at each school on the first 

day, adapted from my field notes, provides some insight into the stark differences 

between the schools. 

As I entered [Fredrick McGhee High School] for the first time with students in 

attendance (2nd time ever), I was greeted by the security detail at the front door. There 

was a small corridor with windows looking into the main office with administrative 

personnel busy at work. The corridor is filled with photography shot by the students and 

                                                
3 Both high schools were given pseudonyms. 
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a photographer in residence.4 Although it is designed for security (the doors can only be 

unlocked by a buzzer or from the inside), it is still inviting and makes visitors feel 

welcome. The students who are pictured also look happy, which adds to the atmosphere 

of the school. The principal immediately recognized me and I was able to forego the 

security inspection. The principal is a middle-aged (40s) white man who has an 

energetic, somewhat fidgety way about him. He and I had only spoken once before where 

he described his commitment to a truly alternative educational experience for students 

who are in many ways on their last leg and in danger of not graduating from high school.  

I was introduced to the vice principal, a middle-aged (50s) black man who quickly 

thanked me for working with the students. As I was whisked through the hallways I saw a 

diverse group of students trickling through the halls. The vast majority were students of 

color (African American, Asian [mostly Hmong]). The principal informed me that there 

were a lot of absences on this day, which was the first day of school.  

After a quick meeting with the curriculum coordinator (a mid-30s white man), I 

found out I would be speaking for a few minutes at the opening assembly to advertise the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars. The gym was small with only half of a basketball court. There 

were approximately 150–200 chairs lined up in a chaotic semicircle structure. As the 

students trickled in they sat along the back, seemingly separated from each other. As the 

assembly began there were only about 50 students in the gym, which was eerily quiet. 

The principal welcomed the students and they showed a brief video about the school 

created by students the previous year.  

                                                
4 We later recruited the “photographer in residence” (a well-known activist and 
photographer in the Twin Cities) to work with the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. 
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As the video started a young white woman appeared on the screen and said, 

“We’re bad students.” She, and other students in the film go on to describe the 

assumptions about the students in the school. The woman in the film sat embarrassed in 

the back of the gym as some nearby students joked with her about her appearance. Her 

accent and language was much closer to African American Vernacular English than 

Standard English. I had seen the film previously when the principal e-mailed it to me. It 

documented the unique academic and extracurricular activities that students had 

engaged in the previous year. 

As the film finished the principal went back up front to introduce me and a few 

others there to discuss new course offerings. I was greeted by applause although there 

was a lack of energy in the room. I was introduced as being from the U of M and offering 

a course for college credit. I decided to start by describing the meaning of Uhuru. I 

wanted them to understand that the course was not the typical educational experience. I 

made eye contact with the black students in the room as I talked, searching for some 

recognition that what I was saying would resonate, but I found little reciprocation. As I 

finished, another speaker was greeted and told students about a PE credit for building 

their own bicycles. The principal ended the assembly by going over the school rules and 

threatening to “find another place” for any students who could not follow the rules 

regarding cell phones, hats, and sagging pants. I left the school somewhat dejected due 

to the low attendance, but also the feeling that my recruitment effort was not going to be 

as easy as I thought. 
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After leaving I went to [Island View High School] to pick up a form from a 

student who was registering. Island View could not have been more different from 

McGhee. When I entered there were groups of students doing team-building activities in 

the halls and in the classrooms. The energy level was very high. The vast majority of the 

students were white, many having alternative aesthetic styles such as dyed hair, torn 

clothing, piercings, and dark-colored make-up.  

I walked through the hallways without anyone asking me for ID and many of the 

classrooms have glass windows allowing the entire room to be seen from the hallway. 

Inside the “advisory” classrooms are open workspaces, where each student has a 

designated table and room to keep their supplies. It reminded me of a modern corporate 

office without cubicles that encourages youth culture and collaboration. I asked for the 

location of my student’s advisory room and was pointed in the right direction. When I 

entered the classroom the students were running their team-building activity and the 

teacher was standing to the side observing. She was able to give me the form without any 

interruption to the activity. As I left I could not help but feel a sense of disbelief at the 

difference between the schools I visited on that first day of class (Field notes, 9/3/12). 

My experience in each school on the first day of class illustrates the stark 

differences between the educational histories of the youth who enrolled in the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars program. The cultural climate of each school was palpable. McGhee had 

a somewhat conflicted focus on discipline and possibility. I got the sense that the youth in 

the school knew they were on their last leg and at risk of not receiving a high school 

diploma. Yet, there was a feeling that one could attain a second chance at school through 
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participation in the alternative programming that was available. On that first day, 

however, it felt as though most of the youth did not want to be there. Island View also 

appeared to be a place of second chances, but in a different way than McGhee. It felt like 

there was a second chance at fitting in for many youth who could have been deemed 

outcasts at other schools. The freedom of movement at the school was obvious, as 

classrooms, which did not feel like classrooms, seemed to spill out into the hallways. The 

colors were vibrant, and youth culture and creative energy dominated the landscape.  

I do not want to suggest that one school was better than the other, as I do not have 

enough experience in either school to make that judgment. McGhee offered numerous 

vocational opportunities for its students as well as classes on media production and 

service learning. In other visits to McGhee, I experienced a warm and friendly climate 

with youth who appeared happy to be there. I have visited classes at McGhee where the 

social studies teachers use Zinn’s (2003) popular critical text, A People’s History of the 

United States, as the textbook. I have seen English teachers engaging students with 

Butler’s (1993) Parable of the Sower, another liberatory text, by a critical black female 

author. Students at Island View are able to create their own projects and align them to 

state standards themselves. Some students, such as Autumn (one of the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars), engaged in creating a short film for her senior project using her own music and 

poetry. Erica (another Uhuru Youth Scholar) researched the history of graffiti in the Twin 

Cities for her senior project. The Island View student who was on the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars advisory board engaged in service work in Haiti after the 2010 earthquake as 

part of her credit for graduation.  
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Although Island View and McGhee are vastly different from each other, they both 

represent alternatives to the traditional high school models that are more prevalent 

throughout the Twin Cities. Perhaps it was the alternative approach of each school to 

education that allowed the administration to see the value of the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program. Three of the students (Autumn, Erica, and Nathaniel) came from Island View, 

and the other three (Will, AJ, and Sheekey) came from McGhee (see Table 5.1). Each of 

these youth (except for Erica) was briefly introduced through their “about me” writings in 

Chapter 1. In the remainder of this chapter I provide more biographical context to the 

lives of these young people. 

Table 5.1 Demographic Information for Uhuru Youth Scholars 
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The	  Players	  

Will	  

 Will’s life has quite literally been defined by transition. During the first Uhuru 

class, when asked to map his journey up to arriving at the point in time where he was 

sitting in the room with the other youth, he drew a map of arrows with different states. He 

said he had lived in four different states in the last 7 years. Will was a 19-year-old 

African American young man who lived with his mother and four elementary-aged half-

siblings for whom he had significant caretaking responsibilities. Even with his obligation 

to watch over his siblings Will was one of the most consistent youths in the program, 

coming from McGhee High School to attend almost every session. Will described 

growing up in poverty but not really recognizing it, and sometimes being confused by the 

inconsistency of access to necessities.  

Will was soft-spoken, sometimes mumbled his words, and rarely made eye 

contact with others. Yet, as I had the opportunity to get to know Will over the course of 

the year, we would often engage in deeply enriching conversations about books he was 

reading or ideas about the world that he was questioning. I was surprised to discover that 

he was teaching himself to speak Japanese by reading a book he borrowed from the 

library. Will described himself as having difficulty with “input and output,” meaning that 

he knew what he wanted to say in his head, but had a problem articulating it in words. 

Recall his “about me,” from Chapter 1, where he wrote, “I hate words because I barely 
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use them; I like words because each one is a key to further my understanding” (NdCAD, 

2013). This statement brilliantly describes Will as a metaphorical “tortured soul” with 

ideas in his mind larger than he can describe. In an interview, he recounted how he 

became more isolated from his peers over time: 

Will: A long time ago, before I moved a lot, I was—I was motivated to raise my 

hand and answer questions. I was motivated to take a leadership role in 

groups. I don’t know. Those are some examples I can think of right now. 

Brian: [D]o you remember what it was about then that motivated you to do that? 

Was it more internal? Or was there something about the class or the 

teacher or anything like that? 

Will: I felt more familiar. I felt like I know these people. I’m going to probably 

be here for a long time. I don’t know. I just felt like I knew everyone. I felt 

confident…. At that time. And—I don’t know—it could be both ways, but 

at that time it seemed like it was easier to get to know people my age, at 

that age. 

Brian: So you’re talking more about your peers and less about the teachers and 

stuff. You were saying that you know the people, and you felt familiar—

was it teachers, or the peers, or both? 

Will: It was peers. And right now I just really hate it when teachers put me in 

groups. It didn’t use to be that way, but it just is now, ‘cause—I don’t 

know. I need to raise my people skills. 

Brian: Okay. So is it now is it more just—is it anxiety, or is it—  
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Will: It’s a form of anxiety. Part of it is, I guess. But most of it is I feel like I 

wouldn’t be able to—I don’t know—give normal feedback. I have a hard 

time—Before I told you I could comprehend. I have a decent 

comprehension, but I’m not really good at delivering what I—like vocally 

delivering what needs to be said. (Interview 10/8/12) 

Will’s reflection about his self-described shift in “people skills” is illustrative of his 

interaction with others in the program. At first it was difficult for him to engage with his 

peers in what was designed to be a collaborative endeavor. Over time, however, Will 

often provided depth to group dialogue, staying relatively quiet at first, and then 

synthesizing ideas, adding a different perspective, or bringing up thought-provoking 

questions later on. When asked why he registered for the course, he replied, “Honestly, 

because I wanted credit. I just wanted to take a class to help me finish quicker.” As this 

study demonstrates, Will came away with much more. 

Autumn	  

 Autumn could be described as a young woman in constant search—searching for 

identity, searching for a way to cope with family issues, and searching for ways to 

express herself artistically. Autumn was a 17-year-old musician, poet, singer, and 

accomplished student. She took numerous opportunities during the year to incorporate 

her artistic side into the class. At the same time, she was trying to find a way to reconcile 

her multiracial identity. In an interview she described this difficulty: 

Honestly, like the reason I wanted to join [the Uhuru Youth Scholars] was 

because I didn’t want to hate who I was anymore and that’s like I mean growing 
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up I just always hated the fact, like I was in the back of my head it’s always like I 

wonder if I was white if I would have been treated differently? I mean I can act 

however I want, but it’s still the principle of how I’m colored and it made me not 

like black people, because it’s like I’m going to try my hardest not to be what 

people hate me for. So it was like I wanted to join to not feel that way, but I feel 

like it’s always going to be a hurt in me that won’t—it’s going to be way harder to 

change, I guess. (Interview, 12/2/12) 

From the beginning of the course Autumn was unafraid to speak about her conflicted 

racial identity and the ways she despised her experience with racial categorizations. Her 

brutally honest statement above speaks to the ways in which conceptions of race continue 

to plague our society—producing psychological damage stemming from how youth 

believe others see them. Additionally, Autumn’s confession provided more context to 

how she experienced and built an identity within the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, 

which will play out in later chapters. 

 Autumn’s backstory is interesting, as she had to balance financial struggles at 

home with bullying at school, and physical and emotional stress from health issues. 

Autumn was adopted into a biracial family at an early age. Here is how she describes 

growing up just outside of the Twin Cities: 

At first it seemed at a child age, it was easy. My parents had both very strong 

income jobs. And that all kind of changed when my dad lost his job, making it a 

little bit more of a difficult lifestyle and challenging. And my mom lost her job 

because my brother—he’s like bipolar, so growing up with that too took a lot of 
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attention out of me and more got sucked into him. So growing up, it was a very—

I guess you could say not very family-oriented. [Laughter]…. It wasn’t very—I 

didn’t feel like anyone was really there for me. And then school was very easy, 

and then it was hard after going through a car accident, which gave me like 

anxiety and my stress disorder and depression. And then my grades started 

slipping. (Interview, 4/16/13) 

Autumn described having to change from a traditional public school to Island View 

because of rampant bullying from her peers. She spoke about Island View with high 

regard throughout the year, often describing it as a place where she could truly explore 

her interests and build her academic work around her passions. During the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program, Autumn emerged as one of the class leaders, which was expressed by 

a few of her peers. Will called Autumn the group “organizer.” However, as will be 

discussed in later chapters, Autumn also experienced alienation and isolation from others 

in the class and was critical of how her peers participated in the program. 

AJ	  

 AJ has had to navigate through some difficult life circumstances. As a 17-year-old 

young woman who attended McGhee, she often highlighted her athletic identity as a 

member of the school’s women’s basketball team. AJ told me about her life growing up 

in California around the Los Angeles area with her parents. Her life took a sudden turn 

when her parents separated. She recounted this period of her life: 

I lived back and forth from California to Minnesota for 13 years, and then finally I 

moved to Minnesota when I was 13…. My dad passed away when I was—three 
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years ago, when I was—I think I was 14…. I lived with my mama. And then 

when I was 16, my mama kicked me out. And then the first time my mama kicked 

me out… I went to my brother's house. (Interview, 4/25/13) 

AJ has a tattoo dedicated to her father, and she identified him early on as an important 

influence in her life. She tells of being “kicked out” of her home several times for various 

reasons, most recently her mother’s discovery of her queer identity. AJ described the 

incident, saying, “The second time (being kicked out) was she started judging me because 

I’m gay. Before she kinda kicked me out but she didn't really kick me out. It was like 

when she first found out about me” (Interview, 4/25/13). AJ was still dealing with her 

family’s negative reaction to her sexual identity during the time she was an Uhuru Youth 

Scholar. There were several weeks that she missed because she had to stay with other 

family outside of Minnesota. 

 AJ’s attendance throughout the year was inconsistent, yet she typically was 

curious about anything she had missed. She described herself as having a multiracial 

identity. AJ was straightforward in her interactions with the group, sometimes saying 

what she thought others might be thinking but were unwilling to say. Her aesthetics and 

the ways in which she carried herself would prove to be critical to the direction the youth 

took in their work.  

Nathaniel	  

 Nathaniel always greeted us with his infectious smile. He was an active and 

talkative member of the group. He was an 18-year-old African American young man who 
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described being “forced” to attend Island View by his mother. In contrast to Autumn, 

Nathaniel did not typically talk about his school experience fondly:  

My story in school is that, I don't know. School is a blur for me. I don't really like 

it. Just something I gotta do to better myself in the future, I guess. Not to better 

myself, but to be successful. When I'm in math, it just seems like a different 

language to me. I don't know what they're talking about. Just do the homework—

try to stay passing. I'm at like a 2.8 in school, and that's not enough to get me any 

type of scholarships or get into any good schools, so it's sort of weird. It's a weird 

position to be in. But, yeah, that's about it, man. (Interview, 12/4/12) 

Nathaniel’s ambivalence about his school experience often came up in class, particularly 

when we engaged in critiques of “banking education” (Freire, 1970). Yet, he sometimes 

approached the work in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program with the same “something I 

gotta do” mindset. Nathaniel traced many of his difficulties in school to his health. As a 

child he was diagnosed with sickle cell anemia, which continued to plague him as a 

young adult. Throughout the year he missed several sessions due to hospitalizations to 

recover from sickle cell episodes. He reflected: 

Life, for me, when I was growing up was a lot of hospital visits…. I know the 

hospital more than other people do, I guess. I actually need the hospital more than 

other people do. I can't go without my checkups and stuff like most people can. 

(Interview, 4/18/13)  

Nathaniel was inquisitive and highly spirited, often providing the class with comic relief. 

He spoke his mind and was not afraid to disagree with his peers or me. Throughout the 
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class he maintained the stance that NdCAD needed to be more inclusive and not focused 

centrally on the histories and experiences of people of African descent. Yet he 

continually asked me for references and readings about the black radical tradition and 

developed a deep curiosity about Malcolm X. Nathaniel and I would often have lengthy 

conversations about hip-hop music and political consciousness within hip-hop.  

Sheekey	  

 Sheekey was a first-generation immigrant from Liberia whose precarious journey 

led him to St. Paul, Minnesota. He was a 20-year-old student at McGhee who had 

finished all of his credits the previous year but did not pass the GRAD Reading test, 

which was a requirement to graduate in Minnesota. He decided to take the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars class because he was only enrolled in one class at McGhee, which was meant to 

help him pass the test for graduation. Sheekey spoke quickly, and with a thick accent. He 

often wore a “grill” on his teeth, which made him difficult to understand, although over 

time we all got better at comprehending his linguistic patterns.  

Sheekey was interested in fashion and photography and had aspirations to attend a 

post-secondary institution to pursue these passions. He passed the exam and graduated 

halfway through the year, but asked to stay with the group through the spring. I hired him 

to be the group’s “photo documenter.” Sheekey’s attendance was inconsistent throughout 

the year, and he would often walk into class closer to the end of the session than the 

beginning, although typically in a good mood. 

Sheekey described growing up in Liberia and living between his mother, who 

struggled for money, and his father and stepmother, who were financially stable. Sheekey 
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lived full time with his father until he died several years ago. This is when his life took a 

dramatic turn. He reflected: 

He died when I was 15. I tried to—so when he died everything changed. I started 

to view the world in a different way because I thought my dad would never die 

because he got money and so he can go to the best of our hospital because he 

went India and other hospital, but still they couldn’t find what was doing him and 

then he just died like that. So when he died I came to understand the world, 

money cannot save you. (Interview, 5/23/13)  

Although Sheekey found that money could not save his father’s life, he also experienced 

having to suddenly navigate the world without the comforts of his father’s financial 

stability. Sheekey described being taken to the U.S. and abandoned by his stepmother 

without his mother knowing:  

I was sleeping and that’s when I just wake up. It was like, “Pack your things. 

You're leaving.” We’re going and then that’s when I came here, and then my 

mom didn’t, didn't have my number. I didn’t have no—my family that live here 

number” (Interview, 5/23/13).  

After being left on his own in Baltimore, Sheekey used Facebook to connect with a 

childhood friend who was able to put him in touch with his mother. His mother 

eventually connected him with his aunt, who brought him to live with her a few years ago 

in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
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 Because Sheekey’s age was over 18, he was sent to McGhee. His experience there 

changed his perception of the kind of student that goes to an alternative school and 

provided insight into how McGhee positioned its students: 

Sheekey I didn’t want to go [Fredrick McGhee High School]… but when I enter in 

the school and all the many people in the school were people who had got 

a whatever, a criminal, whatever stuff because I don’t want to be 

associated with people like that. But when I was in the school I learned 

stuff in the school. In the school when I was there in the school the people 

I thought were gonna be bad is like in [Fredrick McGhee] it’s all you. 

What are you willing to learn? If you wanted to learn, it’s you. If you 

don’t, don’t waste your time…. So when I went there for first and I was 

like, “Oh. Look at this people.” The way talk to people, but then there 

were some people in that school that’s very smart and then I was like, 

“Hold on. I thought this person would be like this….” And then I was like, 

“No.” And when I noticed some people just go to [McGhee], but they 

want to go there… but people go to [McGhee] for different reason. 

There’s so many different reason…. Some of them go there because they 

don’t want to spend a lot of time in school. Some of them go there because 

they don’t want to go to a big school because when you go to a big school 

it’s hard for you to fit in with other people. And then some people go there 

because they wasn’t going to school and then they got whatever, go to jail 

and stuff like that.  



 

  140 

Brian: Before you went there you thought it was just all kids who were criminals.  

Sheekey: Yeah, criminal and stuff like that. Then I got to do my research.  

Brian: And then you saw something different.  

Sheekey: And then I asked them questions and then before I a conclusion. I was 

like, “Oh, this isn’t what I thought was this school gonna be like that.” 

(Interview, 11/6/12) 

Sheekey’s experience at McGhee illustrates the reflective disposition he brought to the 

program. It also describes the misconceptions that many adults and youth carry about 

students who attend alternative schools. Each of the students from McGhee, at first 

glance, could have been easily (and mistakenly) dismissed as poor students. As I will 

describe in Chapter 6, these educational histories played a major role in how the youth 

participated and formed their identities within the program. Although each of the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars were vastly different from each other, given Sheekey’s age, immigration 

experience, and language, he perhaps had the most unique life experience of all. The 

identity he developed as an Uhuru Youth Scholar played out in contradictory ways as the 

year progressed. 

Erica	  

 Erica was a 17-year-old young woman from Island View. She described herself as 

biracial and offered to the class early on that her father was African American but that 

she had never lived or had much contact with him or his family. She described taking the 

class to “learn more about her black side.” Interestingly, Erica’s grandmother, who was 



 

  141 

white, often visited NdCAD and dropped off book donations, including several critical 

texts by black authors.  

 Erica’s attendance was sporadic, and she eventually dropped out of the class early 

in the second semester. When I spoke with her about why she decided to drop the class 

she told me it was because one of her relatives was sick and that it was too hard for her to 

make it to class and help out. However, Autumn suggested that Erica left because she 

was not getting what she wanted out of the course. I will not speculate on why Erica left. 

Although Erica’s experience in the program would provide some important insight, given 

the choices I am forced to make as a researcher, she does not play much of a role in this 

analysis. 

Conclusion:	  The	  Stories	  of	  Urban	  Youth	  

Each of the Uhuru Youth Scholars came to NdCAD with challenging life 

experiences due to transitory lifestyles, poverty, illness, rejection, and other tough 

circumstances. However, as Arauz (2012) suggests, these experiences build cultural 

resiliencies that can be tapped by educators who are aware of the skills that surviving 

challenges can build in youth. I can attest to the resiliency of each of these young people. 

NdCAD, as a spiritual and intellectual educational space, works to help youth understand 

the assets that they and others in their communities possess. Rather than seeing these six 

youth as a unique subset due to their various individual circumstances, I believe it is more 

generative to understand that, increasingly, these are the stories of urban youth of color. 

Their stories are the stories of a generation of young people faced with the uncertainty of 

what life will hand them. The question that critical educators must ponder is: Are we 
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equipping them with the disposition and capacity to survive, recover, develop, and be 

self-determined?  
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CHAPTER	  SIX	  

Participatory	  Dilemmas:	  Locating	  the	  Nexus	  of	  Practice	  

In my efforts to recruit high school youth to participate in the pilot year of the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program, I typically began my informal presentations by 

describing the definition of uhuru as “a Kiswahili word that means freedom.” However, I 

did little else to define the nature of this “freedom” other than saying that we would study 

African and African American history and culture. The remainder of my presentation to 

potential students dealt with the logistical aspects of the program, such as receiving 

college credit and the possible critical participatory action research (CPAR) methods they 

would use to research issues in their lives that interested them. Thus, Nathaniel, AJ, 

Autumn, Erica, Sheekey, and Will enrolled in the program for different reasons, ranging 

from “just wanting college credit” to “wanting to know more about my black side.” And 

while freedom, or “education as the practice of freedom,” as I previously borrowed from 

bell hooks (1994), was not emphasized in my original interaction with these youth, it was 

certainly a driving force behind the program. I was always honest in my description of 

the program, as I had developed fairly standard ways of articulating it quickly to different 

audiences. Yet, trying to paint an alternative portrait of what education could look like to 

a classroom full of high school youth in 5 minutes was not an easy task. As these young 

people gathered at Network for the Development of Children of African Descent 

(NdCAD) in September 2012, they only had a vague idea of what we would try to 

accomplish together.  



 

  144 

In this chapter I examine an underlying assumption of CPAR: namely, that a 

group of people collectively engaged in inquiry around an issue is inherently 

participatory. In our academic year together, we found that participation was something 

that could not be assumed. Participation had to be nurtured, and often remained elusive. 

In my attempt to understand the extent to which CPAR, as methodology and pedagogy, 

nurtures participation in the context of an educational space like NdCAD, I use mediated 

discourse analysis (MDA) (Norris & Jones, 2005a; Scollon, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 

2004) to illuminate how “frameworks of participation” are constituted through the 

meditational means available to each of the participants (including myself). These 

specific meditational means, among others, include (1) individual histories of 

education/schooling practices and perceptions of the purpose of education, (2) 

conceptions of racial and ethnic identity, (3) CPAR methods and pedagogy, and (4) 

NdCAD as an educational environment.  

The frameworks of participation that became available to us throughout the year 

offered varying opportunities for participatory interaction. This chapter describes how 

frameworks developed out of our “nexus of practice” (Scollon, 2001), or the linkages of 

our social practices in situated spaces. By highlighting two “participatory dilemmas”—

one stemming from my own pedagogy, and the other the tension between students as they 

developed their identity in the program—I investigate how the “participatory 

subjectivities” (a term I will continue to develop throughout this study) that are necessary 

for a collectively self-determined education can be nurtured. Prevalent issues that arise in 

this chapter are the challenge of maintaining a pedagogical balance of structure and youth 
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agency, and the ways in which historical constructions of education impact participation 

in critical educational spaces. While scholars such as Morrell (2004) and Kinloch (2010) 

have demonstrated how youth engaged in CPAR develop individual critical dispositions, 

I want to go a step further to explore how CPAR mediates youth working in collaboration 

toward collective dispositions when the frameworks for such participation are not readily 

available to them due to often individualistic, subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999), and 

repressive approaches to education and schooling in general. 

Participation	  and	  Subjectivity	  

In writing about the politics of radical black subjectivity, bell hooks (1990) quotes 

Paulo Freire, saying, “We cannot enter the struggle as objects in order to later become 

subjects” (Freire as cited in hooks, 1990, p. 15). This statement goes to the heart of this 

study, because it describes the struggle of people of African descent in the U.S. for a self-

determined system of education. If we are to enter into the struggle at all, we cannot enter 

it through the lens of those who have historically sought and continue to situate black 

youth as objects to be educated. Black youth, adults, families, and communities must 

enter the struggle as subjects, by shaping and creating our own possibilities for what 

education can become. hooks (1990) rhetorically questions how we go about this process. 

She writes, “How do we create an oppositional worldview, a consciousness, an identity, a 

standpoint that exists not only as that struggle which also opposes dehumanization but as 

that movement which enables creative, expansive self-actualization?” (p. 15). For hooks 

the answer lies in the development of a critical disposition that goes beyond various 

manifestations of resistance and “emerges as one comes to understand how structures of 



 

  146 

domination work in one’s own life… as one invents new, alternative habits of being, and 

resists from that marginal space of difference inwardly defined” (p. 15). Like Morrell 

(2004) and Kinloch (2010), hooks describes the development of a critical disposition as 

an introspective process: one that emerges in each distinct individual.  

However, CPAR is not an individual endeavor. It consists of individuals working 

in collaboration to collectively impact an issue. The jazz metaphor I used in Chapter 3 is 

illustrative here as well. The jazz ensemble is constituted by the sum of its parts, but 

individually each musician must balance his or her own thoughts, ideas, and histories 

with that of the others. This is why participation is such a crucial aspect of the work of 

jazz and CPAR. Possibilities can only emerge as the ensemble can envision them, 

regardless of what the individual sees. The individual can make efforts to push the 

ensemble in new directions, or toward new possibilities through soloing, but cannot go 

there alone. Thus, much like a critical disposition, youth engaged in CPAR are pushed to 

develop a participatory subjectivity, which can be more challenging than understanding 

the “structures of domination” in our lives. This notion of participatory subjectivity, 

which is related to but not synonymous with participation, emerged as a major finding in 

this study and will be developed throughout. For now it can be thought of as an 

understanding of the benefit of the individual as irrevocably bound up in the well-being 

of the collective. As Lozenski and Ford (2014) suggest, the U.S. education system is built 

upon individualism and is typically antagonistic to this recognition of interconnectedness. 

For the youth in this study, the development of critical dispositions (or lenses) was often 

much easier to articulate than the more elusive participatory subjectivity. 
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 Two conceptions of participation are relevant to this argument. Lave and Wenger 

(1991) and Wenger’s (1998) sociocultural work on legitimate peripheral participation in 

the context of participants attempting to enter an established community of practice 

provides a useful place to start thinking about participation and participatory subjectivity 

as connected to social and cultural identity. However, critiques of Lave and Wenger 

(Davies, 2005; Scollon, 2001) raise significant concerns about the extent to which 

participation is based solely on the individual’s ability to master the practices necessary 

for membership in a community. These concerns became apparent in this study, which is 

why I draw more from Scollon’s (2001) work on participation through MDA, as it is 

more dynamic in its account of practice and participation.  

Wenger (1998) provides a thorough theorization of participation, which he 

describes as inherently social and connected to communities of practice. He writes:  

Participation is a source of identity. By recognizing the mutuality of our 

participation, we become part of each other…. [A] defining characteristic of 

participation is the possibility of developing an “identity of participation,” that is 

an identity constituted through relations of participation. (p. 56) 

Wenger’s foundational assumption that participation is inseparable from identity is a 

critical notion that spans the sociocultural literature and this dissertation, as the youth 

worked to develop an identity as Uhuru Youth Scholars.  

Wenger goes on to describe three aspects of participation: (1) Participation is 

separate from collaboration. This distinction is important because, as I stated earlier, I am 

challenging the assumption that CPAR is inherently participatory, simply because people 
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are engaged in collaborative inquiry. (2) Participation shapes individuals and 

communities. This aspect aligns with a situative perspective that assumes social practice 

is fluid and that communities of practice are always being negotiated, though not 

necessarily radically redefined. (3) Participation is not limited to social practice. 

Participation is bound up in identity, thus true participation affects who you are. In terms 

of CPAR, the idea is that youth who participate and develop identities as critical 

researchers will also be critical consumers of social situations even when they are not 

engaged in the process of research (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). 

 The dilemma that the Uhuru Youth Scholars faced with regard to participation 

was that we were not a clearly defined community of practice. Since this was the pilot 

year of the program, we had no predetermined practices or mechanisms for movement 

from peripheral to full membership other than the theoretical designs that the advisory 

board imagined would begin to form over time. The length of time necessary for this 

formation was anyone’s guess. NdCAD certainly had a well-established community of 

practice with traditions and means for mentoring “newcomers” into the NdCAD family, 

through its Sankofa and Parent Power literacy programs, but the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program had yet to find its place in this space.  

The fact that the Uhuru Youth Scholars program was not an established aspect of 

the NdCAD community of practice was not problematic, rather it was expected that the 

program would take time to develop over a period of years. However, for the youth this 

place of limbo within the NdCAD family had potential for limiting participation and thus 

full membership. Even within the Uhuru Youth Scholars program itself, Lave and 
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Wenger’s theorization of legitimate peripheral participation is difficult to apply, simply 

for the fact that there were no “old timers” other than myself, and I was (and still am) in 

the process of developing the pedagogical aspects of CPAR. 

 As I alluded to in Chapter 3, here is where Scollon’s (2001) work becomes 

particularly useful, because he departs from Lave and Wenger’s community of practice 

model and distinguishes it from what he describes as a “nexus of practice.” Scollon 

writes:  

[Nexus of practice] is distinguished from the community of practice which… 

places the focus upon individual persons as a group which is formed within a 

bounded entity of membership, of inclusion and exclusion. I argue that … the 

community of practice is best regarded as an objectivized or technologized entity 

which, to be sure, arises from the nexus of practice, but within which the central 

structural concerns have shifted to membership, identity, inclusion and 

exclusion—that is the objectivization of practice and the nexus of practice. (p. 16) 

Scollon’s problematization of communities of practice resonates with me precisely 

because the Uhuru Youth Scholars program in its pilot phase was largely constituted by 

the youth in the program, thus there were no criteria for membership, which made 

inclusion and exclusion a null consideration. As the only person in the social space that 

had a previous conception of what the group was theoretically about, I was often the 

peripheral actor to the youth who were forming and shaping their own nexus of practice. 

The Uhuru Youth Scholars social space lacked institutionalized mechanisms for 

contestation, and thus participation took on a new dimension as practices came to gain 
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legitimacy—not as being in line with the abstract community of practice of the “Uhuru 

Youth Scholars” as envisioned by the advisory board, but as they were deemed legitimate 

by the youth themselves. This made for a participatory dilemma that had to be worked 

out over time through a reframing of the nexus of practice. 

Forming	  a	  Nexus	  of	  Practice	  

In Chapter 2, I articulated a vision for self-determined black education by 

synthesizing the work of Indigenous (Smith, 1999) and African-centered (Hilliard, 1995; 

Karenga, 2006) scholars and connecting it to the pedagogy and methodology of CPAR 

(Torre, Fine, Stoudt, & Fox, 2011). As I continue to shunt between this macro-level 

vision and desire for self-determined black education and the micro-level practices that 

constituted the Uhuru Scholars program, an intermediary level of analysis becomes 

necessary. This level can be described as the nexus of practice of the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars situated in the nexus of practice of NdCAD. Scollon and Scollon (2004) define a 

nexus of practice as “the point at which historical trajectories of people, places, 

discourses, ideas, and objects come together to enable some action which in itself alters 

those historical trajectories in some way as those trajectories emanate from this moment 

of social action” (p. 159). Scollon (2001) further describes a nexus of practice by 

suggesting that “a number of social practices intersect, never perfectly, never in any 

finalized matrix or latticework of regular patterns, but as a network which itself is the 

basis of the identities we produce and claim through our social actions” (p. 142). The 

nature of a nexus of practice is that it is always forming as we are forming our identities 

within it, and thus it resists stagnation to the extent that those who constitute it do the 
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same. As the Uhuru Youth Scholars formed our nexus of practice over the course of the 

year, it shifted due to (1) contestations among those of us in the space, (2) internal 

transformations connected to deconstructing myths regarding “structures of domination,” 

(3) pedagogy, and (4) the social environment of NdCAD. 

Before describing the nexus of practice of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, it 

is important to understand the nuances of the use of “practice” in mediated discourse 

analysis. MDA builds upon the sociocultural development of the notion of social practice 

that has modern roots in Marxism (Jones & Norris, 2005b). In MDA the nexus of practice 

is made up of linkages of social practices, such as interviewing someone or playing a 

game on an iPad. In turn, social practices can be deconstructed into micro-level mediated 

actions, such as turning on a voice recorder or tilting an iPad in order to reorient the 

screen. Jones and Norris (2005b) offer a concise description of practice by synthesizing 

foundational sociocultural theorizations: 

According to Wertsch (1998) the term “practice” is used to speak of mediated 

actions when they are instances in a chain of actions that have a history within a 

particular group of social actors and within the cognitive development of an 

individual. Bourdieu (1977) puts it more simply when he defines a practice as an 

action with a history. (p. 98) 

Scollon (2001) adds that practices must be recognized by other social actors in similar 

ways to those of the person engaged in the social action for it to be considered a practice. 

As these multiple elements (histories, identities, recognition of others’ practices) come 

into contact in a social space, a nexus of practice is actively formed (see Figure 6.1). 
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Jones and Norris (2005b) write, “It is at this nexus that individuals build their social 

identities—and often marginalize other social identities through their actions” (p. 99). 

Forming a Nexus of Practice 

 

Figure 6.1 

To understand the nexus of practice of the Uhuru Youth Scholars we must 

consider those who constituted it and their historically developed social practices. Before 

doing that, however, it is important to understand the power dynamics that allow for 

specific social practices to even be considered in the first place. For instance, AJ was an 

avid athlete and member of her school’s basketball team. She described gym class as an 

“escape” from school. While this was a social practice that was deeply connected to her 

identity, there was no room for her to incorporate her athleticism into the nexus of 

practice of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. If the group had decided to focus their 

inquiry on youth sports, then perhaps it could have been part of the nexus of practice, but 

it was one aspect of AJ’s social identity that was marginalized. This is merely an 

example; I do not think this is necessarily problematic, because each of us had to 
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marginalize some aspect of our identity and social practices. The extent to which each of 

us had to marginalize aspects of our identity because of asymmetrical power relations 

could be further explored, but it lies outside the scope of this analysis. 

 As the instructor of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program I had a great deal of 

influence on which social practices were legitimated, based on my institutional power. I 

recruited the youth, I maintained the majority of pedagogical responsibility, and I had 

final grading authority. Every nexus of practice is subjected to some form of power, both 

spoken and unspoken. My own pedagogy, mediated by CPAR, contributed significantly 

to determining the possibilities of the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ nexus of practice. My 

pedagogy in this space gave rise to the first crisis that I analyze in this chapter. 

Dilemma 1: The Pedagogical Balance of Structure with Youth Agency  

 In an interview toward the end of the course, Autumn reflected on what she 

perceived as a lack of participation among most of her peers, and connected it back to 

pedagogy: 

Brian:  What do you think were the major challenges during this class?  

Autumn: Getting people to do [stuff]… 

Brian:  So just the level of participation was the major challenge?  

Autumn: Yeah. I mean… 

Brian:  Okay. So what about—I guess we can maybe like spreading challenge out 

a little bit. Was there anything in terms of the curriculum, do you think, 

that was challenging?  
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Autumn: Giving an easygoing assignment to people who don’t get it. Okay, an 

example: In the beginning, I don’t think it was the best idea to just be like 

“I want this to be you guys one day.”1 I don’t have it figured out yet. I feel 

like there should have been a process where it was more structure and 

stuff like that, and then it slowly progressed to doing your own thing 

versus doing your own thing to structure.  

 Because I mean if the point is to figure out your own type of education, 

then there should have been structured ideas of education to figure out 

your own. I feel like 90 percent of people in the class didn’t get it yet, and 

it was just kind of thrown at them. (Interview, 4/16/2013) 

Throughout the year Autumn—an acknowledged leader among the group—was 

frustrated by many of her peers, which stirred some emotion, as she felt as though she 

struggled with “getting people to do stuff.” Autumn’s critique of my pedagogy and its 

connection to participation aligns with what Yang (2009a) describes as the first fallacy 

that threatens CPAR: “idealized democracy.” Yang suggests that an extreme student-

centered pedagogy that seeks to eliminate teachers is problematic. He writes, “The art of 

teaching is not to produce a world without teachers, but to distinguish between authority 

and authoritarianism in knowledge production” (p. 101). My intent was never to 

eliminate myself as the teacher, and I do not think I came anywhere near doing so, 

although a distinct aspect of my pedagogy was to distribute expertise and pedagogical 

                                                
1 Autumn was referring to some of the CPAR work of other youth from New York City 
and Oakland that we reviewed early on to see some potentials for our own research. 
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responsibility to the group, which aligns with the tenets of culturally relevant teaching 

(Ladson-Billings, 2006a).  

My attempts to do this early on, however, before the youth had a significant grasp 

of the theory and history behind CPAR and NdCAD as an organization, dramatically 

impacted the nexus of practice of the group. Autumn’s suggestion that more structure in 

the beginning would have resulted in more participatory interactions among the youth is 

in alignment with Yang’s (2009b) conception of highly functioning educational spaces. 

Yang writes: 

All classes, for better or worse, foster youth (dis)engagement and have ways to 

(un)structure student participation. From authoritarian to permissive classrooms, 

there is always an interplay between classroom activity structures (or lack thereof) 

and social engagement (or lack thereof). (p. 53)  

Yang rejects the binary between structure and freedom and suggests that as youth are 

exposed to creative structures that build active skill sets, they will be positioned to 

engage in a more liberatory form of education where they have the necessary 

combination of critical consciousness and skills to impact their own schooling. 

Autumn, like Yang, wanted to avoid the somewhat anarchic potential of CPAR. 

Her concern has roots in previous critiques of forms of critical pedagogy that, in effect, 

maintain social hierarchy, either through directionless pedagogy (Delpit, 1988) or 

through youth constructing meaning in isolation that may tend to reproduce some of the 

social structures to which they are subjected (Lensmire, 1998). The fine line is to avoid 

the diametric opposite, where structures of social reproduction marginalize youth and do 
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not allow them to make their own meaning, in effect preventing them from constructing 

their own identity in a community of practice and defeating its very purpose. 

In order to make sense of how structure (or the lack thereof) came to produce 

moments of crisis it is important to understand how it shaped the nexus of practice of the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars. Yang (2009b) describes structure as one of the major variables 

that affects classroom practice or, for the purpose of this analysis, the nexus of practice of 

a classroom. Yang develops a bivariate representation of a classroom nexus of practice 

with structure as a function of engagement (an aspect of participation). Yang contends 

that the balance of structure and engagement can lead to classrooms that are chaotic (low 

structure, low engagement), liberal (low structure, high engagement), repressive (low 

engagement, high structure), and the ideal, “disciplined” classroom (high structure, high 

engagement). Yang uses “discipline” in the generative sense of “having a discipline” 

rather than the repressive sense of “being disciplined.” He describes CPAR as a critical 

aspect of moving toward an idealized “disciplined” classroom space.  

As a former public school educator, I recognize the applicability of Yang’s 

construction of an ideal classroom space. Still, if I am going to mobilize Yang’s 

theorization for this analysis, it is important to understand that the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

were operating in an alternative educational environment that was conceptually far 

removed from a typical school environment. This is vital to consider, because it 

challenges the conceptions of what teaching practices look like, and how the youth 

approached the course. Autumn’s speculation regarding “the point (being) to figure out 
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your own type of education” speaks directly to how the Uhuru Youth Scholars program 

struggled to situate itself between traditional and alternative educational frameworks.  

Schooling	  vs.	  Education:	  Deconstructing	  Prevalent	  Myths	  

NdCAD, as a family education center, makes a clear distinction between 

education and schooling. In the Parent Power trainings2 the participants are introduced to 

the concept of multiliteracies (Street, 1984). Although the workshop series focuses on 

working with parents to help their children build reading skills, literacy is described as 

truly being about reading the world through “listening, viewing, speaking, reading, 

writing, thinking, and applying.” As the workshop moves toward helping parents develop 

an understanding of reading comprehension, the following passage from Zimmerman and 

Hutchins (2003) is cited to make the distinction between schooling and education as it 

relates to reading:  

[Many students] played the game of “school reading.” They could pronounce the 

words and respond to simple factual questions. But they had gained little real 

understanding or insight. After the test was taken or the paper turned in, the 

material was largely forgotten. Real comprehension has to do with thinking, 

learning, and expanding a reader’s knowledge and horizons. (p. 7).  

The Parent Power facilitators use this language of “school reading” to suggest that it is 

something that detracts from a holistic understanding of literacy (“real comprehension”), 

and that many black youth only think of literacy in terms of a school task, not as a 

                                                
2 Parent Power is a series of 4–8 workshops that help parents become literacy advocates 
for their children by analyzing how children learn to read and how schools traditionally 
teach reading. 
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cultural practice connected to their ancestry, community, lived realities, and values. This 

perception of schooling as limited and partial extends across marginalized communities 

of color situated in U.S. education systems.  

Valenzuela (1999) develops a similar argument in her work with Mexican 

immigrant youth through her conception of educación. She describes educación as being 

broader in conception than technical approaches to schooling and incorporating “the 

family’s role of inculcating in children a sense of moral, social, and personal 

responsibility and serve[ing] as the foundation for all other learning” (p. 23). The cultural 

norms of U.S. schooling, steeped in middle-class white cultural norms, often sever the 

cultural aspects of education from youth who do not actively develop these narrow sets of 

“academic” practices that reject sociocultural practices privileged in their home 

communities. This notion that education and schooling are separate ideas was also 

transmitted to the Uhuru Scholars. One of the central ideas of the program was delivered 

through a quote from Malcolm X3: “There are two kinds of education—the kind you are 

given and the kind you give yourself.” The insinuation is that we are given traditional 

schooling—a utilitarian approach to skill and knowledge acquisition—but that it is up to 

us to truly educate ourselves, since traditional schooling has historically been antagonistic 

to people of African descent and most non-white peoples in the U.S., effectively 

obstructing educational self-determination. 

                                                
3 This quote has been widely credited to Malcolm X by the staff at NdCAD, although I 
have been unable to find the actual source. This is representative of the oral tradition 
NdCAD ascribes to where citation is less formal. 
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NdCAD’s conception of education balances structure with informality. Adult 

education at the center is highly dialogic and informal. Parent Power is typically 

described as a “family meeting” in order to dispel the notion that some parents may bring, 

that Parent Power is a “schooling” session where they will sit back and receive 

knowledge from the staff. This notion of passive “schooling” is a remnant of many 

parents’ experiences with school and how they were taught to believe education is 

supposed to function. Instead, NdCAD encourages overlapping dialogue, storytelling, 

interruption, and debate among the adult learners. By contrast, the Sankofa4 reading 

program for elementary youth is highly structured and more formal. Lessons are more 

prescribed and the tutors (class leaders) have highly specific content to deliver. This 

situational approach to structure incorporated by NdCAD is fairly typical of formalized 

education, with highly structured space for small children, and seminar-style education 

for adults. The difference is that within the structure of the Sankofa program is a 

sociocultural emphasis that connects reading skills with cultural practices and identity 

development. In this way, Sankofa is far removed from the didactic, decontextualized 

reading instruction that many black youth experience in school.  

The Uhuru Youth Scholars had to figure out how we would fit into NdCAD’s 

educational spectrum. This remained one of my pedagogical dilemmas throughout the 

course: How do I balance rigor and expectations for developing a research discipline with 

the youths’ ability to shape and claim their own educational space in ways that are 

                                                
4 The Sankofa literacy program is an 8-week reading intervention program for elementary 
youth, developed to build reading skills and connect literacy with African cultural 
identity. 
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antithetical to their association with their schooling experience, which in most cases is 

negative? The Uhuru Youth Scholars program, thus, existed in a contradictory space 

where traditional schooling and its inherently repressive history, outlined in Chapter 2, 

encountered a more liberatory form of education meant to directly challenge those 

historical forces. These mutually exclusive trajectories opened the doors for numerous 

crises to emerge. Among them was a pedagogical crisis that forced me to question my 

understanding of CPAR as a naturally liberatory endeavor. As evidenced by Autumn’s 

critique, I had to rethink what it meant to practice this form of pedagogy at NdCAD and 

how we were trying to merge seemingly irreconcilable traditional and radical educational 

frameworks. As I describe below, this crisis was largely affected by the disparate 

perceptions of education and educational practices the youth brought with them to the 

program.  

Histories	  of	  Schooling	  Perceptions	  and	  Practices	  

 The Uhuru Youth Scholars program had many of the characteristics of school: a 

class schedule, grades, college and high school credit, as well as reading, writing, and 

research-based assignments. At the same time, the program was designed to be different 

from school. We shared meals, we met at a community-based organization, everyone was 

free to move around the space at will, there were no summative assessments outside of 

the research, the youth collectively decided the focus of their research, and a major part 

of our curriculum was critiquing our own educational experience.5 Part of my critical 

                                                
5 For instance, we read excerpts from Freire’s (1970) classic liberatory text Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed and documented our histories of banking and problem-posing education. 
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ethnographic research was to understand how the youth made meaning of this alternative 

educational environment.  

From a situative perspective, the extent to which the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

considered the program to be “school” greatly impacted how they participated in it. As 

the youth and I formed our nexus of practice, our histories of practices in school emerged 

as a telling variable. In the beginning of the semester I interviewed each student and 

asked them to describe the purpose of education and also the “practices” that were 

successful for them in school. The term practices was often a point of confusion that I 

would be asked to clarify. I typically reworded “practices” to “habits” or “things you do” 

that led to success. The responses6 to my question concerning “the purpose of education” 

provided some insight into the individual educational histories of each Uhuru Youth 

Scholar: 

Will: I can think of it as—it’s important. I can see where they’re going with it. 

Education. You need it to move on in life. You need it to experience—

okay. You need to be able to learn to talk with people around you, work in 

a group, learn to learn, and—I don’t know— just basically that. I don’t 

really know how to elaborate more on that. 

Brian: Okay. So—the last few things you said, being able to talk to people, work 

in groups, know—learn how to learn, for what? What does that help you 

with? 

                                                                                                                                            
We also used texts from bell hooks, W.E.B. DuBois, and Sir Ken Robinson, which 
critiqued traditional modes of schooling. 
6 The responses from each of participant came during my initial interview with them 
during the first 2 months of participation in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. 
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Will: Get your job. I don’t know. Possibly be a better person. I don’t know. 

 

AJ:  So you can succeed in life. 

Brian: Say more about that. 

AJ:  Well, if you don't have a education you can't really get a job. Even if 

you're in high school you can't get any jobs. Or after high school, if you 

don't get that diploma you can't get a lot of jobs. So education really 

matters around money…. If you ain't got education you ain't gonna have 

good money. 

Brian: What about besides jobs. Do you think you see any other purpose for 

education besides money and jobs?  

AJ:  Not really. Well, no, no. Some brain smarts. Well, money basically is the 

main thing. Math, if you didn't know your math you wouldn't know how to 

do money. Some people can gyp you out of your money. You could 

actually give somebody too much money if you don't know math. And 

reading, if you're transferring a contract for a car or for a house, if you 

can't really read the stuff then you're not gonna really know what you're 

signing up for, so you can fail doing that.  

 

Erika:  Preparing us for, I guess, our future careers, giving us that extra stuff that 

we're gonna need later on. 
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Brian: Do you think there's any larger purpose than kinda being prepared for a 

career or for future stuff? 

Erika:  No, not really. 

 

Sheekey: The purpose of getting an education is to—I don’t know. It’s just for me 

it’s for you to be successful. In order to be successful you need to know 

how to read, understand, because in the world we live in right now without 

education you’re nothing. So everybody have to achieve their goal with 

that education.  

Brian: Can you say what you mean when you say for people to be successful? 

What does that mean?  

Sheekey: If you want to be successful—it’s the same as education. Because without 

education in the world we’re living you’re nothing. So if you want to be 

successful you’ve got to study hard, and do your homework, and get a 

better grade for you to achieve.  

Brian: I guess my question is how do you define being successful? Who’s a 

person who’s successful versus a person who’s not successful?  

Sheekey: The people who successful is people—it’s like people who go to college 

for and they get a better job and education and stuff like that. So they’ve 

got a better job, and then compare the people who doesn’t go to college, 

work McDonald’s and stuff like that and they make little money. They 

make that more money.  
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Nathaniel: To be able to gain a trade when you get older. 

Brian: So just about getting skills or like a trade? When you say “a trade,” you 

mean like—  

Nathaniel: The skills or a job. Yeah. Being able to get a better job than minimum 

wage, $7.50 an hour.  

Brian: Any other purpose to it? 

Nathaniel: Knowledge. 

Brian: Knowledge? Tell me about that. 

Nathaniel: Knowledge is today's currency, I would say. If you don't know too  much, 

you don't even got enough currency. But if you know a little bit more than 

most people, then you have a lot to offer and a lot more currency in your 

pocket. That's what I feel like. 

Each of the five responses above in its own way articulated the dominant 

discourse relating education to future employment and financial security. College was 

described as a necessary destination for “life success,” which was ultimately tied to 

economic viability. I would speculate that these responses are fairly common among 

American high school youth and adults. This mimics the hegemonic discourse in 

education that seeks to legitimate economic outcomes where those who are successful in 

school are more likely to end up in higher paying professions. Kliebard’s (2004) 

historical analysis of the highly contested struggle for control of curriculum and 

instruction in American public schools highlights the competing narratives that have 
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shaped the modern education system. Educators and youth who are unaware of this 

contentious and pervasive struggle are left to believe that the way education has been 

constructed is a natural phenomenon, and that there are few alternative visions for what 

schooling could entail. Kliebard’s depiction of competition and debate among four 

ideologically distinct camps (humanist, developmentalist, social efficiency advocates, 

and social meliorists) sets the framework for his analysis of the education system 

between 1893 and 1958. Kliebard positions the social efficiency camp and the social 

meliorists at opposite ends of the political spectrum, with the social efficiency advocates 

representing the political Right. According to Kliebard the social efficiency advocates 

were  

imbued with the power of science, but their priorities lay in creating a coolly 

efficient, smoothly running society…. By applying standardized techniques of 

industry to the business of schooling, waste could be eliminated, and the 

curriculum … could be made more directly functional to the adult life-roles that 

America’s future citizens would occupy. [They believed] people had to be 

controlled for their own good, but especially for the good of society as a whole. 

(p. 24)  

The profit-driven educational logic of corporations and business leaders has achieved 

hegemony in today’s neoliberal education discourse, as is indicated by the youths’ 

responses above. However, the underlying assumption of this logic is that schooling 

success is an effective predictor of career success, rather than the idea that career success 
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is simply an output of a system that needs to find ways to place people along the 

socioeconomic spectrum, using arbitrary educational measures as justification.  

Autumn’s response to my question about the purpose of education was decidedly 

different than that of her peers, and it displays an understanding of this hidden 

assumption of social efficiency: 

Autumn:  The purpose of education? 

Brian:  Yeah. 

Autumn:  To separate people. 

Brian:  To separate. 

Autumn:  Definitely in high school first. I mean you see it all the time, like you and 

the people beside before you are a freshman what math you’re going to be 

in because if you like, when you’re in middle school if you turned in your 

assignments or even before that—sixth grade—if you were a good student 

in sixth grade it determines seventh grade which determines eighth grade. 

But for purpose of education I feel like it’s to separate you—the smart 

people from the dumb people, the people who pay attention from the 

people who don’t pay attention. The people that slack from the people 

who don’t slack and that leads all up to your ACTs and SATs and people 

think that that determines education. And like but it’s really what you can 

memorize. I mean I could honestly memorize everything that was in the 

ACT or SAT, but then really when it gets down to the nitty gritty not be 

able to do one single … if I continuously get problems like that I’ll be like 
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oh, wait what’s that? Like it’s not—the education is determined of how 

much you can memorize, but I mean it’s not knowledge. Education isn’t 

knowledge to me. 

Brian:  Education isn’t knowledge. So is that high school then? 

Autumn:  Yeah, and I feel like when you get more into college it’s more based off of 

your career and what you actually want to do. And then in college, you 

mean you have to do the work or you fail. I mean in high school 

sometimes they give students free passes, like they’re like oh well, you’re 

the good student, because they pick which one that the people that they 

like the best. Gives them extensions and do like all that, but I mean in 

college it’s more like they’ll give you an extension, but you better actually 

put forth work and have to by a deadline and it has to be like it’s more 

prestigious and it’s more you’re actually learning something you can take 

back. I mean I don’t know anybody nowadays, who is like oh yeah; I 

learned that in high school. They’re always like oh yeah, I got that from 

college, when I was in my psychology class or you know what I mean? 

They take back more information from actual teaching than high school 

bull crap. I made an honest opinion of that. 

Brian:  Yeah. You, so you made kind of a distinction between what you said like 

education and knowledge. 

Autumn:  Mm-hmm. 
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Brian:  Say a little bit more about that, like—the difference between education 

and knowledge? Education versus—and knowledge. 

Autumn:  I feel like education is, like I said, more what you can memorize and 

knowledge is something that you can grow from. Like education is just 

like oh, what’s one plus one, but knowledge is why is it one plus one? 

Like why is the answer two? You know what I mean, like what makes 

that? 

Brian:  So that deeper? 

Autumn:  That deeper meaning. I feel like it’s when you find meaning and you can 

like teach it to someone, but education is something like it’s like oh, it’ll 

teach it, but you’re going to forget it, because you didn’t get any 

knowledge from it, that kind of thing. 

I cite Autumn at length here because in my experience it is atypical to hear youth 

articulate the hidden agenda (Apple, 2004) of schooling with such certainty. She 

accurately deconstructed the technologies schools often use to sort youth based on 

perceived academic performances (paying attention, slacking, standardized test scores). 

Autumn’s articulation of the distinction between education and knowledge, or what I 

previously described as schooling and education, respectively, is aligned with the 

perspective of those Kliebard describes as humanists and social meliorists, such as the 

foundational education scholar John Dewey (1916/2011). Dewey represented a camp of 

educational theorists who believed that there existed a deeper meaning to learning that 

went beyond process-oriented skill acquisition and content knowledge. Dewey suggests 
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that the purpose of education is to “insure the continuance of education by organizing the 

powers that insure growth.” He adds that inherent to education is “the inclination to learn 

from life itself and to make the conditions of life such that all will learn in the process of 

living” (p. 31). In other words, education is its own end, not a vulgar mechanism for the 

sole purpose of future employment.  

Autumn’s response also aligns with the goals of NdCAD’s methodological 

approach to liberatory community transformation (Lozenski & Ford, 2014). In a chapter I 

co-authored with Gevonee Ford, we describe one of the elements of NdCAD’s 

community-generated organizational methodology as “demythologizing prevalent 

educational and social narratives of black life.” We use Barthes (1972) and Sandoval 

(2000) to engage in a semiological analysis of how prevalent myths regarding black 

people must be deconstructed, by separating signs from the semiological systems that 

created them. Autumn had already accomplished this aspect of demythologizing school 

by separating “knowledge” (the deeper meaning of learning connected to living) from 

“education” (the utilitarian practices that schools attribute to academic and future career 

success). Autumn came into the program understanding that there were “two kinds of 

education.” I do not mean to suggest that the other Uhuru Youth Scholars did not have 

this understanding already, but Autumn felt the need and was able to articulate it in her 

conception of the purpose of education in a way that her peers did not. 

 The distinction raised between Autumn’s response and that of her peers was 

important as I began to conceptualize the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ nexus of practice. The 

educational histories that each student brought with them to the program were related to 
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perceptions of their own education or schooling and how much they understood the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program to fall within their conception of school. Early on, I 

believe that most of the youth did perceive the Uhuru Youth Scholars program as another 

schooling experience, and thus participated as they would in a traditional classroom 

environment.  

It is worth noting here that of the six high school seniors, Autumn was the only 

one who was on a trajectory to a four-year college, and was the only student who enrolled 

in a four-year college in the year following her participation in the program. I will not 

speculate as to why the other students did not follow Autumn’s trajectory, but I believe 

the reasons were overarching and complex, running the gamut from chronic illness, to 

recent immigration to the U.S., to periods of homelessness, to living a transitory lifestyle. 

One speculation I will make about the lack of “school success,” as indicated by 

enrollment in a four-year university, for each of the scholars is that it had nothing to do 

with their intellect, as I witnessed displays of complex analytical ability from each of 

them throughout the year, which will be demonstrated throughout this dissertation. 

Yet, it is apparent that different conceptions of what the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program was ultimately about led to different frameworks of participation that were made 

available to each student. Autumn’s frustration with her peers grew as she perceived them 

participating in ways she did not expect they should in a college course but rather as one 

would participate in “high school bull crap.” As the nexus of practice took shape there 

were practices that became highly contested, which had the potential to lead to crisis. My 

pedagogical dilemma regarding the balance between structure and agency became 
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entangled with the sociohistorical and lived practices of the youth as we attempted to 

engage in critical investigations of these historical and lived realities of schooling. What 

follows is a description of a video-recorded class session illustrating the ways in which 

pedagogy, social practices, and perceptions of the educational environment produced 

crises among the group in trying to form the nexus of practice. 

Dilemma	  2:	  Freire,	  ADHD,	  and	  Boring	  Stuff	  

 Midway through the semester I began class by showing the animated video of a 

popular lecture by Sir Ken Robinson (2010), called “Changing Education Paradigms,”7 as 

a discussion prompt. In preparation for class, after briefly reading sections of it together 

during the previous class, the Uhuru Youth Scholars were assigned to read Chapter 2 of 

Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, where he outlines his theory of “banking” 

versus “problem-posing”8 forms of education. My pedagogical objective was to have the 

youth make connections between Robinson’s ideas about how schools limit creativity and 

their own educational histories related to banking and problem-posing education.  

All of the youth except for Erica were present for the session; however, only AJ, 

Sheekey, and Autumn were in the frame of the video recording of the class session, thus I 

was only able to analyze their nonverbal actions for the purpose of the following 

mediated discourse analysis. The class iPad, which typically sat in the middle of the 

meeting table in case anyone needed to use it, became an interesting “meditational mean” 

                                                
7 The video of Sir Ken Robinson’s lecture now has over 11 million views on YouTube.  
8 Briefly, in “banking” education, students are literally seen as empty receptacles that 
teachers are supposed to fill with information. “Problem-posing” education is the 
antithesis of banking; teachers and students engage in co-investigation of themes 
(problems) that are generated in collaboration (Freire, 1970). 
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during this and other class sessions. According to Jones and Norris (2005a), items like 

iPads are “[p]hysical and psychological ‘objects’ that mediate between agents and their 

social worlds” (p. 49). The Robinson video ran for 11 minutes and 41 seconds, during 

which time several mediated actions occurred, as documented below. The time sequence 

that follows denotes how much time passed since the start of the video. 

Sequence of nonverbal-mediated actions during the video 

Start of the video (0:00): AJ and Sheekey are seated and eating. Autumn is standing to  

get a plate of food.  

0:30 – Sheekey gets up to throw out his plate and get water. Autumn sits down and  

begins eating and simultaneously typing on her personal laptop while watching 

 the video screen. 

1:15 – Sheekey sits down. 

2:15 – Sheekey takes out a camera9 and begins to take pictures of other students at the  

table with the flash on. Both AJ and Autumn shift their attention to him. 

2:30 – Sheekey begins to laugh and AJ asks him to see the camera. Autumn is focused on 

 the video. 

3:30 – Sheekey and AJ are whispering. Autumn is typing. 

3:45 – AJ begins using the class iPad. Sheekey and Autumn are watching the video. 

4:00 – AJ shows Sheekey something on the iPad. They interact for about 30 seconds as  

Sheekey responds to what AJ is showing him. 

4:30 – Nathaniel enters the frame as he walks to get more food. This also begins a  

                                                
9 One of Sheekey’s roles in the group was to document the group and keep a photo 
journal. 
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sustained period during which AJ, Sheekey, and Autumn are all watching the 

screen intently as Robinson discusses ADHD10 and the medication of children so 

that they can pay attention to “boring stuff” in school after being stimulated by the 

abundance of media and technology outside of school. 

6:00 – Nathaniel returns to his seat. AJ begins to use the iPad again. Autumn is typing. 

6:30 – AJ gets up to get more food. Autumn is typing. 

7:15 – AJ returns to her seat. This begins another sustained period of intently watching  

the video as Robinson begins to discuss divergent thinking. Autumn is 

periodically typing and shifting her eyes back and forth between the video and her 

computer. 

11:30 – As the video ends, AJ glances at her cell phone. 

 

The mediated actions above provide evidence of the overlapping social practices 

that occurred in the educational space. Some of the practices were academic in nature 

(e.g., note taking) and connected to the video we were viewing, but most were 

nonacademic (e.g., eating, playing with the iPad). The interplay between these practices 

under the umbrella of my pedagogy and the meditational mean of the video constituted 

the nexus of practice within the session that I analyze below. A 30-minute group dialogue 

ensued after the video ended. I highlight the prevalent sections of the discussion below. 

The dialogue (along with the nonverbal-mediated actions that continued) provides more 

context to the session and lends further insight into the learning that occurred as well as 

                                                
10 Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. 



 

  174 

the conflicts that arose, impacting the development of critical dispositions and 

participatory subjectivity in competing ways. 

 
Brian:   What did you all think? 

AJ:   They got a lot of different ways to think about us. 

Autumn:  He basically gave us examples of what we’re doing. The banking and the 

problem … one. 

Brian:  OK, AJ why don’t you say more. So you say they have a lot of ways of 

thinking about us? 

AJ:  Yeah, and they have a lot of different ways to uh…, they’ll have like one 

little item, and like a lot of different ways, some people will come up with 

a lot of different ways, and some don’t. 

Nathaniel:  Oh, the “what do you call it” thinking? 

AJ:   Paper clip.11 

Brian:   Divergent thinking. 

AJ:   Yeah. 

Brian:  Autumn, what were you saying about that they were describing the 

banking and the problem-posing? 

Autumn:  Well, basically he like put it into categories as like the banking one was 

like what we do and the problem-posing is the one that we should do 

because like both of them, banking is the … learn, take-in, repeat. Learn, 

                                                
11 AJ was referring to an example given by Robinson, suggesting that asking someone to 
come up with as many uses as they can for a paper clip can test divergent thinking. 
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take-in, repeat. And then the posing is the alternatives and finding what 

actually works and put it to use instead of like going by what already 

happened. (AJ gets up to throw her food away). And like he’s saying … 

um. I feel like he connected academic ability, which is like the 

nonacademic/academic, smart people/not smart people with the banking. 

Like people (making a parting gesture with her hands), you already get set 

off and then people act stupid if they’re told they’re stupid. And so I feel 

like growing up at a young age you’re already put in your category and 

then education is modeled. Banking. Divergent thinking. Problem-posing. 

And so yeah. (AJ returns to her seat.) 

Brian:  So real quick, to touch back on what the guy in the video, Ken Robinson, 

was saying about smart people and non-smart people (AJ and Sheekey 

begin focusing on something below the table), what does he say society 

uses to determine who’s smart and who’s not smart? 

Autumn:  Like how they test. 

AJ:  How they pay attention in school (10 seconds of silence). I think they 

ought to make Adderall12 illegal. That stuff is a pain in the butt. 

Brian:  What did y’all think about that? What did you think about the whole 

ADHD? 

Autumn:  That he thought it wasn’t real/13 

                                                
12 Adderall is a drug prescribed to people diagnosed with ADHD that was referenced in 
the video by Ken Robinson, which he called a “dangerous drug.” 
13 A “/” denotes overlap in conversation. 
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AJ:  It really isn’t real, like Adderall doesn’t really do nothing but put you to 

sleep, make you not hungry. 

Nathaniel:  It gives me headaches. 

AJ:  Yeah, and like I stopped taking that when I was in elementary school, 

middle school. And I guess it works, but it doesn’t really work. Like if you 

need a pill to sit there and make you pay attention, then you need to just 

leave. 

Nathaniel:  I don’t think you need to leave, I think they need to just find another way/ 

AJ:   Another way to do it. 

Nathaniel:  And better. I think they need to find a way to make their schooling funner 

or something funner. 

Brian:   More engaging and interesting. 

At this point, it appeared as though the discussion was beginning to meet the 

pedagogical goals I described above, although Sheekey and Will had not yet participated. 

Autumn, AJ, and Nathaniel each began to connect their lived educational experiences to 

the ideas of banking and problem-posing education. Autumn’s synthesis of the video with 

theorizations from Pedagogy of the Oppressed provided the analysis I was hoping would 

come up in the discussion. As we proceeded to talk about the role of technology in 

education, AJ began to focus her attention almost totally on the iPad and contribute less 

to the conversation. Sheekey shifted his attention back and forth from the iPad to the rest 

of the group, but still did not contribute to the dialogue. Autumn closed her laptop, but 

opened it again to refer to her notes she was typing during the video. At one point AJ 
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began to joke about the topic of conversation while still looking at the iPad, to which 

Autumn responded with an eye-roll. Noticing Autumn’s frustration, I asked AJ to put 

away the iPad, while joking that it was ironic that we were discussing the same issue 

from the video of being distracted by technology. AJ stopped playing momentarily, but 

never put the iPad away and eventually went back to it.  

I asked the group to focus more on Chapter 2 of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, at 

which point I had to step out of the room to get a copy of the reading for Sheekey. It 

appeared as though he was the only one who had not read the chapter, as others made 

direct references to certain pages during our discussion. While I was gone, AJ shared 

with the group that she was trying to beat a high score on a game she was playing, which 

was hard because she had to stop to read the text we were discussing. Again, Autumn 

responded with an eye-roll. Upon my return, AJ continued to work back and forth 

between the iPad and the reading, at times still chiming into the conversation, although 

only contributing a sentence or two, while still looking at the iPad. Autumn’s demeanor 

was distant. She rarely made eye contact with others at the table. 

The conversation began to lose focus as we stopped to define some of Freire’s 

complex language. Autumn yawned and sighed heavily several times. I began to review 

some reading strategies to use when they came across words they did not understand, 

such as looking for contextual clues. I also suggested that AJ use the iPad to look up 

word definitions, at which point I tried to refocus the discussion. 

Brian:  Alright, let’s get into the text. Let’s get into the content. What are some 

things that popped out for folks? 
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Will:   Once again, it made things look evil. 

Brian:   It made things look evil. 

Will:  Like um, reading through this it’s just like, “Oh I thought I was doing 

good.” I thought that’s what I was supposed to do, but apparently it got 

flipped and I was just being a container apparently, I mean. 

Brian:   Huh, ok that’s interesting. Do you feel like you’re a container? 

Will:  Uh, sometimes for some useless information. And I don’t know I just 

thought of it as that. I just thought those are a couple things I don’t need to 

know. It’s not so bad. But, yeah, I didn’t think about the reasoning behind 

it. 

Brian:   What do folks think about that? Does anyone else/ 

Nathaniel:  Think they’re a container. 

Brian:   Think they get treated like a container? 

Nathaniel:  Sort of, yeah. 

AJ:   (looking up from iPad) Like closed in is they trying to say? 

Nathaniel:  No, like they just fill you up with stuff that you don’t need to know. 

AJ:   Oh, ok. 

Nathaniel:  Um, yes. In math. All the time. They tried to make me take pre-calc and I 

was like nah, that’s just more stuff I don’t need. ‘Cause I’m barely 

knowing the other stuff so why would I know this? 

Brian:   OK, so you just don’t see the usefulness? 

Nathaniel:  No, I don’t. 
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Will:  I think math helps a bit in making you think differently because you ... but 

sometimes the teachers don’t let you do that, but it helps to look at things 

in different ways if you apply what you’re doing in math to other things 

you can look at things differently and take different approaches. There’s 

not just one way to do this. There’s got to be another way. But going back 

to what [Nathaniel] was saying, sometimes teachers restrict that and say, 

“No, just do it my way.” And that can, I don’t know, contradict what I just 

said. (AJ is still using the iPad and Autumn is slumped back in her chair 

with her arms crossed). 

The conversation went on a tangent when a NdCAD staff member asked if she 

could have some food. I then attempted to bring the discussion to a conclusion to assess 

how much the group understood about Freire’s theory. 

Brian:  Alright, so I have a couple questions that I want to throw out. So we 

started  talking about the difference between banking education and 

problem-posing education. Autumn talked about the video. Ken Robinson 

was basically talking about banking and problem-posing education. My 

question to you is what’s the purpose of each type of education? What is 

the purpose of banking education? What’s the purpose of problem-posing 

education? 

Will:  Banking ensures that they’re going to know something? I don’t know, but 

in a weird kind of dictatorship way. Like you’re gonna know this. You’re 
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gonna know that. You’re gonna know that. But the other way it (sigh), 

makes them more of a person in a way. I don’t know how to explain that. 

Brian:  Makes them more of a person? (Sheekey and Autumn both raise their 

hands14) 

Sheekey:  In my way … no you go first (referring to Autumn). 

Autumn:  I take like banking education to me it’s more like a public school where 

it’s like every single hour you have duh duh duh duh duh… structure, 

structure, structure… like everything is in a syllabus, planned, homework 

assignment sheets, whatever. And that’s how public schools rule. Then on 

the other hand, problem-posing to me is more like my school15 where it’s 

freelance, and  everything’s alternative and it fits to the student. But I feel 

like both are important because certain people’s brains need either (a) 

structure or (b) creativity. You know what I mean, like, everyone’s brain 

needs that to like a certain point, but both are important to those matters 

because banking is, like I said, the take-in “deposit” (gesture air quotes), 

and then the repeat. Duh duh duh duh duh (taps the table) you spit it back 

out, and problem-posing is “where can I find the answer, and how can it 

be solved?” It’s more like questions,  questions, questions, questions 

(laughs), and then trying to find the answers for it. So I feel like both are 

important. 

                                                
14 Hand raising was never a requirement in our class, and I typically asked the youth to 
refrain from raising their hands in order to talk. 
15 Autumn attends Island View High School, a charter school run by a teacher co-op. 
Nathaniel and Erika attend the same school. 
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Sheekey:  OK, my way is like banking education is like they’re controlling your 

brain and like they’re trying to prove like they know how you think and 

how you can be educated and stuff like that. Or what you’re learning and 

stuff like that. And problem-posing, my way, is almost like private school. 

Like you pay money, and ‘cause they pay money and want their kid to go 

to the best of all schools. So like problem solving is like that, they know 

about the world and stuff like that. Like they want to know about the 

environment (Autumn turns and looks at Sheekey with a confused look). 

Nathaniel:  Autumn you look confused. 

Autumn:  (Looks away) I’m just confused. 

I tried to synthesize the different points made by Will, Autumn, and Sheekey, 

suggesting that they all had important ideas. I ended the conversation by tying it back to 

the text. 

Brian:  So on page 76, right, it says, “The educated individual is the adapted 

person. She or he is a better fit to the world.” Right, so for me I took that 

as banking education tries to make you fit into the way the world is. The 

opposite of that/ 

AJ:   So the way they want you to be basically? (looking at the iPad) 

Brian:   Say that again. 

AJ:   Like of what they want you to be? 
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Brian:  Right, the way the world is, right, like you say “This is the way it is.” 

(Pounding the table). And you need to fit into that. Problem-posing is 

about/ 

Nathaniel:  Making the world fit you. 

Brian:   Changing the world to fit you. Right? So that’s the way I look at it. 

This discussion illustrates the complex interactions and social practices involved 

in the nexus of practice as it was being formed. As the instructor and facilitator, I 

believed we accomplished the pedagogical goal for the activity, which was to come to an 

understanding of Freire’s theorization and connect it to our own educational experiences. 

However, my purpose in this analysis is not to speculate what the youth learned or 

accomplished during this session. Rather, I am interested in understanding the extent to 

which the Uhuru Youth Scholars demonstrated participatory alignment through their 

social practices during the class session. As I suggested earlier, the development of 

critical analyses, such as Will’s description of how he changed his thinking about the 

rationale for a banking model of education, are more obvious to detect than the unspoken 

alignment of social practices. In this session the prevalent social practices that formed the 

nexus of practice were (1) eating a meal, (2) synthesizing two texts (the Robinson video 

and the Freire chapter), (3) group dialogue, (4) playing a game on an iPad, and (5) taking 

notes on a laptop. According to Scollon (2001), the nexus of practice is formed as these 

social practices link together. However, Scollon writes:  

Ultimately the researcher would not know, could not know, which links have 

what frequency. And over time we begin to see that some practices, though not 
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uniquely linked to others, are nevertheless repeated frequently enough that it is 

not only the practice which enters into the habitus but the nexus of linkages as 

well. (p. 148)  

Thus, as a researcher, I am unable to empirically account for all of the linkages; however, 

I can assess how frequently certain practices arose. The most important aspect here, 

though, is Scollon’s use of Bourdieu’s (1977) theorization of habitus. Bourdieu defines 

habitus as “the durably installed generative principle of regulated improvisations” (p. 78). 

In other words, it is our history of social actions that are so ingrained that we do not think 

about them, yet they regulate what future actions we believe are possible. Habitus is 

concerned with how our histories of social actions shape and form our identities.  

In the session described above, the social practices I noted had definite linkages. 

The youths’ practice in synthesizing the texts linked with their practice of participating in 

the group dialogue. The practice of eating a meal was most likely a marginal practice that 

did not have many linkages in the nexus; however, this practice has great linkages within 

the larger nexus of NdCAD, which recognizes the cultural value of sharing a meal. The 

practice of sharing a meal during class was not something I was originally in support of 

(mostly for monetary and time reasons), but other members of the NdCAD staff believed 

it would add value to the program if we were able to share meals. In retrospect, sharing a 

meal was most likely one of the practices that actively supported the development of 

participatory subjectivity, given the common human experience of sharing food among 

family and loved ones.  
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However, for my purpose in this chapter I want to focus on the social practices 

that produced the most tension and, I contend, interrupted the development of 

participatory subjectivity. These practices were playing a game on the iPad and engaging 

in group dialogue. AJ was the only youth actively engaged in playing a game on the iPad 

(although Sheekey was an active observer), and as indicated in the description of the 

session, her frequency in this social practice was fairly constant throughout the class, 

meaning that there were several linkages with other practices. As suggested by 

sociocultural scholars (Bourdieu, 1977; Scollon, 2001; Wertsch, 1998), the important 

aspect of this practice lies in its history, the identities formed around it, and others’ 

recognition of the social practice. 

AJ was able to multitask and play on the iPad while engaging in group dialogue 

and even, at times, reading and viewing text, although her participation in the group 

dialogue fluctuated. Her most engaged sequence of participation came during the 

discussion of ADHD, which was an aspect of the conversation that she initiated. As an 

Uhuru Youth Scholar, the frameworks of participation that she saw as being available to 

her were as both a student and a gamer. These identities did not conflict for AJ. For her 

the iPad was a meditational mean that had several situated purposes, and was used to 

accomplish multiple tasks. In other situated spaces she became the group’s primary video 

documenter, using the iPad to record sessions with guest speakers and collect other data.  

However, others’ perceptions of her social practices varied. In the depiction 

above, Sheekey, Will, and Nathaniel did not appear to see any contradiction in AJ’s dual 

identity as a gamer and a student. Autumn’s frustration was present throughout the 
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session and beyond. As AJ constructed an identity within the space, Autumn also 

constructed her own identity as an Uhuru Youth Scholar, through which she viewed AJ. 

For Autumn, there existed a mutually exclusive relationship between gaming and being 

part of a group dialogue around complex texts. This is useful because the linkages 

Scollon describes in social actions within a nexus are not always generative. As the 

frequency of these non-participatory linkages occurred, they began to normalize within 

the nexus, preventing AJ and Autumn from nurturing participatory subjectivities. I do not 

want to suggest that these perceptions only existed in one direction, from Autumn to AJ. 

As Autumn constructed her own identity as an Uhuru Youth Scholar separate from AJ’s, 

AJ also recognized this distinction. Not only did these competing identities affect the 

participatory subjectivities of AJ and Autumn, as I will explore in Chapter 8, it also 

affected the eventual trajectory of the entire research process.  

Although both AJ and Autumn were navigating the ways in which their disparate 

social practices, related to group dialogue, impacted their identities in the program, they 

were not the only two people constructing the nexus of practice. As I previously 

mentioned, it did not appear in the session described above as though Will, Nathaniel, or 

Sheekey were affected as much by either AJ’s or Autumn’s identities and social 

practices. For them, it appeared as though they had already come to understand the nexus 

of practice as no longer in formation, but settled. Scollon (2001) argues that the existence 

of this state of non-recognition, or what he calls “genesis amnesia” of practice and 

identity, signals the formation of a group’s nexus of practice. He writes, “Such 

recognition is produced, not explicitly through commentary, but implicitly through 
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nothing being noticed at all” (p. 153). In the case of the Uhuru Youth Scholars, it appears 

that individuals can come to understand a nexus of practice one by one, while others in 

the group are still working through their histories, identities, and perceptions of others’ 

social practices. Even in Autumn’s final interview it appears that she was ultimately 

unable to reconcile these elements with the rest of the group. 

Brian:  What about personal challenges?  

Autumn: Dealing with people...  

Brian:  So dealing with people?  

Autumn: Yeah.  

Brian:  It was all around people—was it all around participation do you think?  

Autumn: It was just people. Yeah, I just don’t—like what’s the point of—it would 

have been nice if at least one other person felt like they wanted to be here. 

It was just harder when I felt like nobody wanted to be here and nobody 

was participating, and everybody was shy and everyone was this. I was the 

only one. It makes it so frustrating.  

Brian:  And you just felt isolated?  

Autumn: Yeah. I felt isolated. It was just weird. You’d think it’s like completely 

opposite.  

Autumn’s feelings of isolation from the group have historical precedence. Autumn came 

to the Uhuru Youth Scholars program articulating a different perception of the purpose of 

education. Her educational history, identity, and social practices were already distinct 
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from those of her peers, and as the nexus of practice of the group was forming, there was 

a process of marginalization, even though her peers still considered her a leader.  

What became more evident over time was that Autumn’s distinct history with 

practices of schooling effectively maintained her feelings of isolation, even within the 

nexus of practice of the Uhuru Youth Scholars. This is important, because it demonstrates 

why the nexus-of-practice theorization allows for more identities to emerge as related to 

practice than does Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theorization of communities of practice. 

Autumn never became a legitimate participant in the newly forming community of 

practice because she did not see the practices of many of her peers as being congruent 

with a rigorous educational environment. Ironically, Autumn was still seen by her peers 

as a leader, and she also represented my hopes for the identity development that could 

potentially manifest from participation in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. Autumn’s 

positionality with the rest of the group illustrates the contradictions between the 

community of practice and nexus of practice models. With regard to participatory 

subjectivity, Autumn was not willing to acquiesce to the structure that had been formed 

by the collective because it did not fit her vision and perhaps reified her notions that 

schooling, even in this different cultural environment, was still about separation. As the 

instructor of the course, the disconnection in the social practices of the youth represented 

a crisis for me. In my naïve conception of a critical research collective, I assumed that the 

pedagogy would effectively mediate the historical differences that the youth brought to 

the program. This crisis challenged me to rethink my own pedagogy and practice using 

CPAR. 
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Conclusion:	  Moments	  of	  Action	  

 The complexity that comes with using mediated discourse analysis as an 

analytical tool is that although researchers focus on one small temporal space of 

interaction, we must continue to recognize that infinite other interactions are happening 

constantly in and around our unit of analysis. There are events, histories, and power 

dynamics over space and time that are affecting every social interaction, making it 

difficult to surmise that one series of mediated actions has any impact on the identity and 

trajectory of a person. Yet, all of the grand aspects of our lives and who we claim to be 

consist of these small, seemingly insignificant events. According to Casey (2013), 

practices of teaching and learning can be understood through the concept of “bounded 

infinity”—that in between the numbers 1 and 2 lie infinite points. He argues that in 

between the larger structures of schooling, infinite educational practices are available to 

educators and students.  

MDA works in similar ways. Within any nexus of practice are infinite linkages 

that constitute the limits of what we think is possible. This is why discussing an iPad as a 

mediatational means can help us think about self-determination in education. Should I 

have just asserted my teacher authority and taken the iPad away from AJ and removed 

that aspect of her identity from the nexus of practice? Would that have made the space 

more participatory and self-determined? Is it enough that I am teaching about Freire and 

banking education when only one of my students is college bound? Is self-determination 

more connected to developing a critical analysis or educational attainment that can 

translate to social and economic mobility? I do not pretend to know the answers to these 
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questions, because as educators we can never know the long-term outcomes of our work. 

Yet, as Scollon and Scollon (2004) suggest:  

If we think of an action as a moment in time and space in which the historical 

bodies and the interaction order of people and the discourses in place intersect, 

then each of these can be thought of as having a history that leads into that 

moment and a future that leads away from it in arcs of semiotic cycles of change 

and transformation. In some cases the action itself may give further impetus to the 

cycle like a pumping station along an oil pipeline or it may deflect or alter the 

cycle like an electron passing through a magnetic field. (p. 160)  

Scollon and Scollon describe these moments as representing potentiality. There is either 

the potential to reify practices, discourses, and ideologies, or there is the potential to 

move away from them and transform ourselves individually, and then collectively.  

It is difficult to know the impact of the actions I described above, and whether or 

not they resulted in the continuation of a trajectory, or if they provoked some radical shift 

in practice. As an educator for over a decade I have seen that simply engaging with youth 

in dialogue around critical texts typically raises consciousness, as was evidenced in the 

discussion above. Perhaps it was not even raising consciousness but simply opening up a 

space for young people to articulate what they already knew and experienced. Working 

with low-income and minoritized16 youth, I often see that they understand that the system 

is rigged against them, but feel they have no recourse. I know that I was able to help the 

                                                
16 I use the term minoritized to underscore the fact that the descriptor of “minority” is 
subjective and often used to delegitimize claims for justice from populations deemed as 
such. Minoritized indicates that populations are actively ascribed the status of minority 
for political purposes that usually run against their self-interest. 
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Uhuru Youth Scholars develop a critical lens through which to understand the world. 

However, I am not sure that we were able to develop any way to mobilize this lens. This 

is where a participatory subjectivity becomes vital as an element of sustainable collective 

action. I explore the barriers to sustainable collective action more explicitly in Chapter 8.  

 As I described in Chapter 2, Hardt and Negri (2004) state, “Class is determined by 

class struggle” (p. 104). Again, they were using “class” in its broadest sense, referring to 

any group, not only socioeconomic class. The development of a participatory subjectivity 

among the Uhuru Youth Scholars was necessary for them to join the class struggle for 

self-determined black education.  

As I struggled to measure and analyze the future trajectories that led away from 

the moments of interaction, critical dispositions combined with participatory 

subjectivities were indicators that these youth were seeing themselves as part of this class 

struggle. The moments of crisis that arose during our time together often did not cause 

any major shifts in schooling practices. However, there were moments of radical 

movement, which I will focus on in the following chapters. These moments involved 

significant internal reflection on how the youth understood what and on who was shaping 

their “lens,” or worldview. In the next two chapters, I shift away from mediated discourse 

analysis at the micro-level, to consider participation from higher elevations while still 

paying attention to the social practices that constituted the nexus of practice. While the 

examples in this chapter described some of the challenges the group faced with regard to 

participation, it is generative to also understand how CPAR, specifically, helped to 
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mediate participation and push the group toward the development of participatory 

subjectivities.  
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CHAPTER	  SEVEN	  

Participatory	  Success:	  The	  Social	  Practice	  of	  Interviewing	  and	  the	  Development	  

of	  Oppositional	  Consciousness	  	  

 
The conditions that people have been struggling against for a long time still exist 

and are getting worse. I mean whether it’s levels of poverty, mass incarceration, 

war, internally directed, sort of, you know, violence in our communities, struggles 

over education both in quality and content, healthcare. I mean all of these issues 

today are as serious as they’ve ever been. And I think in many ways all of us, and 

my perspective does start with black America, but all of us are in a really 

dangerous situation, because as things get worse we are encouraged to believe 

they are getting better, and our resistance to them is pretty low right now. So, 

there’s a lot to be concerned about, and that’s why I think it’s important to, as 

much as possible, use the radical histories that have been suppressed and that 

should continue to inform our decisions and our actions today.  

Dr. Jared Ball (Interview, 11/19/12) 

 

 As Will, Erica, Nathaniel, and Autumn scribbled notes trying to capture the 

essence of Dr. Ball’s thoughts on that November day, there was a different kind of energy 

at NdCAD. The Skype image of Dr. Ball projected on the wall loomed large as his 

booming voice filled the room. The nervousness in the youths’ wavering voices quickly 
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dissipated as the heaviness of Dr. Ball’s responses to their questions began to sink in. As 

I filmed the scene I made eye contact several times with Brother Gevonee and Sister 

Susan, who were observing the group interview. We each recognized the potential for 

liberatory transformation in what was transpiring. What we were witnessing was the 

interview as a dynamic social practice (Madison, 2005; Talmy, 2010) operating on 

historical, cultural, and academic planes.  

Drawing from Gee, Talmy (2010) suggests that researchers can understand:  

the interview as participation in social practice(s)—the “(partially) routine 

activities through which people carry out (partially) shared goals based on 

(partially) shared (conscious or unconscious) knowledge of the various roles or 

positions people can fill [or do] in these activities” (Gee, 2004, p. 33) (p. 140)  

During the interview, the Uhuru Youth Scholars were collaborative qualitative 

researchers, historians, and intellectuals, developing a social practice that was legitimated 

as an academic skill, but more importantly, achieving deep connections between their 

lived experiences and the historical philosophies that helped shape the black intellectual 

tradition. The intersection of these historical and lived frameworks in the nexus of 

practice that was constituted through active dialogue allowed for a temporal realization of 

participatory subjectivity to manifest in the youth individually and, thus, as a collective.  

In this chapter, I use the interview with Dr. Ball1 and its impact on Will 

(primarily) to describe how participation in this research endeavor impacted subjectivity 

and the development of “oppositional consciousness” (hooks, 1990; Sandoval, 2000). I 

                                                
1 See Appendix B for a full transcript of the interview. 
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develop here a more thorough theorization of the conditions and elements that combined 

to provide pathways for the realization of a participatory subjectivity among the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars. Up to this point, my analysis has focused on the limitations of 

participation and the ways in which it was bounded by personal histories, the 

development of disparate identities, and the recognition (or lack thereof) of others’ 

practices in the nexus of practice constituting the social space of the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars. In this chapter I apply Rogoff’s (1995) framework of participation, occurring at 

three levels (apprenticeship, guided practice, and participatory appropriation), to describe 

temporal moments within the Uhuru Youth Scholars program when participatory 

subjectivities were achieved. In these moments, crises were mediated by the pedagogical 

aspects of critical participatory action research (CPAR) to extend learning and critical 

identity development by mobilizing what Sandoval (2000) describes as “technologies for 

oppositional consciousness.” In addition, I discuss the nuances in pedagogical 

frameworks that were applied during the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. I shift from my 

previous use of critical dialogic pedagogy where the youth were engaged in discussions 

of critical texts to describe “CPAR mediated pedagogy,” where the youth were engaged 

in relational research-based activities as the primary mode of learning. These methods of 

CPAR served to create the teaching and learning framework with less direct instruction 

from me as “the teacher.” 

The contestation between participatory limitations and generative participatory 

interactions is one of the critical outcomes of this study. This contestation became the 

primary struggle through which the social space of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program 
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was determined. As Bourdieu (1997) describes, the social space is defined by the 

juxtaposition of mutually exclusive social positions. Mutual exclusion in the context of 

this study functions to illustrate two points. First, on an intrapersonal level (such as the 

description of my double-consciousness as a critical black educator in Chapter 1), the 

recognition of mutually exclusive internally held positions (contradictory positions) can 

lead to crisis, which has the potential to transform ideology and, thus, action. Second, on 

interpersonal and institutional levels, mutual exclusion makes evident the power 

dynamics involved in the social space and does not allow those with power to hide 

behind reconciliation (of positions) as a means to maintain their power (Tuck & Yang, 

2012). If educators can identify what is mutually exclusive in their educational spaces, 

they can gain practical insight into how power must be redistributed to remove the 

incommensurability, or to explicitly state what the exclusion entails, making the power 

dynamics obvious for all involved in the space.  

Interviewing	  as	  a	  Social	  Practice	  on	  Three	  Planes	  of	  Participation	  

 Two weeks before our interview with Dr. Ball, after we had defined our research 

questions, we were in the process of conducting background research on the connection 

between mass media and stereotypes of black youth. Recall that our research questions 

were the following:  

1. What is the impact of the media on the representation of black youth as “ghetto”? 

2. How does the media help create and maintain stereotypes of black youth as 

“ghetto”? 
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CPAR as a teaching and research methodology allows for the diversification of what a 

traditional “literature review” process2 entails given the inaccessibility of most academic 

journals for people who are not well versed in academic jargon and discourses. Thus, 

youth often look to film, newspaper articles on the Internet, oral histories, and even music 

(in addition to traditional academic journals) as legitimate texts that constitute a body of 

knowledge on the issues they are studying (Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010; Morrell, 2008; 

Stovall & Delgado, 2009). While searching for information about mass media and 

representations of black people on YouTube, we came across a lecture by Dr. Ball 

(2011b), entitled “Colonialism and Mass Media: Propaganda and Psychological 

Warfare.”  

I decided3 to have the group watch the lecture together because of its curricular 

relevance to the program. The lecture documented some of the foundational theories of 

critical media studies and connected it to the black radical tradition. Our discussion 

during and after the lecture teased out some ideas that I thought might be difficult for the 

group to process due to the highly theoretical nature, complex synthesis, and academic 

                                                
2 Typically, a literature review is reserved for post-secondary graduate-level scholarship. 
As high school–aged youth are positioned to engage in rigorous research activities, they 
are often asked to frame their work through the lens of academia. One of the challenges 
of CPAR is to help youth navigate through the mystery of academic jargon, history, and 
purposes of validity in research, all while centering youth knowledge and culture. 
3 This decision represented a moment when I asserted my pedagogical authority, because 
I recognized the importance of the video to the group’s knowledge base. CPAR does not 
eliminate the educator’s ability to make pedagogical decisions with regard to curriculum, 
but in doing CPAR one can seek a balance in how decisions are made as a collective. 
This improvisational practice of inserting relevant material into the curriculum is a 
characteristic that is typical of CPAR pedagogy. 



 

  197 

jargon contained in the lecture. My surprise at their ability to engage with Dr. Ball’s 

theories was evident in my field notes about the session: 

The students impressed me by really being able to understand internal 

colonization theory,4 media hegemony, and other things that I thought would be 

too much for them. This was also our first explicit move into black radical 

theory…. This was an excellent session with [Sheekey] and [Erica] being more 

vocal than normal. The students were interested in what Dr. Ball had to say about 

hip-hop and being conditioned to only hear certain types of messages. (Field 

notes, 11/5/12). 

Perhaps my surprise was unwarranted given media literacy literature (Knobel & 

Lankshear, 2007; Morrell, Duenas, Garcia, & Lopez, 2013), which suggests that youth 

are already savvy consumers of media content.  

Once we were able to get past the academic jargon, the idea that one aim of media 

is to shape our worldview was not difficult for the youth to articulate. Dr. Ball’s use of 

hip-hop music as a practical example of how the media is saturated with specific 

messages (e.g., materialism, consumerism, violence) resonated with the youth as being 

true. Nathaniel reflected that more “positive” hip-hop artists such as Lupe Fiasco5 were 

more talented than the popular artists who receive the bulk of airtime on mainstream 

                                                
4 Internal colonization theory (Ball, 2011a; Blauner, 1969) suggests that the experience of 
African Americans can best be understood through the lens of colonization. However, 
unlike traditional colonization, in which an imperial power colonizes a population outside 
of its borders, internal colonization theory posits that African Americans are colonial 
subjects of the U.S. inside of its own borders. 
5 Nathaniel had previously studied the artistry of Lupe Fiasco for one of his classes at 
Island View High School. 
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radio stations. Dr. Ball’s use of internal colonization theory was more difficult for the 

youth to comprehend, but they asked several questions about colonization and its 

connection to the historical experiences of African Americans. I was able to connect 

internal colonization theory to previous discussions about European colonization of 

Africa, Asia, and the Americas that were part of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program 

curriculum.  

After viewing the video, I suggested that we might be able to speak with Dr. Ball 

directly. The youth agreed that he would be an important person to interview with regard 

to their research topic. As I describe below, having the opportunity to dialogically 

interact with an expert in the field would inevitably provide a much richer experience 

than simply watching a lecture on YouTube. The youth would be able to experience Dr. 

Ball as a living, breathing figure who could respond directly to their interests and 

concerns instead of having to deduce what he might possibly think about their ideas. 

With the consent of the group, I contacted Dr. Ball at Morgan State University in 

Baltimore, Maryland, where he is a professor, and he graciously agreed to do an 

interview with the Uhuru Youth Scholars over Skype.6 

 In preparation for the interview, the youth developed an interview protocol to 

connect his lecture to their research questions. Additionally, they practiced interviewing 

each other to get more comfortable with the social practice of conducting a semi-

structured interview. I explained that this interview could be understood as an exploratory 

                                                
6 I was acquainted with Dr. Ball prior to his interview as we had met briefly over a 
decade ago when he began his Master’s degree program the year after I completed my 
undergraduate degree at Cornell University in Ithaca, NY. 
 



 

  199 

way for them to gain more knowledge about the field of mass communications from an 

expert who is part of the broader “NdCAD community,”7 given his knowledge about 

Africana Studies and his commitment to African people around the world, even though 

he had no direct connection to NdCAD prior to the interview. The interview that took 

place between Dr. Ball and the youth was a pivotal event that shaped their future research 

and provided the context for participatory subjectivities to take shape. 

Rogoff (1995) describes the benefit of using an event, such as a group interview, 

that includes “active and dynamic contributions from individuals, their social partners, 

and historical traditions and materials and their transformation” (p. 140) as a unit of 

analysis for participation. Because of the ways in which events or activities make evident 

the “reformulation of the relation between the individual and the social and cultural 

environment in which each is inherently involved” (p. 140), they provide complex 

contexts through which to consider participation. Rogoff (1995) conceptualizes 

participation as occurring on three “planes” (community/institutional, interpersonal, 

personal), through what she calls “apprenticeship,” “guided practice,” and “participatory 

appropriation.” Rogoff’s theorization of participation aligns, at times, with that of Lave 

and Wenger (1991) and Scollon (2001), in that she conceives of participation as inherent 

to identity development. However, as I explain below, her foregrounding of motivation in 

“guided practice” provides important nuance to her scholarship, which I use to bridge 

Lave and Wenger’s “communities of practice” with Scollon’s “nexus of practice.” 

 

                                                
7 Lozenski and Ford (2014) positioned Dr. Ball as a community educator (Harbour, 2012) 
in a chapter documenting his interaction with the Uhuru Youth Scholars. 
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Apprenticeship	  and	  the	  Black	  Radical	  Tradition	  

When I think interview, I expect a quick and decisive response. There are little to 

no mistakes and everyone is ready to move on with their lives; happily informed. This 

expectation comes from watching too many documentaries and polished interviews. I 

forgot to take into account that none of this was rehearsed and we wouldn't get all the 

time we needed. I wanted to ask questions like, "What did you mean by that?" and "Can 

you be a little more clear about what you said?" We came to him with questions and in 

the end, I felt like I knew less. I did and didn't expect this. A philosophy I adopted is "the 

more you know, the more you know you don't know." 

What I ended up not knowing was more than I expected. When he brought up 

segregation, I dismissed it. My common sense told me that there hasn't been any law 

segregating people for decades before I had been born. He then stated that segregation 

(in the public school system) is higher than it’s ever been. This made me think about 

giving it more insight. To understand his views, I had to put myself in a “what-if” 

mindset. What if what he's saying is true without a doubt. It's unreal to think that we are 

being tricked to such a degree. I'm still not quite sure what to believe. What is there to 

gain by separating people by race? I'm a proud skeptic; I don't mean to call anyone a 

liar. I wanted to believe that we as people were making slow but sure progress toward 

some utopia. I know I would never live to see it. 

I have not interviewed anyone until I started this class. In general, every 

experience holds something you learn or reinforce. I believe the main purpose of 

interviewing is to get answers. It depends on the situation if the someone wants to get 
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better at it. It just so happens I'm new to this; so I've picked up a few things that seem 

obvious now. 

Every notion and action is influenced by experiences. You've learned most of what 

you know through human interaction, be it in person or some form of media. No matter 

what your take, you carry that mindset or skill with you for the rest of your life. People 

are walking echoes of influence. Over time, views undoubtedly change. 

Will (Network for the Development of Children of African Descent, 2013) 

 
 Will’s reflection on the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ interview with Dr. Ball illustrates 

how quickly he moved from the perspective of a consumer of interviews through mass 

media to one of a co-creator in the production of interviews as a social practice. His 

brilliant articulation of people as “walking echoes of influence” captures a sociocultural 

depiction of the interview as a co-constructed process of meaning making. Will’s writing 

illustrates Madison’s (2005) assertion that interviews represent discursive interactions 

between interlocutors in which each becomes a subject in the production of meaning. 

Madison writes, “The interviewee is not an object, but a subject with agency, history, and 

his or her own idiosyncratic command of a story” (p. 25). As Will alludes in his 

reflection, this critical approach to interviewing allows the interviewee to leave her or his 

indelible mark on the interviewer, and vise versa.  

Rogoff (1995) describes the participatory act of “apprenticeship” in similar ways 

to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theorization of communities of practice, where the focus is 

on “the active roles of newcomers and others in arranging activities and support for 

developing participation, as well as on the cultural/institutional practices and goals of the 
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activities” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 143). According to Rogoff, apprenticeship is more 

conducive to analyzing institutional or communal structures for how the community 

“relates to the outside world.” In the case of the Uhuru Youth Scholars, the interview 

with Dr. Ball helped to contextualize the community representing a black intellectual 

tradition, in which both NdCAD and Dr. Ball sat, and juxtaposed it to the broader 

society’s representations of blackness. In this sense the interview served as an 

educational event meant to introduce the Uhuru Scholars, as “newcomers,” to the 

intellectual tradition of black radical thought. The dialogic interaction, however, ensured 

that the youth were the intellectual originators and directors of their own introduction into 

this cultural space. For instance, Autumn’s initial utterance to Dr. Ball, which began the 

interview, was, “We want to find out what you’re all about.” This opened the door for Dr. 

Ball to introduce black radical theorists such as Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon, and John 

Henrik Clarke as people who helped shape “what he is all about.”  

Another poignant example of how Dr. Ball outlined the boundaries and goals of 

the community came at the end of the interview: 

Will:  Last question: What is the major form of propaganda that is impacting 

how black people are represented? 

Dr. Ball: Right now I think it would still be the commercial form of rap music. That 

has formed the definition of blackness all around the world at this point. 

That’s a very dangerous thing. Not only because all the great rap music 

that’s being made and doesn’t depict that negative form of blackness is, 

you know, ignored. But because it really weakens the political strength 
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that black people once have had in the world. Congressman John Lewis in 

his memoirs [said] (inaudible), in 1964 when he was traveling around the 

continent of Africa with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 

everywhere he went, every African leader they met with said that if you 

were anywhere to the right, if you were anywhere more conservative than 

Malcolm X, we don’t want to deal with you. In other words, Malcolm X 

had become the black American political standard in the world, and by 

now that standard has been replaced by very anti-radical, anti-progressive 

forms of blackness and black politics, in part by rap music, and more 

recently and even more damaging, by what I would consider a very anti-

black form of political leadership, be it Colin Powell, Condoleeza Rice, 

Susan Rice, or Barack Obama himself. That their form of black leadership 

speaks exactly against the tradition that Malcolm had made the standard 

40 to 50 years ago, 60 years ago. And I think that is a problem for us and 

the world. (Interview, 11/19/12)  

In this exchange, Dr. Ball used Will’s question to describe a historical trajectory, which 

has resulted in the marginalization of those who subscribe to liberatory black 

philosophies. In effect, Dr. Ball constructed a platform upon which he invited the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars to join him in their roles as newcomers. By defining the community of 

practice as standing in opposition to “commercial forms of rap music” and “anti-black 

political leadership,” he made explicit certain aspects of the ideological framework, 

though not necessarily the social practices, of participation in the black radical tradition.  
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When I asked Dr. Ball to give the youth some advice as they continued their 

work, he responded by saying:  

Keep studying, don’t forget the radical traditions, even if you don’t fully adopt 

them or believe them. I think it’s important that we incorporate all of the radical 

traditions in our study and our analysis, that these traditions keep getting kept out 

of the discussion. And then, more importantly, that we, you know, become 

politically active and organized. Join organizations. Start organizations. Build 

unity across organizations. (Interview, 11/19/12) 

Dr. Ball did not demand the acceptance of black radicalism; rather, he urged the 

understanding and consideration of its traditions. Additionally, he offered strategies for 

the youth to engage in politically active social practices, which aligned with the 

philosophy of black radicalism. From an institutional perspective, Dr. Ball’s invitation to 

the Uhuru Youth Scholars also aligned with the social practice of CPAR and conducting 

research from within the community, which NdCAD expected, based on the criteria of 

the program. Yet it was this very notion of choice that distinguished the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program from traditional school environments. It was not required that the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars adopt a philosophy of black radicalism to conduct their research, 

and most of them, in the short term, did not.  

For Rogoff, this distinguishes apprenticeship as a communal/institutional avenue 

for participation from the more abstract notion of “guided practice” (explored below), 

which she describes as existing on the interpersonal level and based on the mutually 

constituted values of the participants. With regard to participatory subjectivity, social 
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actors must have a sense of clarity about the communal roles, values, and ideologies that 

constitute some form of membership in a community. To understand one’s personal 

benefit as being inherently tied to the well-being of a collective—a marker of 

participatory subjectivity—one must be able to comprehend the foundational cultural and 

political aspects upon which that community stands. 

Guided	  Practice	  and	  Participatory	  Appropriation:	  Connecting	  Purpose	  and	  Learning	   	  

Guided practice, according to Rogoff (1995), is not defined by a specific instance 

or interaction but “provides a perspective on how to look at interpersonal engagement 

and arrangements as they fit in sociocultural processes” (p. 147, emphasis in original). As 

Rogoff suggests, this perspective can be applied to a nearly infinite set of social practices: 

It includes direct interaction with others as well as engaging in or avoiding 

activities assigned, made possible, or constrained by others, whether or not they 

are in each other’s presence or even know of each other’s existence. Guided 

participation may be tacit or explicit, face-to-face or distal, involved in shared 

endeavors with specific familiar people or distant unknown individuals or 

groups—peers as well as experts, neighbors as well as distant heroes, siblings as 

well as ancestors. (p. 147) 

It is not the specific activity that is foregrounded in guided participation but the 

motivation for the activity that becomes important. This aspect of interpersonal 

motivation is a vital part of the bridge that connects situated learning theory (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991) to nexus of practice theory (Scollon 2001). Again, the main distinction 

between these theoretical constructs is whether or not the idea of inclusion or exclusion 
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from a community is at stake (community of practice), or if social actors are more 

concerned with performing an identity through a social practice, though not necessarily 

for the purpose of entering a predefined community (nexus of practice). The motivational 

aspect of the social practice helps determine the purpose through which social practice is 

situated in the minds of the social actors involved. Based on Rogoff’s description of the 

social practices in which a guided participation lens can be applied, the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars’ interview with Dr. Ball allowed for analysis on multiple interpersonal levels, as 

the youth engaged in a shared endeavor that was both face to face and distal (e.g., over 

Skype), connected to peers and an expert, and built on the ancestral knowledge of those 

considered “heroes” by NdCAD.  

 The combination of these multiple interpersonal planes allowed for numerous 

pathways to open up through which participatory subjectivities could be achieved. For 

instance, the use of Skype enabled the interpersonal interaction to happen in the first 

place. Although the Uhuru Youth Scholars were consumers of the Skype technology, 

they were able to move from the distal representation of Dr. Ball in the YouTube video 

they watched to a “face-to-face” interaction with him in which they created the content 

by working together to develop an interview protocol, practice the interview process with 

each other, and decide who would ask each of the questions. The juxtaposition of the 

ways in which participation was made available through the mediums of YouTube and 

Skype was dramatic. The YouTube video served as a text to be consumed—something 

that could be discussed, analyzed, and incorporated into the research process, although it 

was static in nature. The interview over Skype required a different arrangement in how 
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the youth participated with the technology. No longer limited consumers, the youth had 

the potential to shape their interaction in different ways. Through the lens of guided 

participation, the interview presented an alternative for motivation and purpose due to the 

ability of the youth to construct and shape the content.  

 The identities of the social actors in the space and the ways in which they were 

arranged provided additional ways of conceiving the social practice of the interview 

through the lens of guided practice. The Uhuru Youth Scholars were both students and 

interviewers, which allowed for potentially competing identities to merge as learners, but 

also as shapers of the learning. As a result, power took on a discursive character as Dr. 

Ball navigated balancing his intellectual authority with his subjectivity as an interviewee 

responding to the questions of novices in the field. For instance, there were several times 

during the interview when Dr. Ball reframed a question in order to respond to it in a more 

substantive way, such as with the following question from Erica: 

Erica:   How does the media influence us and why do we let it? 
 
Dr. Ball:  Well I don’t know it’s so much that we let it. We are targeted by it, you 

know. I often use the—Marshall McLuhan has this line I like to quote, he 

said, “We don’t know who discovered the water,” like I said in that 

(YouTube) presentation, “We don’t know who discovered the water, but 

we know it was not the fish.”  

This excerpt demonstrates how the youth participated simultaneously as students and 

interviewers. Dr. Ball’s reframing, followed by a reference to his YouTube lecture, is 

evident of the dual role he played as an instructor and as an interviewee. In a way he was 
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attempting to correct the youth about their misunderstanding of his lecture by suggesting 

that the question be reworded, and then supported his suggestion with practical examples 

using popular culture (see below). 

The interactions between the youth themselves were complicated by the shifting 

dynamics between peer and peer (i.e., collaborations in developing the interview protocol 

and conducting the interview), novice and expert (i.e., comprehending and analyzing Dr. 

Ball’s responses), and student and teacher (i.e., considering my and the other NdCAD 

staff’s evaluative presence in the space). The “guided” aspect of their participation thus 

shifted among all of the participants in ways that opened space for multiple pathways of 

participation (student, interviewer, peer). If we consider the previous chapter, the 

participatory limitations that surfaced due to personal histories, conflicting identity 

development, and lack of recognition of other’s practices were not as prevalent in the 

temporal space of the interview.  

 Although Dr. Ball often took up a pedagogical disposition in his role as 

interviewee, the methods of CPAR also worked as a form of pedagogy, or what I 

described earlier as “CPAR-mediated pedagogy.” In the case of the interview, the 

structure itself allowed for multiple identities to become available to the youth. It was the 

balance of structure and the agency within that mediated aspects of collective identity 

development. My purpose here is not to suggest that the limits to participation as 

described in previous chapters can be completely avoided, or even that there is not value 

in having contested identities, but rather that mutual exclusion can be recognized. 

Through the interview there existed commensurability in the relationship between 
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“student,” “peer,” and “interviewer” identities that allowed each of the youth to recognize 

and value the roles that others performed. The disparate histories and approaches to 

education between the youth that were evident in the previous chapter still existed, but 

they took on less significance as the purpose of education in this space became evident 

among the youth themselves, and not overtly (or overly) constructed by me as the 

teacher.  

The self-recognition of these congruent identities, which aligned with the purpose 

of the social space provided by the interview, describes Rogoff’s (1995) last plane of 

participation on the intrapersonal level, or what she calls “participatory appropriation.” 

Rogoff (1995) writes that “participation itself is the process of appropriation” (p. 151). It 

is the mechanism through which “individuals transform their understanding of and 

responsibilities for activities through their own participation” (p. 150). This description 

has extremely close alignment with “communities of practice” and even more so with 

“nexus of practice,” both of which hold personal transformation of identity as a central 

tenet of what it means to participate in a social practice. Will’s reflection about his 

interview experience speaks directly to the personal stake he took in the process. 

Consider this statement: “We came to him with questions and in the end, I felt like I 

knew less. I did and didn't expect this. A philosophy I adopted is ‘the more you know, the 

more you know you don't know.’ What I ended up not knowing was more than I 

expected.” Will’s articulation of “adopting” a philosophy out of his participation as an 

interviewer suggests that his identity was profoundly affected. Even further, his 

recognition that “the more you know, the more you know you don’t know” demonstrates 
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a disposition of critical reflexivity that many veteran researchers have yet to develop. 

Will’s reflection also marks his realization of new ideas, which for Rogoff distinguishes 

participatory appropriation from internalization. This distinction is important, because 

Will was making linkages between his personal history and his future endeavors, not 

simply internalizing something I (the teacher) had presented to him.  

As an educator, I allowed the methods of CPAR to unfold. I did not explore some 

deep theorization with the youth about how conducting qualitative interviews could spur 

participatory subjectivity. This meant trusting the process of CPAR by encouraging the 

youth to continue to design the research needed to answer their questions through 

incorporating the methods of data generation and analysis we had discussed up to that 

point. After witnessing the conflicts between the identities the youth were shaping as 

Uhuru Youth Scholars, I could have easily abandoned CPAR as a teaching methodology 

and regressed to a more rigid stance toward the identities that had gained prevalence in 

the educational space. However, CPAR-mediated pedagogy works to enable youth to 

perform a set of identities that are congruent with each other. Thus, the structure was not 

wholly constructed by me, but the process of CPAR and the way the students 

appropriated it for their purposes. For instance, immediately following the interview I 

asked the youth how it felt to conduct a real interview. Nathaniel replied, “I wasn’t 

nervous, but it was weird. It wasn’t weird, but it was like thinking about someone else’s 

thoughts.” Autumn then suggested that a good starting place would be to analyze each 

question and compare the notes that everyone took, looking for similarities and 

differences. Will suggested that it would be useful to have a transcript of the interview. 
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As the youth emerged from the interview process they immediately began to understand 

the exchange with Dr. Ball as data that needed to be studied to unearth its value. As a 

class we had not yet explicitly discussed data analysis, yet the youths’ appropriation of 

the methods of CPAR led them to the next logical step in the inquiry process and thus 

their learning.  

For Moje and Lewis (2007), the connection between historical and future acts of 

participation connects deeply with learning. They write: 

Indeed, what makes learning so complex—and more than just participation—is 

that people bring their histories of participation to bear on each new act or 

moment of participating. Thus, learning can be conceived of as always being 

situated in participation, but not necessarily synonymous or reduced to 

participation. Learning goes beyond the moment of participation to constitute a 

history and to shape a future act of participating. (p. 16)  

The interview served as a bridge connecting the youths’ lived realities to that of historical 

realities of people of African descent. Through the social practice of the interview as a 

method of CPAR, the youth were then able to envision future acts of participation 

through an analysis of what had just occurred. The alignment of researcher identities they 

began to perform through the consideration of future acts represents elements of 

participatory subjectivity. Nathaniel’s notion of “thinking about someone else’s thoughts” 

influenced Autumn’s idea to analyze across interview notes, which led to Will’s desire to 

have the entire interview as a text to be reviewed. These ideas began to coalesce without 
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any direction from me as the instructor, other than asking, “how did it feel?” or “what 

should we do next?”  

Additionally, as I explore in the next chapter, for Will and the other Uhuru Youth 

Scholars this experience would have great impact on their trajectory throughout the 

course and on future acts of participation (learning). From a methodological sense, the 

qualitative interview became a powerful conduit that the youth eventually turned inward 

to get more clarity about their historical experiences and how they developed their 

worldview. From a content perspective, Dr. Ball pushed them to reconsider what they 

took for granted and to put themselves, as Will stated, in a “what-if mind set.”  

Crisis	  and	  Oppositional	  Worldview:	  Technologies	  of	  Breaking	  Away	  

The Uhuru Youth Scholars were guided by the pedagogical aspects of CPAR, the 

dialogic interaction with Dr. Ball, and, most importantly, their own curiosity about the 

ways in which this specific interpersonal experience could inform their research. The 

potential for internalized transformation that Will demonstrated through his reflection 

speaks directly to Rogoff’s (1995) theorizations of participation. However, an aspect of 

participation as appropriation and transformation of identity that is not prevalent in much 

of the sociocultural literature is that of crisis. For Kumashiro (2002), crisis is a vital 

aspect of personal and social transformation as well as learning. Crisis entails discomfort, 

which has the potential to provoke change. Much of the sociocultural literature regarding 

participation has significant explanatory power to describe how one becomes consciously 

and/or unconsciously socialized into a particular cultural community (Bourdieu, 1977; 



 

  213 

Rogoff, 2003). These cultural communities that sociocultural theorists depict are typically 

hegemonic in construction.  

For instance, Bourdieu’s (1984) seminal text, Distinction, painstakingly 

documents how and why people seem to adhere to the social classes they were born into 

and how they come to accept their socially constructed cultural community as a natural 

occurrence. It is less common to see sociocultural analyses that specifically address the 

social, psychological, cognitive, and spiritual aspects of breaking away from naturalized 

cultural communities that maintain the status quo of unequal social relationships between 

people (Hilliard, 1995; Sandoval, 2000). Recall Bhabha’s (1999) assertion that “issue(s) 

about the distribution of goods between cultures, or the funding of cultures, or the 

emergence of minorities in a situation of resources” (p. 16) are what make cultural 

distinctions necessary in the first place. Thus, the recognition and necessity of analyzing 

how cultural communities are not natural but constructed for the purpose of material 

resources is a necessary intervention into the sociocultural literature. This intervention in 

people’s lives entails crisis by contesting the hegemony of the nature of culture, which 

became apparent in the experiences of the Uhuru Youth Scholars.  

For instance, consider Will’s reflection regarding Dr. Ball’s suggestion that racial 

segregation continues to permeate U.S. society:  

To understand his views, I had to put myself in a “what-if” mind set. What if what 

he's saying is true without a doubt. It's unreal to think that we are being tricked to 

such a degree. I'm still not quite sure what to believe. What is there to gain by 

separating people by race? I'm a proud skeptic; I don't mean to call anyone a liar. I 
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wanted to believe that we as people were making slow but sure progress toward 

some utopia. I know I would never live to see it. 

For Will this notion of “being tricked” was disturbing. There was mutual exclusion in the 

position Dr. Ball was arguing (things have not changed much) and the dominant 

messages he received throughout much of his life (things have changed a lot and we are 

making slow progress toward utopia). Both ideas could not sit in the same space in Will’s 

mind. Someone had to be “lying.” One of the narratives had to be displaced to allow Will 

to reconcile his understanding of racial segregation.  

The recognition of and distinction between these mutually exclusive positions 

have the potential to represent a shift in paradigm that could place him in a different 

cultural community—a more radical one that is skeptical of the claims of progress of the 

U.S. and that continues to foreground the arrangements of raced, gendered, and classed 

populations into the hierarchy that has remained since the inception of the U.S. The 

acceptance of this shift would be to take on a resistant subjectivity that hooks (1990) 

describes as an “oppositional worldview.” This contestation potentially amounted to a 

philosophical crisis, which could either settle and return Will to an even further 

entrenched adherence to what he previously believed or provoke a transformation that 

could expose Will to future shifts in thought. Judging from Will’s recognition that 

“People are walking echoes of influence. Over time, views undoubtedly change,” it 

appears to have been the latter. I am not arguing that Will had definitively taken on an 

oppositional worldview based solely on the interview with Dr. Ball. I do not believe that 

one experience alone can have such an extreme impact on an individual’s consciousness. 
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Below I use further data from subsequent interviews with Will to suggest that his 

experience with Dr. Ball, in addition to other experiences as an Uhuru Youth Scholar, 

did, over time, make a significant impact on his worldview and future trajectories of 

action. 

An	  “Archeological	  Dig”	  Through	  Consciousness	  	  

 Sandoval (2000) outlines a “methodology” for developing an “oppositional 

worldview” (hooks, 1990), or what she calls “oppositional consciousness.” She illustrates 

the “primary inner and outer technologies8 that construct and enable the differential mode 

of social movement and consciousness” (p. 3). Using this methodology, I explore here 

how crisis and participation can become two vectors for moving toward an oppositional 

consciousness that aligns with black self-determination and participatory subjectivity. As 

Sandoval suggests, both diachronic (broad, historical) and synchronic (deep) analyses 

help to coordinate “original vectors” of analysis. Sandoval writes, “Such activity, 

perception, and behavior requires the development of a form of consciousness that is 

capable of tactically projecting any vertical, pyramidal, or ‘deep’ code onto a flat, 

horizontal, and superficial code” (p. 77). While I disagree with the assertion that 

diachronic analyses are “superficial,” the broader point is to be able to map each form of 

analysis onto the other for a more powerful understanding. Using this framework, I will 

map a diachronic analysis onto the primarily synchronic analysis I used to focus on 

                                                
8 I do not work through each of Sandoval’s “technologies” in this dissertation because 
they are quite extensive, and I have previously documented Will’s experience connected 
to the first two technologies of “semiotics” and “deconstruction” (Lozenski & Ford, 
2014). 
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Will’s response to the interview with Dr. Ball specifically, and his experience as an 

Uhuru Youth Scholar in general (see Figure 7.1).  

 In my final interview with Will, the openness he had toward assertions from our 

class, which competed with his own logic, began to make sense as he described his 

history of questioning. 

Will: [T]his class kind of brought back a memory I had of—actually it’s not just 

a memory, something that comes up and again and again and it’s just, 

what is my history? Where—I know where we come from, but like, 

there’s no way for the common person to just figure out, “Where exactly 

did I come from? Where do my ancestors, my main family, directly come 

from? And why did this happen?” I don’t know, I was just—I can’t think 

of the other questions right now, but I had a lot of them. 

Brian: It seems like questioning is a lot of what you do, right? I mean it seems 

like kind of part of who you are. You ask yourself a lot of questions so it 

just kind of fell into that pattern of questioning for you? 

Will: Yeah. And then another pattern formed where they just get laid to rest and 

then they just pop up like vaguely and it’s just, “I know I had that question 

but…” Just too many piled up and then they got, I don’t know, they 

blurred mentally. 

Brian: So what do you think were the major things that you did take away from 

this class, now that we’re kinda getting towards the end of it? 
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Will: I didn’t know…. Let me see, just trying to form this. I didn’t know how 

many…. I didn’t know that our people had built so much, had invented so 

much. I don’t know. I didn’t know that so much was… I didn’t see as 

clearly how so much of that was being muddled over by all these other 

people’s successes who… I mean, it seems like there’s a social structure 

that’s just ingrained and—that’s probably what it is. And it’s just, I don’t 

know how to explain this. I have it in my head but I can’t put it out. 

Brian: You’re doing a good job I think. 

Will: It seems like it’s just there and then all we’re doing is just building off of 

that and it would be really hard to try and grow outside of that. 

Brian: It’s hard to get outside of the structures? 

Will: Yeah. (Interview, 4/23/13) 

This exchange between Will and me is illustrative of several of Sandoval’s 

“technologies” for the development of oppositional consciousness. As Will began to 

construct a diachronic perspective of his intellectual development, it was apparent that his 

curiosity about his ancestral origins had weighed heavily on his mind. His articulations of 

the connections he was making between his historical wonderings and his Uhuru Youth 

Scholars experience, the recognition that there exists “a social structure that is ingrained,” 

aligns with Sandoval’s notion of meta-ideologizing. 
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Figure 7.1 

Drawing from Barthes (1972), Sandoval defines the technology of meta-

ideologizing as “the operation of appropriating dominant ideological forms, and using 

them whole in order to transform them” (p. 83). Meta-ideologizing goes beyond the 

internal consciousness-raising processes of “semiotic deconstruction,” which entails the 

recognition of signs as existing in socially constructed semiotic systems. This 

deconstruction is a precursor to meta-ideologizing, which can be seen in Will’s 

responses. The reflexiveness of Will’s responses is quite similar to the process Sandoval 

describes for moving beyond the inner techniques of developing a “critical eye” to the 

extent that “[t]he practitioner feels the work of ideology on perception and consciousness, 

but then replays those moments in order to interrupt ‘the turnstile of form and meaning’ 

by focusing on each separately—thus interrupting the formation of identity itself” (p. 

104). Will goes even further to play out a case example of how this meta-ideologizing 

process has impacted his views on education: 
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Brian: Did you notice any shift in the way that you see education? ‘Cause we 

talked a lot about the way we see education this year. 

Will: Yeah. Yeah, I saw—I don’t know, my—I was trying to understand 

education without ever asking the teachers. I don’t know why I tried that 

but a question I always wanted to ask a teacher: “How do you always get 

this entire day done? How you always have this exact amount of work and 

know the exact timing it would take for the majority of the class to 

finish?” And that’s not always the case, but it seemed to be this pattern 

that I couldn’t crack, that… “How could you possibly, all throughout the 

school year, know exactly how much to give people and within this 

perfect time slot and not mess anything up or…” I don’t know. Just 

seemed like this perfect system to me, but not anymore because I was… I 

noticed that I was overlooking things here and there and… This changed 

my—this class changed my view because, let’s see, because I stopped 

looking at education as like this perfected thing and like, I don’t know, I 

kinda looked at everything like it was already done, it was complete. But 

almost not even close…. It just seems—education seems like it needs a lot 

of improvement. That’s how I see it now. (Interview, 4/23/13) 

As Will described, he had already found the logic of “educational perfection” suspicious, 

yet he did not want to question it by “asking the teachers.” Rather, the turnstile of form 

and meaning kept turning in his mind and positioned him as a recipient of “perfect” 

education. This is the working of hegemonic ideology, as the vast majority of young 
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people, including myself as a youth, assumed the same of the education system and then 

looked upon anyone failing in that “perfect” system as deficient. As Will—almost in real 

time—articulated how he no longer subscribed to that belief, his recognition of the 

incompleteness of the education system was an act of appropriating ideology to use it 

against itself, by exposing the “things he overlooked,” or holes in the dominant ideology.  

Will’s articulation of the dominant educational farce, that teaching and learning 

can be complete and “perfect,” positioned him to be able to mobilize Sandoval’s next 

technology of “democratics,” or “process of locating: a ‘zeroing in’ that gathers, drives, 

and orients the previous three technologies—semiotics, deconstruction, and meta-

ideologizing—with the intent of bringing about not simply survival or justice, as in 

earlier times, but egalitarian social relations” (p. 83). To move beyond survival and 

justice is a critical aspect of what I described, using Smith’s model in the initial chapters 

of this dissertation (see Figure 2.2), as necessary to move toward self-determined black 

education.  

 Many of the technologies for oppositional consciousness were mobilized through 

CPAR-mediated pedagogy throughout the course. For instance, returning to the interview 

with Dr. Ball and his response to Erica’s question referenced earlier, it became apparent 

that his pedagogical interplay with the youths’ questioning directly connected with 

Sandoval’s description of the technologies of semiotics, deconstruction, and, particularly, 

meta-ideologizing:  

Erica:   How does the media influence us and why do we let it? 
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Dr. Ball:  Well, I don’t know it’s so much that we let it. We are targeted by it, you 

know. I often use the—Marshall McLuhan has this line I like to quote, he 

said, “We don’t know who discovered the water,” like I said in that 

(YouTube) presentation, “We don’t know who discovered the water, but 

we know it was not the fish.” An oppressive environment is always 

beyond perception. And basically it means we are born into a reality that 

we think is natural, that we think is normal, but is really a carefully 

constructed reality. And this is why movies like The Matrix, and I think 

movies like The Truman Show, or films even like V is for Vendetta, films 

like this—I think this is why they resonate with a lot of people. Whether 

we are conscious of it or not, I think a lot of people like these movies 

because we realize that, we might not be able to explain it, or put our 

finger on it, but I think most of us know that the world we are taught of as 

children is not what we see exists when we get older, and we start to 

realize that a lot of the things that we were taught as kids is not true. It’s 

not just Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, but there’s a lot more serious 

things that we’re supposed to believe about this country and this world 

[that] are just not true.  

Dr. Ball’s act of exposing things “beyond perception,” such as oppressive realities that 

are hidden from us as youth, combined with critical explorations of education using 

scholars such as Freire (1970), Robinson (2012), and DuBois (1903/1986), highlighted 

mutually exclusive positions for critical analysis. The analyses induced crisis by building 
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an active tension between hegemonic and counterhegemonic positions. Dr. Ball’s 

response provided another example of meta-ideologizing, by taking up the dominant 

narrative (only harmless myths are taught to children) in order to transform it (an 

oppressive environment is beyond perception). As these technologies were pedagogically 

mobilized, their purpose of planting seeds for oppositional consciousness through crises 

was realized. CPAR, as a pedagogical framework, began to provide avenues for the youth 

to be able to collectively maneuver through seemingly irreconcilable positions.  

Cammarota and Fine (2008) open their edited volume on YPAR with a discussion 

of the film The Matrix, in similar ways to Dr. Ball’s analysis. They write:  

The Matrix infers revolution by showing how Neo9 learns to see the reality of his 

experiences while understanding his capabilities for resistance…. [Through 

YPAR] young people learn through research about complex power relations, 

histories of struggle, and the consequences of oppression. They begin to re-

envision and denaturalize the realities of their social worlds and then undertake 

forms of collective challenge based on the knowledge garnered through their 

critical inquiries. (p. 2). 

The key words that Cammarota and Fine use here are “begin” and “collective.” As I 

described in Chapter 6, there was contestation and limitation to the participatory aspects 

of this work that surfaced continuously throughout the study. The beginnings of the 

processes of re-envisioning and challenging that Cammarota and Fine describe are 

apparent, but if we are serious about understanding CPAR as a liberatory process, it is 

                                                
9 Neo is the main character in the film The Matrix (1999). 
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imperative to consider the balance of factors that limit its participatory impact, as well as 

the factors that stimulate it. The interplay between CPAR, crisis, and the technologies for 

oppositional consciousness emerge through multidimensional pedagogy that takes into 

account the experiences of youth as part of a trajectory along a historical and lived 

continuum. As in Chapter 2, the use of both diachronic and synchronic analyses are 

necessary to get a comprehensive understanding of youth and their ability to learn, by 

connecting past and future acts of participation.  

Conclusion: Intersecting Planes of Participation  

Will did have an ideological transformation during his experience as an Uhuru 

Youth Scholar. His reflection on the interview with Dr. Ball and subsequent interviews 

with me indicated that he questioned the fundamental narratives he had previously 

believed about the U.S. and its relationship to the masses of black people. Through the 

collective research he conducted with his peers, he shifted perspective, which then altered 

how he interacted in the nexus of practice of the Uhuru Youth Scholars. Will’s 

experience is integral to my continuing theorization of participatory subjectivity as a 

destination for collaborative inquiry. In the metaphorical jazz (research) ensemble of the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars, Will shifted from providing structure as a background player 

going along with the established rhythm to a soloist who had a new vision for the song. 

Will’s ability to draw from and connect his history of questioning to his participation in 

the research collective as a current and future skeptic of dominant narratives about black 

intellectualism and education changed the trajectory of the research (song).  
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The larger structures that had remained “beyond perception,” yet were affecting 

how Will and his peers participated in their ensemble, were given clarity by the 

crystallization of a counterhegemonic community, illuminated by NdCAD and Dr. Ball. 

This impacted the interpersonal relationships between the youth who used CPAR to help 

guide their practice through competing ideological and social systems. Finally, on an 

intrapersonal level, Will had to come to terms with mutually exclusive positions that 

caused him to shift his perspective and, thus, identity, but also return to his history of 

skepticism and questioning. Will’s intrapersonal moments of crisis required him to draw 

on the technologies of oppositional consciousness in order to realize this new trajectory. 

Participatory subjectivity, then, allowed for Will’s intrapersonal crises to inform the 

collective’s interpersonal and institutional crises (see Figure 7.2). Again, these spurts of 

participatory subjectivity were only momentary, but their potential to gather momentum 

and emerge more solidified was present. By combining Rogoff (1995) and Sandoval’s 

(2000) scholarship, it becomes apparent how acts of participation on various levels can 

work to help youth become more critical and break away from hegemonic norms, through 

the methodical development of oppositional consciousness. 
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        Tracing Participatory Subjectivity 

 

Figure 7.2 

The struggle between participatory limitation and participatory transformation is 

one of the major findings of this study. For the Uhuru Youth Scholars, the development 

of participatory subjectivity as an aspect of oppositional consciousness in the face of 

hegemonic individualism in education was always temporal. These moments, such as the 

interview with Dr. Ball, as powerful as they were, could not seem to overcome the 

challenge posed by the limitations of personal educational histories, disparate identities 

formed as Uhuru Youth Scholars, and the lack of recognition of others’ social practices. 

The mutually exclusive positions in the personal, interpersonal, and communal–
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institutional planes of participation contributed to pushing the group’s research process in 

a different direction. This unexpected turn in the youths’ process of inquiry is the focus of 

Chapter 8. However, there are some powerful aspects of this work that arose through the 

tensions described in this and the previous chapter.  

 These two chapters (6 and 7) painted two different pictures of how participation 

did and did not occur in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program. Both depictions are valuable 

for understanding what transpired throughout the year. While I would have personally 

loved for the participatory interactions that were described in this chapter to have been 

the norm for our collective, they were difficult to achieve on a regular basis. Perhaps I 

was being idealistic about CPAR, or perhaps I could have facilitated the process more 

effectively. Both are probably true. What I also believe is true is that participatory 

limitations are inevitable and just as much a part of the CPAR process as participatory 

successes. Educators know that much of our work is a balancing act. We balance 

individual and collective relationships, time and content, structure and improvisation. 

Like jazz musicians, we struggle to find the perfect (or imperfect) balance of all of these 

elements, knowing that losing one could potentially cause us to lose the rest. The 

question becomes: Do we accept this reality with fear, or do we let it lead us to new 

terrain? 
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CHAPTER	  EIGHT	  

“Here We Are” Instead of “Who Are You?”: Recalibrating Critical Inquiry Toward 

Introspection 

Although we were all working, it felt as though we were doing busywork. No one 

seemed inspired by the direction we were headed. I left the day somewhat 

discouraged that the students were just trying to get by. After class was over, I 

was able to speak to Autumn, and she told me about a conflict between her and 

AJ. Apparently AJ took offense to Autumn’s depiction of “ghetto” one day, 

because she felt Autumn was describing many of her characteristics. Autumn 

suggested that the group was still ambivalent about their own ideas with regard 

to what “ghetto” was and how it’s reified by certain behaviors. She suggested 

that the group begin to focus inward. (Field notes, 12/6/12) 

My field notes tell one version of what led to the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ decision 

to recalibrate the trajectory of their work. Autumn’s response to my question about why 

the change happened tells another: 

It’s too broad… Going out and handing out brochures like “[black youth] are not 

ghetto” isn’t going to make them think, “Oh, they’re not.” Like, it’s really going 

to take some stories. Sometimes a story, reading someone’s “about me” can 

change everything, and looking at their picture and reading something about it. 

It’s like the smallest thing and we might as well start from “here we are” instead 

of “who are you?” (Interview, 4/16/13) 
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Here Autumn suggested that it was not only the conflict that spurred the shift in research, 

but the topic and scope of the research as well. When I asked AJ to describe her 

encounter with Autumn she brushed it off, saying, “I was just wondering. I told you I'm 

curious.” She continued by explaining how she and Autumn simply saw the world 

differently. Yet AJ did feel as though the shift in focus allowed for a different perspective 

to emerge:  

I liked it. I liked what we were talking about with black youth… [but], I liked the 

lens better because… the way they were set up was kinda cool 'cause first you're 

learning about yourself and then you're learning about why people look at you. 

(Interview, 4/23/13) 

What AJ was referring to by “the lens” was the shift in the focus of inquiry when they 

seemingly decided to abandon their inquiry into the impact of the media on the 

generation and maintenance of representations of black youth as “ghetto.” Instead, they 

took up a new line of inquiry, trying to determine through which “lens” they viewed the 

world, hence the publication of their book, Finding Our Lens (NdCAD, 2013).  

The new focus of their research still required them to use methods of qualitative 

data collection. They began interviewing each other about their personal histories and 

experiences with education, race, and other factors that they believed influenced their 

thinking, such as the media they consumed (e.g., music, movies). They video-

documented mundane daily interactions, trying to discover why they did certain things 

without a second thought. They kept reflective “metacognitive journals” (Ladson-

Billings, 2006a) where they wrote about their own thinking. They also wrote creative and 
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analytical pieces about prevalent issues in their lives. One could have described their new 

direction as “autoethnographic” (Ngunjiri, Hernandez, & Chang, 2012; Ellis, 2004) 

because there remained a systematicity to their self-reflective research.  

 Autumn and AJ’s responses to my questions about why the group decided to shift 

the focus of their inquiry highlights another critical outcome of this study: participatory 

subjectivity, as an aspect of the oppositional worldview that hooks (1990) describes as 

moving toward self-determination, starts with an understanding of ourselves as part of a 

social group. As I mentioned in previous chapters, the shift in the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ 

research caught me off guard. While I analyzed the data, trying to make sense of the 

change, I was left in a place of uncertainty. The contestation between participatory 

limitation and participatory alignment has surfaced as a central finding in this work. 

Participation took on a dialectical nature as the youth were pushed to collaborate through 

CPAR, but also maintained competing ideas of what their work should entail. Both the 

limitations to participatory subjectivity and its realization, at times, seemed to have 

contributed to the reflexive turn in the youths’ research process. Yet, I had a difficult time 

understanding this reflexivity in the context of CPAR or, for that matter, the context of 

research.  

In this chapter I work through my uncertainty with regard to the overlapping 

factors that led to the youths’ recalibration of their research. I argue that the contestation 

between dominant, negative societal narratives of blackness and the emergent critical 

consciousness that was being honed at NdCAD served to create an environment where 

introspective inquiry became a process through which the youth could try to reconcile 
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intrapersonal and interpersonal crises based on mutually exclusive positions about race. 

At the same time, the move toward further introspection conflicted with the collaborative 

characteristics of CPAR, such that the activist orientation that CPAR encourages became 

marginal. Beginning with a brief explanation of the difference between self-knowledge 

and embodied knowledge, I analyze how Autumn and AJ’s perceptions of each other, 

while limiting participation, provoked introspection among the group. I then explicate 

how the youths’ experience with two community elders, and their challenge to the youth 

to explore their worldviews, had a similar effect on the trajectory of the youths’ research. 

Additionally, I discuss how my own pedagogical mis-steps, within the context of CPAR, 

added another layer to an already complex educational journey. I end by considering the 

implications of our work within the realm of CPAR, questioning what constitutes “action 

research,” while wrestling with the consequences of the shift in the trajectory of the 

research that frames this chapter. 

Self-‐Knowledge	  and	  Black	  Youth	  

Both Autumn and AJ’s respective articulations—“here we are instead of who are 

you” and “first you’re learning about yourself and then you're learning about why people 

look at you”—align with critical black scholarship (Clarke, 1970; DuBois, 1903/1986; 

Hilliard & Middleton, 2012) that suggests self-knoweldge must come before we can 

begin to understand how others see us. There is a distinction between self-knowledge and 

the embodied knowledge that we carry with us, often internally and externally mapped on 

our bodies, through intergenerational socialization and our lived experiences (Freire, 

2005). Self-knowledge is developed through the intentional study of one’s consciousness, 
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both historical (communal) and lived (personal). Sandoval (2000) describes this as “an 

‘archeological’ dig through meaning and consciousness that can return meaning to ‘its 

healthy’ state … the resulting mobility that keeps history, language, meaning, and spirit 

alive” (p. 104). This distinction is important because it clarifies the internal awareness of 

thought, cultural practices, and actions within the broader context of cultural 

communities and institutions, which helps people understand themselves as a dynamic, 

agentic, and, yet, historical (bounded) beings. Sandoval’s implicit suggestion is that 

“meaning,” embedded in the current and historical logics of Western imperialism and 

colonization, is unhealthy, and that developing an oppositional consciousness can rectify 

this unhealthy state. As I suggested in the previous chapter, Will’s experience, which 

resulted in an internal transformation, was an example of this “archeological dig through 

meaning and consciousness.”  

CPAR literature often foregrounds the embodied knowledges of youth, paying 

less attention to the conscious awareness of this embodied knowledge that Sandoval 

explores through her methodology for developing oppositional consciousness. Deep 

thought and critical identity development occur when youth take up an activist-researcher 

stance toward the unique issues and problems they face on a daily basis (Morrell, 2004). 

However, understanding one’s localized experiences, even in recognition of structural 

issues of power, does not assure the understanding of the embodied knowledge that 

enables maneuverability, survival, and resistance within oppressive environments 

(Anzaldúa, 1987). The highlighting of “youth speaking to power” through CPAR, with 
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all of its transformational potential, makes some large assumptions about the self-

knowledge of youth activist-researchers.  

Fine, Tuck, and Zeller-Berkman (2008) suggest that “[s]peaking back, like 

inviting ‘contact’ between differently positioned groups, may be an opportunity for 

radical inclusion but more often degenerates into a contentious scene of exclusion” (p. 

159). Their recognition of the risks of speaking to power, while accurate, should not 

hinder us from engaging in critical pedagogical endeavors with youth. It is imperative for 

critical educators to encourage youth to embed activist stances in their dispositions as 

learners. What educators can draw from Fine et al.’s statement is the need to also develop 

a conscious understanding of our historical and lived selves in relation to structures of 

power, which allows for a different kind of positionality when speaking to power. 

Hilliard (1995) states, “There is precious little in the society to teach African American 

children about themselves” (p. 133). His contention is that absent an understanding of 

self, black youth are apt to internalize and even appropriate how others (e.g., media, 

academic research, social programs) perceive and create representations of them. If these 

external representations become manifested in black youths’ views of themselves, even 

their ability to effectively speak to power is diminished.  

As evidenced from their sentiments above, both Autumn and AJ recognized that 

attempting to take on overarching structures of power without the necessary grounding to 

first consciously define oneself is a treacherous proposition. Ironically, Autumn and AJ 

came to this realization without actively recognizing the interpersonal contradictions they 

demonstrated through how they viewed each other. Their conflict had the potential to 



 

  233 

expose deep insight into their research question of how representations of black youth are 

positioned as synonymous with representations of “ghetto.” When I asked each of them, 

in separate interviews, to describe what led to their encounter, they responded by 

referencing how the other did or did not fit the dominant negative representations of 

black youth: 

AJ:  I don't know, but [Autumn] acts like white people to me. I don't know. So 

I didn't know if she—'cause some of her ideas on black were kinda—I 

don't know. It's interesting to me. She had a different type than me. I don't 

know. I was wondering if she thought I was “ghetto.” (Interview, 4/25/13) 

 

 

Autumn: And by definition, I don’t think she’s ghetto, but by stereotypicalness, yes. 

But I didn’t answer her honestly. I just said, “No.”  

Brian:  So she said, “Do you think I’m ghetto,” and you just said, “No,” even 

though you think she may act in stereotypical ways that people would say 

she’s ghetto?  

Autumn: Yeah.  

Brian:  But you never said that to her?  

Autumn: No.  

Brian:  But you think that she thought that maybe?  

Autumn: No, she definitely thinks that I think that. (Interview, 4/16/13) 
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Through their responses it became apparent how difficult it was, even for youth 

researching these very issues of representation, to get outside of the hegemonic logics of 

what it means to be black. Autumn was deemed “not black enough (white),” while AJ 

was depicted as “stereotypically ghetto (black).”  

 For Hilliard (1995), these appropriations of hegemonic narratives of stereotypical 

blackness result from the historical “amnesia” (p. 133) that permeates communities of 

African descent as a whole. To be clear, this historical amnesia that leads to confusion 

and debate about black identity is not meant to insinuate that there is a singular black 

identity, or “one way to be black.” In fact, the opposite is true. There are infinite ways to 

be “black” once one recognizes the system of structural white supremacy that created the 

racialized notion of “black” in the first place. This recognition can allow black people to 

reconcile the societal forces that end up placing a singular black (ghetto) identity on 

youth, which then causes competing narratives, like that between AJ and Autumn, to 

emerge. Hilliard writes: 

Our problem is the disintegration of a sense of peoplehood…. [W]e have been 

socialized to see ourselves as individuals and cultural neuters…. As we become 

more and more isolated, alone, and culturally undefined, we lose the capacity to 

see group problems…. Without a sense of “we,” collective action is nearly 

impossible. Without a sense of we, collective action that may be possible will be 

limited and superficial. (p. 131, emphasis in original) 



 

  235 

Hilliard’s assertion speaks directly to the participatory limitations I described in Chapter 

6, which did not completely inhibit participatory subjectivity (“sense of we”) but limited 

the ways in which the youths’ identities aligned as Uhuru Youth Scholars.  

The power of CPAR as a pedagogical and social mediator, however, is that the 

dominant narratives that Autumn and AJ were drawing from became a unit of analysis. 

No longer were they simply positions that could be comfortably held without reflection; 

the youths’ research centered and historicized these narratives, which transformed them 

from hegemonic narratives to fodder for interpersonal crisis. The push toward 

participatory subjectivity allowed Autumn and AJ to place these mutually exclusive 

positions in conversation, exposing them as contradictions, leading to intrapersonal and 

interpersonal crises. The response to the crises, however, resulted in the analysis of the 

youth turning inward in an attempt to individually reconcile these competing positions of 

what blackness entails.  

This internal work manifested in some of their writings about race. Autumn’s 

work in Finding Our Lens was highly personal, dealing mostly with her identity. One of 

Autumn’s contributions was a poem, which she titled “An Ode to my Skin,” celebrating 

her ancestral connection to people of African descent. Reflecting back to her confession 

at the beginning of the year of “not wanting to hate herself” because of how others read 

her blackness, this was a significant personal outcome.  

AJ focused more on structural issues in her contributions to the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars text. In an essay on race she wrote:  
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So racism is power, basically. All jobs should be equally fair to people but it’s 

hard to prove someone didn’t get a job because of racism. Is this how life is 

supposed to be? One big tangled mess of hatred? I think so ‘cause the world 

doesn’t know anything different because it’s been around for so long. (NdCAD, 

2013)  

Autumn and AJ’s contributions represent prevalent articulations of how “blackness” is 

constructed in their respective worlds; however, these articulations allowed for separation 

in how they spoke to the issues that were important to them. Autumn’s personal identity 

and understanding of her own blackness was completely disconnected from AJ’s concern 

about structural racism in hiring practices. They did not have to develop a collective 

mindset in order to, as Hilliard (1995) wrote, “see group problems.” These participatory 

limitations among the Uhuru Youth Scholars only partially impacted the change in 

trajectory of their research toward further introspection. The development of critical 

consciousness connected to the pedagogy of community elders also contributed to the 

youths’ eventual “archeological dig” through consciousness.  

Blackbirds	  and	  the	  Back	  of	  the	  Bus	  

 Pedagogy has been the metaphorical oxygen of this dissertation. All of the stories, 

excerpts, quotations, and analyses I have shared exist in a pedagogical atmosphere that 

shaped and was shaped by my experiences with these young people. A critical aspect of 

my pedagogy in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, and NdCAD’s pedagogy more 

broadly, was to distribute pedagogical responsibility to both the youth and to what 

Harbour (2012) refers to as “community educators.” Community educators are people 
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who play a pedagogical role in the lives of youth but are not typically seen as 

“educators.” Community educators, by design, played a large role in helping to shape the 

ways in which the Uhuru Youth Scholars understood themselves as part of a black 

intellectual tradition (Lozenski & Ford, 2014). They also significantly affected the 

recalibrated trajectory of the youths’ research.  

My personal, spiritual, and cultural commitments to the mission of NdCAD, fused 

with my desire to distribute pedagogical responsibility, encouraged me to reach out to 

two community elders who have played a foundational role in the establishment and 

maintenance of NdCAD as a community institution. As is tradition at NdCAD, and a 

social practice that has been part of the cultural value systems of African peoples across 

the world, I wanted the youth to seek the guidance of community elders before 

embarking too far on their journey. Early in the semester, before the youth began to 

generate data about their research topic, I asked Elder Mahmoud El Kati1 and Elder Atum 

Azzahir2 to meet with the Uhuru Youth Scholars and give them guidance as they thought 

about the connections and complexities between the black intellectual tradition (Cruz, 

1967; West, 1985), community, action research, and activism. Both Elder Mahmoud and 

Elder Atum, like Dr. Ball, asked the youth to think about how they have been positioned 

to see themselves and their world. These profound questions foreshadowed the Uhuru 

                                                
1 Elder Mahmoud El Kati is Professor Emeritus of History at Macalaster College, in St. 
Paul. He is a respected community elder who has authored several books and is often 
asked to speak at important community meetings 
(http://www.mahmoudelkati.com/biography.html). 
2 Elder Atum Azzahir runs the Cultural Wellness Center in Minneapolis 
(http://ppcwc.org/home). She is a well-respected community elder who hosts a weekly 
radio show and works tirelessly on behalf of African peoples in the Twin Cities. 
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Youth Scholars’ desire to find their individual and collective lenses. Looking back, the 

youths’ experiences with these elders influenced their research in ways I had not 

anticipated. 

“If	  You	  Can	  Control	  a	  Man’s	  Thinking…”	  

 Elder Mahmoud El Kati came to NdCAD to speak with the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

in October, before they had begun to consider an initial research topic. As we sat around 

the table in NdCAD’s large open room, Elder Mahmoud began by asking the youth to 

introduce themselves. After each person spoke, Elder Mahmoud tried to connect their 

names to some historical figure, place, or event. This led him to recall the names of some 

famous historical figures and jazz musicians of which the youth had never heard. Elder 

Mahmoud lamented the “lack of knowledge” the youth had about the place of jazz music 

in the history of African Americans.3 He went on to say that he was unsure of where to 

begin his story, thus he confidently stated, “I’ll just start in the middle.” Elder Mahmoud 

then launched into an epic monologue, historically tracing various ethnic and racial 

groups across time and geographical space.  

I believe his attempt was to help the youth situate themselves along the continuum 

of world history. Eventually, he arrived at his own personal history. He described in 

detail how, as a youth growing up in Florida and Georgia, he would have to ride on the 

back of the bus, use the balcony at movie theatres, and enter certain buildings through the 

                                                
3 Several of the Uhuru Youth Scholars shared negative reactions to Elder Mahmoud’s 
suggestion that their lack of knowledge about the history of jazz music signaled 
deficiencies in their body of knowledge. While this was an interesting occurrence, it is 
beyond the scope of this analysis. 
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back door on account of racial segregation. He spoke of his own children’s disbelief 

when he shared his experiences with them:  

They (Elder Mahmoud’s children) said, “I don’t believe that. I can’t imagine you 

getting on the back of the bus. As proud as you are, I can’t imagine anyone telling 

you to go to the back door.” But I did it. And you know why I did it? 

[Whispering] ‘Cause everybody else did it! People do what other people do. They 

made it like it was normal to be segregated. (Class transcript, 10/4/12)  

He elaborated on how his thinking had been controlled by not recognizing that he was 

born into a historically developed social system. He asked the youth, Sister Susan (who 

was observing), and me to repeat after him as he enacted a call and response4 of an 

adapted excerpt from Carter G. Woodson’s (1933/1990) The Miseducation of the Negro: 

To control their minds—this is what we’re challenging right now in education. 

It’s a mind game. Again, Carter G. Woodson—watch what I’m saying—he nailed 

it in one of his books. I’m gonna say it slowly so you can get it…. No, I want you 

to repeat this after me. That’s what I want you to do. “If you can control a man’s 

thinking”—C’mon. [Group repeats softly] (If you can control a man’s thinking). 

[Pounds table] “If you can control a man’s thinking!” Say it like you mean it! 

[Group repeats loudly] (If you can control a man’s thinking), “you do not have to 

worry about his actions” (you do not have to worry about his actions). “If you can 

                                                
4 “Call and response” (Vansina, 1985) is a traditional African oratorical practice in which 
the leader “calls” with a phrase, which is then followed by a “response” from the 
audience by either repeating the phrase or saying a different phrase. This participatory 
method of oration has been used for thousands of years throughout the African Diaspora 
and is still used today, for instance, as a prevalent aspect of hip-hop oration.  
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determine” (if you can determine) “what a man shall think” (what a man shall 

think) “you do not have to concern yourself about what he will do” (you do not 

have to concern yourself about what he will do). “If you can make a man” (If you 

can make a man) “feel that he’s inferior” (feel that he’s inferior) “you do not have 

to compel him to seek inferior status” (you do not have to compel him to seek 

inferior status). “He will do so” (He will do so) “without being told” (without 

being told). “If you can make a man” (If you can make a man) “feel” (feel) “that 

he’s just an outcast” (that he’s just an outcast) “you do not have to order him” 

(you do not have to order him) “to the back door” (to the back door). “If there is 

no back door” (if there is no back door) “the very nature of the man” (the very 

nature of the man) “will demand” (will demand) “that you carve one out” (that 

you carve one out). Did you all follow that? Do you know what he’s saying? 

(Class transcript, 10/4/12) 

After a sprinkling of “yes’s” and head nods, Elder Mahmoud then repeated the quotation 

again, adding “or woman” to the “if” clause, and reinforced it by saying:  

That’s what happened to black people for generations. Not all black people. It was 

control of the mind. That’s why I got on the back of the bus. The preacher got on 

the back of the bus. The teacher got on the back of the bus. The most educated 

black person in town with two PhDs got on the back of the bus. The greatest 

football player you ever did see, who could take the bus driver and squash him 

like that—big 300 lb. guy. He didn’t have control of his own mind. ‘Cause that’s 
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how we were trained. That’s what Dr. Woodson was talking about. (Class 

transcript, 10/4/12) 

I included this excerpt at length to demonstrate the power through which Elder Mahmoud 

professed his point by using his command of the black oratorical tradition. Elder 

Mahmoud’s mobilization of Woodson (1933/1990) challenged the youth to understand 

the inseparable nature of thought and action. By using call and response, he was able to 

transform Woodson’s text into a multimodal format that conveyed the central point of his 

lecture. He followed by providing specific examples of how Woodson’s ideas played out 

in his own life in the segregated South. The challenge to the Uhuru Youth Scholars was 

to incorporate this analysis into their own research, which made their shift in trajectory 

even more logical as they perhaps needed to pause and consider “how they were trained” 

and what actions they performed without a second thought.  

 Elder Mahmoud also exposed the youth to the fundamental idea of consciousness. 

In tracing its historical development, Giddens (1979) describes Kristeva’s theorization of 

“consciousness as made up of object-constituting mental acts” (p. 32). Giddens goes on 

to say, “Consciousness, in other words, is not an amorphous ‘substance,’ but is the 

predicative activity of a ‘positioned’ subject’” (p. 32). The “positioned subject” for Elder 

Mahmoud was one who understood that segregation was an unnatural phenomenon. 

Reflecting back to Sandoval’s (2000) notion of an “archeological dig” through patterns of 

thinking to return meaning to a “healthy state,” it became apparent that Elder Mahmoud 

was asking the youth to consider what they accepted as “normal” meaning and behavior, 
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with regard to social hierarchy, as ultimately unhealthy. Freire (1970) describes this 

notion of a “positioned subject” through his use of conscientizacao. He writes:  

Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very condition of existence: 

critical thinking by means of which people discover each other to be “in a 

situation.” Only as this situation ceases to present itself as a dense, enveloping 

reality or a tormenting blind alley, and they come to perceive it as an objective-

problematic situation—only then can commitment exist…. Conscientizacao is the 

deepening of the attitude of awareness characteristic of all emergence. (p. 109)  

Freire also suggests that this reflection must be balanced with action, because thought 

alone will not impact the situation in order to transform it. For the Uhuru Youth Scholars, 

this reflective aspect became the centerpiece of their inquiry-based framework. However, 

as I later describe, the youths’ movement toward transformative social action after 

recognizing “the situation” was not automatic. 

Coming	  to	  Know	  our	  Lens(es)	  

 Another example of the youth being challenged to consider the development of 

their own thinking came from their meeting with Elder Atum Azzahir. In November we 

traveled to the Cultural Wellness Center in Minneapolis to learn from and with Elder 

Atum, who directs the center. Like NdCAD, the Cultural Wellness Center is an African-

centered educational space. The walls are adorned with traditional African fabrics and 

other artwork that promote a warm aesthetic vibe.  

As with Elder Mahmoud, the Uhuru Youth Scholars visited Elder Atum to hear 

her perspective about their research endeavors. She began the conversation by speaking 
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directly to their understanding of what research entails and why it was drastically needed 

for them to do the work of producing knowledge about their community. This session 

was more of a dialogue than Elder Mahmoud’s, who primarily lectured. Elder Atum 

continuously questioned the youth in order to hear their perspectives on research, and 

then built the discussion further from their ideas. The conversation covered issues that 

were prevalent to their lives, such as high youth unemployment, voting, and youth 

violence, among other topics. Elder Atum used youth violence as a case example to walk 

them through a research design process, and prompted them to describe how they would 

uncover the root causes of youth violence.  

 The conversation took a turn when Elder Atum asked the youth to consider what 

it meant to conduct research from an “African point of view.” This may have been the 

initial point when the term lens, which became the central unit of analysis for the group, 

was used. Elder Atum asked Autumn to elaborate on her self-proclaimed “multiracial” 

identity: 

Elder Atum:  You mentioned that you are, you have in your background four different 

races. So let me ask you to think about that from the point of view of kind 

of a view of things. How does that shape the lens that you look at things? 

Does it make you look at things in a different way… 

Autumn:  I guess it goes back to never really fitting in a certain category…. I feel 

like I turned out different… culture-wise, than a specific race group. 

Elder Atum:  So that affects how you see the world…. If you think about how you view 

anyone else in this room, or how you view any problem, is it influenced by 
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the fact that you come from four different peoples, four different types of 

race? 

Autumn:  Yeah, I’d say so. 

Elder Atum:  Tell me, each of you, what would you say is your lens through which you 

look at things? If you think about your own culture. (Class transcript, 

11/27/12) 

This was the first, but not the last, time the Uhuru Youth Scholars would be asked to 

think about the lens through which they saw the world. After a short back and forth, 

something interesting and unexpected happened. A huge cloud of blackbirds began to 

gather outside the window, causing the youth to become distracted. In a masterful display 

of teaching, Elder Atum used the distraction to provoke deeper thinking about lens and 

culture: 

Elder Atum:  I think culture is a lens through which people see the world. That’s what 

I’m proposing. You hear the birds? 

Autumn:  Yeah, they’re like everywhere. 

Elder Atum:  They’re everywhere. And you know what: it’s not like the Alfred 

Hitchcock movie. Did you ever see that called The Birds? 

Multiple voices: Yeah. 

AJ:  It was reminding me of that because they’re right here. 

Elder Atum:  And you know what: They’re friendly, and they like us… they watch out 

for us. Isn’t that something? When you see a lot of blackbirds around, 

what’s—does Alfred Hitchcock come to mind? And that’s scary isn’t it? 
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Autumn:  Crows make me think of death. 

Elder Atum:  You see them and you think they’re going to attack you. 

Autumn:  No, but death is around. 

Will:  An omen type of thing. 

 

(Several minutes pass as a discussion about the meaning of omen, metaphor, and 

symbolism ensues.) 

 

Elder Atum:  Symbolism. These birds symbolize something. 

AJ:  Death. 

Elder Atum:  Right, and here it says death. But I just told you that it symbolizes safety 

and protection. 

AJ:  But in the movie they ate the—the birds ate the people, so it wasn’t very 

friendly of them. 

Elder Atum:  It wasn’t very friendly of them, but you know what, the movie came from 

somebody else’s imagination. Right? 

AJ:  True. 

Elder Atum:  Somebody sat down and put together these concepts and wrote them 

down, and filmed them (motioning toward the camera filming the session). 

See what I mean? 

Multiple students: Yes. 
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Elder Atum:  And then presented them to all of us, and now when we see a whole group 

of blackbirds we think of death. That’s exactly what happened to black 

people…. 

(Several minutes pass as everyone discusses the origins of messages about black people 

connected to various forms of media, and also Western and non-Western conceptions of 

knowledge.) 

AJ:  Well, it kind of makes sense what you said, like I never really thought 

about it that way, but after you break in down, black kind of symbolizes 

the negative. 

Elder Atum:  Yes, and whether it’s blackbirds or black cats or black people, if it’s been 

twisted to say that we are criminals and ghetto, it’s been twisted to say that 

the blackbirds represent death. And I’m saying back to you that whenever 

something like that comes to you, question it. 

 Evidenced by this small segment of the session with Elder Atum was the relative 

ease with which she moved the youth toward a critical disposition with regard to the 

information they consume. At the same time, it showed the entrenched nature of certain 

commonly held ideas. At first, AJ challenged Elder Atum’s insistence that the blackbirds 

represent safety and protection. Each of the youth accepted the hegemonic (negative) 

view of blackbirds. It only took one example of historicizing that narrative to find its 

origins in popular culture (Hitchcock movie), which allowed AJ to recall where she 

learned that blackbirds represented death. The challenge was to then transfer that 
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historical narrative from blackbirds to black people. It appeared that AJ began this 

process by stating her recognition that “black kind of symbolizes the negative.”  

However, the larger overcoming of Hilliard’s “historical amnesia” that manifested 

in AJ and Autumn’s acceptance of the hegemonic narratives of blackness showed that 

this is not as easy to overcome. Returning to Kristeva’s suggestion of “consciousness as 

made up of object-constituting mental acts” (Giddens, 1979, p. 32), perhaps it was easier 

for AJ and the others to understand blackbirds, as opposed to themselves, as objects 

constituted within a structural narrative. It is more difficult to understand oneself as an 

object situated in a hegemonic narrative. Perhaps this was why AJ did not continue her 

line of thinking to include her own racial narratives regarding Autumn, and vice-versa. 

During a short 40-minute session, Elder Atum was able to push the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars’ thinking about the ways in which they view the world and where those views 

originated. Consider Sheekey’s explanation for why the internalized turn in the research 

occurred: 

Brian: What did you think about when we switched? Remember we started 

talking about black youth and ghetto. We did all that work and then we 

switched and started to think about our own, our lens became the main 

thing we’re worried about. What did you think about when we switched 

like that?  

Sheekey: It was like when we switched our lens and stuff like that it was because 

everyone know black people to be ghetto, right. That’s what we thought it 

was all about, but then when we switched to our lens when we met Mother 
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Atum…. I think that that was the time we switch. So she make us to 

understand things we see, the way people are the one who—It’s like 

everybody criticizing and all that. I just don’t know which were the words 

to use. It’s called—like the how do you call blackbirds? 

Brian: The blackbirds, yeah.  

Sheekey: You have people thinking blackbird is bad luck.  

Brian: It’s a death.  

Sheekey: A death, bad luck, and all that, but then that type of person they are 

peaceful, and happy, friendly, living in their own world, but then people 

misjudge them because they don’t really know them or stuff like that. It’s 

because that’s how people describe them. That’s how people bring them 

out and stuff like that.  

Brian: And those people shape how other people/  

Sheekey: They shape how people look like and all that.  

Sheekey appeared to have similar takeaways from the session to AJ’s, as he drew 

parallels between negative representations of birds and people. Sheekey’s pinpointing of 

the significance of the meeting with Elder Atum as leading to the youths’ change in 

research trajectory several months later is telling. His recollection that the youth switched 

their research to focus on understanding their lens(es) after they met Elder Atum, as 

opposed to after Autumn and AJ’s conflict, suggests that there was not one singular 

moment or event that signaled the shift in research.  
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The importance of this realization is that it suggests that the pedagogical context 

of CPAR was as impactful on the research as the interpersonal relationships between the 

research collective. From a pedagogical perspective, once the youth met with Elder 

Atum, the idea of “research” took on a different connotation. It became less about the 

procedural methods of inquiry and more about the epistemological foundations of 

research as a social practice of making and disseminating meaning. The youth began to 

question why they were doing what they were doing, and how their own histories, biases, 

and positionalities impacted the story they were telling. At the same time, CPAR makes 

explicit that action upon the issue being studied is part and parcel of the research process 

itself. While the research process was demystified for the Uhuru Youth Scholars, their 

movements toward collective action were diminished. This contradiction in the research 

process was frustrating for me as the facilitator. Each time we took one step forward it 

felt as though we would then take two steps backward.  

As Knobel and Lankshear (2007) describe, youth are often already savvy 

consumers of information. It is incumbent upon educators to build upon this cultural 

savvyness toward an analytical framework that in turn can mobilize this knowledge for 

deeper understanding. There is a difference between being skeptical of information and 

being able to articulate the specifics of what is problematic about it. This connects with 

my earlier discussion about the difference between embodied knowledge and a critical 

awareness of embodied knowledge. The larger project of CPAR with regard to the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars’ questions was meant to help them move from a space of media 

skepticism to one of articulation of media hegemony. I do not think it was absolutely 
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necessary that the Uhuru Youth Scholars change their focus based on their interactions 

with community educators. I can imagine CPAR having the flexibility to incorporate 

autoethnographic methods while still addressing structural issues connected to hegemony 

and media representation. The youths’ experiences with Elder Mahmoud and Elder Atum 

were obviously impactful, yet there was something that continued to hamper the progress 

of the youth as they explored their initial research topic, which made their path to 

introspection more obvious, if not completely necessary. 

Failure	  to	  Localize	  

I have described the distribution of educational responsibility to both the youth 

and community educators as being an important aspect of my pedagogy. This 

commitment is in alignment with Ladson-Billings’ (2012) suggestion that “there is 

probably more expertise distributed in the classroom than in any one person.” However, 

my purpose in locating community elders to work with the youth was broader than just 

recognizing that expertise is typically distributed among the collective. I also understood 

my own deficiencies and fallibilities as an educator, and thus it was incumbent upon me 

to bring in educators who could expand the thinking of the youth in ways that I could not. 

Additionally, I made numerous pedagogical miscalculations along the way, as I was in 

the process of developing my practice within the methodology of CPAR.  

One of the more significant mistakes I made had to do with the breadth and scale 

of the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ research questions. Fine, Tuck, and Zeller-Berkman (2008) 

argue that CPAR, particularly when conducted by youth, finds its strength at the local 

level: “Messy audiences, confrontations with power, and tensions across boardroom 
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tables are the stuff of PAR in local soil” (p. 171). The authors describe how changes in 

the spectrum of analysis, or what they call “jumping scale,” can detract from youths’ 

fundamental embodied and lived contexts within the issues they are researching. They 

write:  

As local projects coagulated toward a vague sense of the global, images of 

audiences and purposes blurred. To whom, for what, with whom, and toward what 

end do we create materials, products, scholarly documents, performances, 

exhibitions, and/or protests for global analysis? (p. 171) 

Without a practical understanding of the localized necessity for analysis and action within 

CPAR, I was unable to see that the large and abstract notion of “media representation” 

was problematic from a research design perspective.  

Media is such a large concept and represents so many things that it was difficult 

to make local connections to which media we were interested in analyzing. In an effort to 

remain culturally relevant in my teaching, I guided the youth to generate data from the 

most prevalent forms of media that they and their peers consumed. This resulted in the 

overwhelming task of trying to document everything, from websites to music to 

television, movies, and video games. At one point AJ was keeping a daily log of the 

content on the popular website WorldStarHipHop,5 Nathaniel was developing an 

interview protocol for directors of television programming, and Autumn was searching 

for scholarly articles about black youth and media. These data were all relevant to our 

research questions and the lives of the youth, but each medium could have had its own 

                                                
5 WorldStarHipHop is a popular website that is well known for its dissemination of 
violence among youth and extreme behaviors widely labeled as “ghetto.” 
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separate project. In retrospect, I was not following my own understanding of critical 

pedagogy. Recall that Freire’s (1970) conception of conscientizacao requires us to be 

situated subjects: “Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very condition of 

existence: critical thinking by means of which people discover each other to be ‘in a 

situation’” (p. 109). As an educator I allowed us to get bogged down in the data-

generation process without situating ourselves, despite Elder Mahmoud and Elder Atum’s 

efforts to push the youth in that direction.  

I often pondered why my co-researchers/students were struggling to know where 

to begin their inquiry. I rationalized their difficulty as stemming from the fact that they 

were novice researchers; however, in some of their interviews they described a dilemma 

that is much closer to Fine, Tuck, and Zellerman’s argument: 

Autumn: [I]f we just focus on what everyone else thinks, it’ll just—it’s like a 

million minds… millions and billions of minds that we would have to go 

into. Because if we’re trying to do what everybody else thinks, I mean 

everyone thinks differently, so we might as well just talk about what we 

think and have people connect to that instead of vice-versa, because there 

is no point of trying to, like, connecting with the billions of minds who are 

judging us when we should speak out of the ones who were already 

judged.  

Brian:  So it’s almost like to do this research with trying to impact how all these 

people think and like change ideas, it’s too big, almost.  

Autumn: Yeah. Definitely. 
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Autumn’s assertions in this interview segment and in an excerpt earlier in the chapter 

suggest she believed that the research was about changing people’s collective minds 

about perceptions of black youth, rather than exposing hegemonic structures of media 

representation. This speaks to how she understood herself as a “positioned” or “situated” 

subject. For Autumn and others, the dilemma was one of how they were perceived by 

other individuals who may be affected by the media, but not necessarily the production of 

the media itself. This speaks to a lack of clarity about what exactly the research was 

supposed to accomplish. As the group facilitator, I did not heed Fine et al.’s warning 

about “jumping scale” and, as a result, our “images of audiences and purposes blurred.”  

Even after the change in trajectory, Nathaniel was skeptical of the impact that 

their work would have on the broader society: 

Brian: What do you think we accomplished this year? Be honest. 

Nathaniel: I feel like that even if we do publish this thing, it's not going to go 

anywhere. 

Brian: Okay.  

Nathaniel: I don't know. That's just me. Not that I'm doubting us, but I'm doubting us. 

I'm saying, like, I don't know. I feel like we're not—I mean, I know that 

we accomplished something, as in our own aspects, that this is a good 

thing that we did, we came together and did, but I don't think other people 

are going to see it, pretty much…. I feel like we won't get recognition. I'll 

say that. 
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Nathaniel’s concern was valid, because the text that the youth published was not widely 

distributed. It was not publicized. In fact, our time together ended rather uneventfully 

with a group dinner and discussion reflecting on the year. Their final product, Finding 

Our Lens, ended up being a collection of individualized ideas. I am not suggesting it is 

not a worthwhile text, or that nothing can be learned from it—quite the opposite. 

However, it read exactly as what it was, a collection of individual thoughts—a bricolage 

of ideas.  

Locating	  the	  “Action”	  in	  our	  Research	  

The publication of Finding Our Lens was meant to be the culminating “action” of 

the youths’ CPAR work. Yet, it did not feel as though it met the criteria for “action” 

within the field of “action research.” Stringer (2014) lays out a framework for action 

research, which he describes as being participatory by definition. Traditionally, 

“participatory” is used to denote research that is conducted by those directly impacted by 

the issue. Stringer writes: 

[Action research] uses continuing cycles of investigation designed to reveal 

effective solutions to issues and problems experienced in specific situations and 

localized settings, providing the means by which people in schools, businesses, 

community agencies and organizations, health and human services may increase 

the effectiveness and efficiency of their work. (p. 1) 

Action research itself is a broad concept; it takes many forms and has various labels, such 

as CPAR, community-based participatory research (CBPR), and practitioner research, 

among others. A defining characteristic of these approaches to action research is that they 
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have some localized impact on the issue being researched by the researcher(s) taking 

“action” or changing their practice in some way, shape, or form.  

In the context of this commonly accepted form, I do not believe the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars ultimately conducted action research, because they did not end up changing 

their immediate practice or taking direct action upon the construction of their own 

lens(es), which was the focus of their inquiry. Yet, this unit of analysis was nontraditional 

in its own right. Beyond attempting to understand how their lens(es) were constructed, I 

am uncertain of other actions they could have taken. Their plan was to publish a text 

documenting their journey to finding their lens(es) in the hope that it would inspire other 

youth to do the same.  

In his final interview, as he discussed the publication of the book, Nathaniel 

lamented, “If we're just going to talk about us, then who cares about just this one group of 

people?” In this sense he was correct. The Uhuru Youth Scholars conducted research for 

over 6 months and, in the end, published a text for themselves. As an educational 

researcher studying the impact of CPAR on how young people develop educational 

research practices, I was left uncertain and uneasy. Did the Uhuru Youth Scholars do 

CPAR? Can CPAR be a method of intrinsic inquiry, or is that what many scholars refer 

to as “navel gazing?”  

The answers to these questions are ambiguous at best. Bigelow (2002) describes 

this dilemma for critical educators trying to help young people imagine alternatives to a 

seemingly hardened world. He writes, “An interesting irony is that the more clearly 

students see the interconnected nature of global problems, the greater the danger that this 
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awareness will overwhelm them” (p. 1). The Uhuru Youth Scholars and I were caught in 

this paradox. The enormity of the issues they were confronting allowed them to see how 

media was interconnected with systems of racialized oppression, while at the same time 

those individuals they were learning from, such as Elder Atum and Dr. Ball, explained 

how these systems were constructed over hundreds of years and generations of people. 

Looking back, it would have been prudent for me to help the youth localize the issue by, 

perhaps, focusing on an incident or just looking at one type of media. Recall in Chapter 7 

that even as I described Will as developing an oppositional consciousness, he was 

worried that “there’s a social structure that’s just ingrained.” As an educator, I was 

excited that my students were able to articulate structural systems of oppression coming 

out of our work together; however, I do not believe that I offered them hope for 

transforming these structures.  

 As I struggle with the processes and products of the Uhuru Youth Scholars’ time 

together, I inevitably question the worth of our endeavor. Bigelow (2002) suggests that 

even small actions and victories can combat the despair connected to feeling 

overwhelmed by the enormity of many social issues. Rodriguez and Brown (2009) 

outline overarching “guiding principles” of PAR as (1) situated and inquiry based, (2) 

participatory, and (3) transformative and activist.  

In my analysis in this dissertation I have sought to explore how these principles 

emerged (while also complicating them) in the context of the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program. In many cases, they did not emerge. Yet, I am unwilling to suggest that the 

introspective work of the youth was not worthwhile because it was not activist oriented. 
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In the context of social transformation, activism for its own sake is just as problematic as 

naval gazing. Freire (1970) describes this dilemma as the reason for needing an idea such 

as praxis, which combines reflection and action: “If action is emphasized exclusively to 

the detriment of reflection, the word is converted into activism. The latter—action for 

action’s sake—negates the true praxis and makes dialogue impossible” (p. 88). While the 

ideal goal is to strike a balance between reflection and action (praxis), I still question the 

importance of the final or culminating “action.” There was action in the youths’ thinking 

as well as action in their self-transformations. These forms of action have the potential to 

be a precursor to larger scale social transformation. Yet, the potential for transformative 

action that emerged in the Uhuru Youth Scholars program was not the same as the 

cyclical action that directly impacts a unit of analysis in traditional action research. This 

nuance necessitates a deeper understanding of what constitutes a catalytic sense of action.    

There are scholars who have attempted to codify “action” in the context of action 

research. For instance, Coulter (2011) traces Arendt’s retheorization of Aristotle and 

Marx’s depictions of human action in order to describe “what counts as action research.” 

Coulter suggests that action can be thought of as existing “outside of the usual ends-

means relationship” (p. 203). He writes: 

Arendtian action research instead aims at better understanding experience, 

creating consistency (however limited), generating knowledge and understanding 

(which will always be in some ways inadequate). Such research aims at helping 

people make better sense of their lives. (p. 203) 
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This perspective leaves room for the deep introspective work the youth engaged in to 

exist in the realm of action research. The youth left the course with a “better 

understanding” and did “generate knowledge” in the context of their own lives.  

When I asked each of the youth in their final interviews to describe what they 

took away from the course, their answers tell a story of Arendtian action: 

Will It seems like there’s a social structure that’s just ingrained… 

AJ I never really noticed how segregated things are until this class. And then I 

really looked at it. And when we went to that one lady’s (Elder Atum) 

house…. The way she pointed out things like a black crow, like people 

think of it as bad luck. That made me think, like dang, people do really 

think of black people as really, really bad, but there are black people who 

succeed, too.  

Sheekey The way you think, if you think everybody think the same way and stuff 

like that. But then you’ve got to go deep, deep in thinking… to explore 

and get the world in your own view. 

Autumn My ability to be a leader, I guess, was huge… by people not being their 

best, it allowed me to be better than mine. When people are dragging me 

down… it just made me have more ideas and more insight and more want 

to do certain things and figure out ideas for better structure. 

Nathaniel One would have to be identity, how people can change, and the lens that 

you see out of, how you see people in yourself. And an overall unity, 

probably, how we try to do things as a unit. Sort of like that. 
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Each of these responses speaks to a deeper recognition of the youths’ sense of themselves 

as positioned subjects. They describe perception, ways of thinking, and self-awareness. 

Drawing from my description of the youths’ session with Elder Mahmoud, if we are to 

take away anything from this project it is that thought and action are inseparable.  

Still, as I struggle to define the outcomes of their work, I am left pondering the 

balance of individuality and collective engagement. Coulter (2011), building off of 

Arendt, writes:  

Plurality involves the recognition of both equality and distinctiveness: people 

must be equal enough for them to communicate with one another and yet different 

enough from one another for that communication to be worthwhile. (p. 199)  

Among the Uhuru Youth Scholars, distinctiveness continued to dominate the social 

space, while equality of thought seemed to come and go. This sense of plurality is 

represented through participatory subjectivity. Yet, as I describe in the next chapter, there 

is not a perfect balance between the subject (I) and the plural (we), but rather a nested 

symbiotic relationship in which each needs each other. But plurality necessitates the 

vision, particularly when confronted by structural oppression.  

Conclusion: A Critical We 

Developing individual critical dispositions among youth is a less challenging 

endeavor than developing the participatory subjectivities necessary to collectively combat 

systems of oppression. I began this dissertation by describing how misreading contexts 

can prevent us from asking the right questions; how approaching the education of black 

youth as a temporal “crisis” does not allow us to actively combat the historical 
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construction of black education that has produced this modern “crisis.” Accordingly, a 

similar critique must be applied to my own work. As an educator mobilizing CPAR as a 

liberatory, transformational, pedagogical framework, I must not misread the context 

through which we engaged in this work. This chapter reveals that, as individuals, the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars developed, or in many cases enhanced, an already existing, critical 

eye (I). However, we continued to chase a “critical we.” This “critical we,” which until 

now I have, called participatory subjectivity, is a mechanism that enables individual 

critical dispositions to be mobilized into sustainable action. 

Participatory limitations, combined with the pedagogical challenge to develop an 

understanding of critical consciousness through the notion of worldview or “lens,” led to 

a more introspective form of research for the Uhuru Youth Scholars. Autumn and AJ’s 

conflict, mediated by historically limiting views of “blackness,” impacted how they each 

came to understand the context of their original research questions. A more 

individualized move toward introspection provided space for them to consider how race 

affected the lenses through which they viewed the world and each other. However, even 

when they had more freedom in ways to construct their introspective research, they did 

not come to any transformative conclusions about each other. At the same time, the 

group’s interactions with Elder Mahmoud and Elder Atum were transformative. These 

meetings also challenged the youth to understand structures of racial oppression 

connected to research, media, and education. Opening up this structural analysis was vital 

to the development of critical dispositions; however, we were not able to gather up the 

youths’ developing critiques of structural oppression into collective action. Perhaps it was 
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due to the limited time we had together, but I believe much of it was due to my inability 

to localize their interest in the structural manifestation of media representation. The issue 

was one of scale. CPAR, as a mediating methodological process, provided a pathway for 

the youth to move from a structural scale to an intrapersonal scale, but not an 

interpersonal scale that would have been more conducive to localized action. 

Participatory subjectivity remained elusive, as the youth foregrounded their subjectivities 

to the extent that it diminished collective identity.  
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CHAPTER	  NINE	  

Of	  I’s,	  We’s,	  and	  the	  Telling	  of	  Sacred	  Stories	  

 As I pondered my purpose and emphasis in writing this dissertation, I wanted to 

avoid telling another CPAR/YPAR “victory narrative.” These narratives have been 

critical to the establishment, continuing emergence, and development of CPAR as an 

educational practice with youth, and have opened my eyes to the power of youth research 

and activism for societal transformation. However, many of these narratives do not allow 

for the critique of CPAR that is necessary to push the field in new directions. 

Additionally, I wanted to avoid foregrounding CPAR methods and highlighting the 

culminating actions of the youth in the study. Rather, I wanted to make meaning of the 

contradictions I experienced as a critical pedagogue/ethnographer/co-researcher that lay 

beneath the surface of CPAR as an educational framework. As the field of CPAR has 

become more firmly established, additional depth and problematization of it is needed to 

inform educational researchers, practitioners, and youth engaged in this work. My goal 

was to provide an account of the complexity embedded in CPAR as a social and teaching 

practice while situating it as a pathway in the broader landscape of liberatory black 

education. As with all CPAR narratives (and all teaching and learning stories in general), 

this study was highly contextualized and loosely bounded by the environment in which it 

was embedded. Still, there are numerous implications for practitioners that I attempted to 

explicate which can be applied more broadly to other CPAR and non-CPAR-oriented 

educational spaces.  
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 I began this analysis by tracing my trajectory as an educator across historical and 

current places and times, in order to establish that I did not come to this work purely by 

coincidence. My political, ethical, and justice-oriented commitments as an educator of 

African descent working with youth of African descent, amidst the totalizing forces of 

structural white supremacy, made it imperative that I adopt a reflexive teaching practice 

that encouraged the youth I worked with to simultaneously enhance their critical 

disposition and know their self-worth. I came to use CPAR as a mediating tool to 

accomplish this highly political work. Yet this research was not ultimately about CPAR. 

While CPAR was a stabilizing element in the atmosphere of this study, what crystallized 

as a result of this work was the notion of participation, which transcends CPAR.  

 In each of the previous three chapters I explored “participation” in layers, or from 

various elevations (see Figure 9.1), looking for ways to understand the contradictions that 

I was observing through the practices established within the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

program. The purpose of shifting my analysis from one elevation to another was to 

provide comprehensive documentation of the interweaving facets and complexities that 

are inherent to participation. Without analyzing each elevation, I would be missing 

important intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional elements that affected how I 

understood participation at the other levels.  

In Chapter 6, I used mediated discourse analysis (Norris & Jones, 2005a) to 

explore the micro-level practices that came into conflict through mundane interactions in 

the educational space. I tied these interactions to higher level historical trajectories of 

educational experience, connecting them to the youths’ articulated purposes and 
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perceptions of education. In Chapter 7, I mobilized theorizations of participation from 

foundational sociocultural scholars (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1995; Scollon, 2001) 

to illustrate participatory alignment among the youth on an interpersonal level through 

the social practice of conducting an interview. I combined these theorizations of 

participation with Sandoval’s (2000) technologies for oppositional consciousness to 

explore how histories of participation align with critical pedagogy on the “ground level” 

to achieve internal transformation. Finally, in Chapter 8, I took a macro-level approach to 

address how the dialectical nature of crisis and participation impacted the trajectory of 

the youths’ research, pushing them toward introspective inquiry.  

 

Figure 9.1 

These layers of analysis have helped to clarify how I understand participation and 

what it means to engage in a “participatory” endeavor, specifically in the context of black 

liberatory education. My understanding of participation, now, necessitates this 
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comprehensive, matrix-like analysis. Participation bridges historical and future (vertical) 

trajectories of thought and action through lived experiences, which are informed by 

(horizontal) intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional interactions (see Figure 9.2). 

Figure 9.2 demonstrates the interconnection between historical, current, and future 

trajectories of participation, using shaded regions to designate that they cannot be seen as 

independent. What is not shown in the graphic, but is a critical takeaway from this 

dissertation, is that participation in counterhegemonic endeavors creates ruptures (crises) 

in the fabric of participation, which can (but does not always) alter trajectories and 

transform these various interactions at each level.  

In this final chapter, I continue to develop the emergent idea of participatory 

subjectivity, and how it attempts to merge individual lattices of participation into more 

collaborative ones that necessitate common vision, values, and purpose among social 

groups or, as Hardt and Negri (2006) describe, the struggle that constitutes a class 

(bounded grouping vying for political and material power). I discuss the implications of 

participation in teaching and the development of educational spaces. Finally, I provide 

ideas for future research, looking specifically at how epistemological frameworks can 

enhance CPAR as a teaching and learning methodology. 
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Figure 9.2 

Participatory	  Subjectivity:	  Reconciling	  the	  “I”	  and	  the	  “We”	  

There is an old African saying, “I am we.” If you met an African in ancient times and 

asked him who he was, he would reply, “I am we.” This is revolutionary suicide: I, we, 

all of us are the one and the multitude. —Huey P. Newton (1973) 

Like Huey Newton, I have heard the story of the ancient African1 greeting, “I am 

we,” as a declaration of recognized interconnectivity among people living in community. 

This simple expression, however, suggests a relationship that is incredibly complex. 

What does it mean to understand oneself as inextricably bound up in the existence and 

well-being of others? Newton describes this as “revolutionary suicide,” which is an 

extreme depiction of the idea. Do we need to metaphorically end the idea of a singular 

self in order to recognize ourselves in others? Perhaps this is the dilemma of trying to 

                                                
1 I have no knowledge of, and am unable to find, the geographic or ethnic origin of the 
greeting “I am we,” which is broadly described as “African.” 
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articulate a vision of participatory subjectivity, where “participatory” denotes the “we” 

and “subjectivity” equates to the “I.” However, this does not suggest a metaphorical 

suicide. The very notion of placing “I” and “we” together in one thought means that they 

must both exist. One cannot be sacrificed for the sake of the other.  

West (1996) describes this interplay between “I” and “we,” related to the 

metaphor of jazz and democracy: 

The interplay of individuality and unity is not one of uniformity and unanimity 

imposed from above, but rather of conflict among diverse groupings that reach a 

dynamic consensus subject to questioning and criticism. As with a soloist in a jazz 

quartet, quintet or band, individuality is promoted in order to sustain and increase 

the creative tension within the group—tension that yields higher levels of 

performance to achieve the aim of the collective project. (p. 147) 

As West explains, the “we” needs the “I” in order to mobilize conflict, which is the fuel 

that grows the collective. As I have previously suggested, this necessary conflict can be 

thought of in terms of crisis, which entails intrapersonal and interpersonal moments of 

disjuncture. Without the tensions of crisis, stagnation normalizes, disrupting the 

movement of the collective. Yet crisis can also happen at an intergroup level, impacting 

the entire collective. In these instances, it is the clarity of vision among the “we” that can 

carry individuals through the chaos. Recall that Hilliard (1995) wrote, “Without a sense 

of ‘we’ collective action is nearly impossible” (p. 131). Times of intergroup crisis 

necessitate collective action. Notice that West, even as he juxtaposes individuality and 

unity, ultimately names the end goal as “achiev[ing] the aim of the collective project.” In 
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this case, the “I” cannot solely formulate the vision. It cannot set the conditions that 

dictate action. The “I” can only operate inside of the “we,” yet the “we” will perish 

without the “I.” 

 So what does this mean for my theorization of participatory subjectivity? As 

discussed in previous chapters, the Uhuru Youth Scholars enhanced their individual 

critical dispositions as a result of our work together. They each described how they 

gained valuable insight into the ways in which their “lens,” or worldview, had been 

shaped and continued to be shaped. In Chapter 3, I drew from an interview excerpt in 

which Nathaniel named this very aspect as his major takeaway from the course:  

Nathaniel: I probably say I gained a little bit more than facts and history, but then the 

way I see, sort of I can see how I see now. You understand what I'm 

saying? 

Brian: Mm-hmm.  
 
Nathaniel: So I can put a third person in the way I view things, in a way. 
 
Brian: Yep. So you, okay. Does that have to do with the lens thing? 
 
Nathaniel: Yeah.  
 
Brian: So you can actually see the way your lens is shaped? 
 
Nathaniel: Mm-hmm. Shaped. 

Again, I recognize this as a critical point in the never-ending development of 

sociopolitical consciousness, and an understanding that I had not considered at their 

young age. The ability to make sense of and articulate how one has come to see the world 

is a powerful outcome to achieve from a 9-month collaboration. 
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Yet, there still existed isolation, alienation, and detachment among the group, as 

indicated by some of the youths’ personal reflections and lack of collective action. One 

could argue that self-publishing Finding Our Lens could constitute collective action, and 

that we simply ran out of time to disseminate it to the broader community. However, the 

text itself illustrates the elusiveness of participatory subjectivity. Other than the 

collectively authored statement that begins the book (and this dissertation), there is no 

collective identity in the text.  

In reading the text, there is no takeaway that resonates from the group, only the 

individual authors. The text explicates the fact that each author has a singular lens, but 

there is no mention of how this realization of singular lenses speaks to the broader idea of 

interconnectivity or unity among youth of African descent. The very title of the text, 

Finding Our Lens, is somewhat contradictory to its content. The use of “lens” rather than 

“lenses” in the title suggests the existence of a singular lens among the collective. 

However, the text never declares that the exploration of a collective lens was its purpose. 

The contradiction becomes more evident in the title of the first section, “The road to 

finding our lenses.” I am certain that the Uhuru Youth Scholars did not intentionally 

choose “lens” or “lenses” in different sections, and to my knowledge, they never had a 

conversation about which term to use. Nonetheless, this metaphorical “oversight” 

accurately illustrates the dilemma of realizing a participatory subjectivity. The singular 

“I’s” collaborated to author the text, but they did not come to see their singularity as 

interconnected among the collective, maintaining their subjectivity without seeing 

(participatory) intersections. 
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 The emergence of sustained/maintained participatory subjectivity is what allows 

for action to be collective and impactful at multiple levels beyond the intrapersonal. West 

(1996) quotes Malcolm X to suggest the importance of action that advances the interests 

of the group over that of the individual: “No matter how much respect, no matter how 

much recognition, whites show towards me, as far as I’m concerned, as long as it is not 

shown to every one of our people in this country, it doesn’t exist for me” (p. 139). 

Malcolm X’s statement cogently illustrates the distinction between individual critical 

dispositions and participatory subjectivity. He could have rationalized the “respect and 

recognition” he was receiving as a national figure as some form of progress, but he 

recognized that he was inextricably bound to those he identified as “our people,” which 

enabled him to engage in sustained collective action during the latter part of his short life. 

As Malcolm X existed as a singular “I” who was able to envision a struggle that many 

others could not, he recognized the near impossibility of manifesting that struggle as a 

singular subject, and instead maintained a participatory subjectivity. Perhaps this is what 

Newton meant by “revolutionary suicide”—the abandonment of aspirations for individual 

notions of progress.  

In the context of NdCAD and the Uhuru Youth Scholars program, participatory 

subjectivity becomes an educational destination, which amounts to a prerequisite for 

liberatory collective action. NdCAD’s mission is about building “cultural connections” 

among people of African descent through identity development. The purpose of building 

these connections is to gather up the collective assets of communities of African descent, 

which have become fractured and mired in an anti-African paradigm of Western 
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individualism. In describing participatory subjectivity as an educational destination for 

the Uhuru Youth Scholars, I am arguing for the abandonment of individualized notions of 

educational progress. Participatory subjectivity allows for individual understandings of 

educational progress to shape and form the collective vision, but without a collective 

vision there is no collective progress or self-determination for people of African descent. 

This study affirmed my theorization of participatory subjectivity, because I contend it 

was the missing element that hampered the Uhuru Youth Scholars from ultimately taking 

collective action based on their research, and instead pushed them to provide multiple 

individualized accounts of the development of their worldviews. As a learner in the 

context of the educational space of NdCAD, I recognized that participatory subjectivity is 

not a requirement for developing critical consciousness, or even for participating 

effectively in CPAR; however, participatory subjectivity is a necessary element in the 

development of an oppositional consciousness that sees the need for sustained collective 

action against the hegemonic structures of U.S. education.  

Implications	  for	  Teaching	  and	  Learning	  Through	  CPAR	  

As I have thought about my own pedagogical learning from this work, I 

recognized several implications for critical teaching practices. Three major ideas emerged 

from this study that are important for critical educators to consider: (1) both limiting and 

generative participation are always occurring in educational spaces; (2) the structure and 

purpose, which are both applied by educators and perceived by youth, impact the balance 

of limiting and generative participation; and (3) there are distinctions between non-
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CPAR- and CPAR-mediated forms of critical pedagogy that relate to how structure and 

purpose are formed and perceived.  

There is a generalizable aspect to the understanding of participation because of its 

deep connection to all educational spaces. One of the most frequent dilemmas that 

teachers face is how to get youth to “participate.” This participation is typically 

oversimplified and often comes down to trying to get youth to do the work that teachers 

are asking or demanding them to do. However, as I have described at length, participation 

is connected to identity, social practice, and larger structural conditions. Keeping this in 

mind, educators can begin to rethink what they mean when they are asking for 

participation. Is it compliance? Is it taking on a certain identity in classroom spaces? 

A	  Participatory	  Balancing	  Act	  

Perhaps the most counterintuitive takeaway is my suggestion that educators 

should expect a balance between limiting and generative forms of participation. 

Limitations to participation can be seen in the lack of recognition of others’ social 

practices having legitimacy in a nexus of practice. They can also be seen, as with the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars, in a failure to understand individual issues as connected to “group 

problems.” To be clear, like other educators, I would be ecstatic if the youth I taught 

always achieved the participatory interconnections that I am suggesting are an aspect of 

maintainable collective action. I believe educators can create conditions for generative 

participation, by building community and engaging in critical dialogue that promotes 

group adhesion and recognition of common cultural, political, ethical, and social bonds. 

However, we would be fooling ourselves to think that limitations to participation can be 
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avoided. They cannot. Rather, it is how we mediate those limitations that determine the 

extent to which they continue to be limiting. As West (1996) suggests, the vision of the 

individual within the collective—and their dissonance—is the fuel that continues to churn 

the movement of the collective. For educators to understand how this conflict itself can 

be generative represents a potentially powerful way to imagine shaping interactions 

among learners.  

 For instance, I spent a great deal of space in this dissertation addressing the 

conflict between Autumn and AJ. My purpose was to explore the complexity of their 

conflict, as it was mediated by CPAR, as a critical pedagogical practice. I attempted to 

show the dialectical nature of the conflict, by exploring how it both limited the ways in 

which they were able to construct aligned identities as Uhuru Youth Scholars (e.g., gamer 

vs. conscientious student in Chapter 6) and produced interpersonal crises, which led them 

to consider how they have come to view the world (introspective inquiry in Chapter 8).  

The contradictory ways in which they participated in the educational space did not 

coalesce around collective action in the ways I wanted it to, and while it was 

unavoidable, it did produce powerful outcomes. Fine (2008) writes, “PAR projects gather 

up social critique and outrage, ambivalence and desire, as forms of knowledge” (p. 231). 

As an educator, it was my job to help mediate the “outrage and ambivalence” that was 

part of the conflict between Autumn and AJ (Chapter 8). What I was not able to do was 

assist them in exploring how their competing ideas of “blackness” were forms of 

knowledge that were valid for exploration but did not take into account other knowledges 
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of how “blackness” could be constructed that may have positioned them in solidarity for 

collective action.  

 I was caught off guard by the conflicting participatory practices among the youth 

in the program as they related to the focus of the research. I highlighted here the conflict 

between AJ and Autumn, but this was not the only example of participatory limitation 

during the year. Each of the youth had a unique participatory matrix, although there was 

often significant overlap. If I had anticipated that their conflicting histories would be 

exposed by the unit of analysis of our research I could have been more prepared to help 

them use CPAR as a means to use their conflicting practices to fuel a group vision for 

how black youth can and should be represented in mass media. The takeaway for critical 

educators is to expect youth to uncover conflict through the ways in which they 

participate in critical educational spaces. It is not a question of whether or not the 

potential for limitation exists, but rather what we do with it. 

Purposeful	  Teaching	  and	  Purposeful	  Learning	  

Given the above, I suggest that structure and purpose impact the balance of 

limiting and generative practices tied to participation. I have mobilized a variety of 

educational scholars (Dewey, 1916/2011; Ladson-Billings, 2006a; Rogoff, 1995; Yang 

2009b) who suggest that purpose directly affects how youth participate in educational 

environments. While educators’ beliefs about the general purpose of education ultimately 

have an impact on who they are in teaching and learning spaces, my point here is more 

specific. Perhaps rather than using “purpose” I should describe this point as engaging in 

purposeful teaching. Delpit (1988) argues that critical educators often mistake “liberal” 
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educational spaces as liberatory. I fell into this dilemma early in the course of the 

semester by enacting an extreme student-centered pedagogy, which Autumn critiqued in 

Chapter 6.  

However, purposeful educational environments should also not be confused with 

rigidity or repression. Educators may be tempted to think that CPAR- mediated pedagogy 

cannot be purposeful because it requires open-ended and improvisational elements. But 

purposefulness in this context does not refer to a predetermined, technical approach to 

teaching. Rather, as Yang (2009b) suggests, purposeful teaching is embedded in 

systematic, reflexive inquiry into teaching practices. Yang describes certain practices that 

maintained purposefulness in his own pedagogy: 

I kept a journal of changes that I made and changes that I envisioned for my class, 

especially with respect to structure: How do I organize student activity, from 

structures of talk (e.g., pair-shares, small-group, whole-class, silent activities) to 

structures of movement (e.g., seated activities, bathroom breaks, group work) to 

interventions (e.g., preemptive lectures, socializing routines, and individual 

meetings with students)…. Through these exercises, and not through any 

professional development workshop, I acquired a repertoire of structures that 

developed students’ academic and social skills over time. (p. 59)  

The embedded inquiry (i.e., practitioner research, see Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; 

Zeichner & Noffke, 2001) that Yang is describing in his teaching practice is attuned to 

his own teaching, but, more importantly, it is attuned to what his students are able to do 

as a result. His focus on “structure” is not about overly controlling the educational space, 
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rather, it refers to creating diverse structural settings that are conducive to multiple modes 

of engagement. These various modes open up space for youth to take up particular 

identities as related to their perception of the educational purpose of the space.  

 My own role as an ethnographer of the educational space I was co-constructing 

with my students challenged me to take on certain aspects of Yang’s embedded inquiry. 

As the year progressed, I believe my teaching became more purposeful as a result of the 

research process in which I was engaged. However, my unit of analysis was somewhat 

broad, because my own pedagogy was informing the educational space but was not the 

specific focus of my research. This speaks to the distinction between my own critical 

ethnographic work and the practitioner research that Yang is describing. The broader 

point, however, is for educators to embed some purposeful form of inquiry into their 

teaching practices. It does not matter whether we are studying the educational 

environment, examining our teaching practices, or focusing on outcomes for youth. All of 

these factors are important to consider. What does matter is the clarity and purposefulness 

with which educators plan and design their research to be able to answer their own 

questions. 

Returning to Rogoff’s (1995) theorization of “guided participation,” she makes 

direct connections between the perceived purpose of an activity and how one participates 

in it. “[People’s] activity is directed, not random or without purpose; understanding the 

purposes involved in shared endeavors is an essential aspect of the analysis of guided 

participation” (p. 148). As a “shared endeavor” between teachers and students, learning is 

directly affected by the mutual construction of purpose. As was evidenced by the Uhuru 
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Youth Scholars, there existed a dialectical relationship between purpose and 

participation, whereas the liberally defined purpose of the educational space allowed for 

both contestation and participatory alignment. These dialectical positions came across in 

the youths’ interviews, as each described duality in their takeaways from the program. 

For Autumn, feelings of alienation stood alongside her position as the group “organizer” 

and “leader.” Nathaniel simultaneously pronounced that the group accomplished “a good 

thing” while still “doubting” the group’s effectiveness. Will gained clarity and a renewed 

sense of questioning while also describing a perpetual sense of “uncertainty” about his 

role within the collective. The distinction between these dueling aspects of participation 

often hinged on the extent that CPAR was mediating the educational space, which I turn 

to in the next section. 

 Critical educators’ ability to dig deeper into our own practices through systematic 

inquiry affects the ways in which we perceive the broader purposes and resulting 

structures we implement in educational spaces. Purposefulness is not about 

predetermined curriculum and adherence to standardized norms, just as structure is not 

about classroom management. Purposefulness lies in how we embed reflexivity in our 

practice or, as Yang (2009b) describes, “(apply) techniques of self-critique and self-

intervention, informed by relevant research” (p. 59). Our purposefulness as educators 

directly impacts the perceptions of youth as they navigate the balance of contestation and 

participatory interconnection within an educational space. 
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CPAR	  and	  Real	  Life	  

 In Chapter 7 I made the argument that CPAR effectively mediated participation in 

ways that other forms of critical pedagogy did not necessarily accomplish. I suggested 

that CPAR constructed more purposeful identities that the Uhuru Youth Scholars could 

take up, which led to less contested interactions within the nexus of practice (Scollon, 

2001). CPAR helped to reconcile some of the disparate educational histories and 

perspectives that the youth brought to the educational space by directing their focus 

toward collective avenues for inquiry related to their lived experience rather than abstract 

theorizations of liberation or discussions of critical texts. 

In Chapter 6 I described how the extent to which the youth considered the Uhuru 

Youth Scholars program to be “school” directly affected the ways in which they 

participated in the program based on their often precarious histories of schooling. I 

argued that another reason CPAR helped to mediate these disparate schooling histories is 

that, methodologically, CPAR is simply less like school. When we engaged in reading 

and discussing critical texts, even ones that do not show up in traditional classrooms, we 

were still involved in “school-like” practices. However, when the youth were conducting 

interviews, collecting data from websites, distributing surveys, and publicly 

disseminating their work by lecturing in college classrooms, they were doing the stuff of 

“real-life” researchers. At the same time, they were challenging the “who” and the 

“what” of the hegemonic narratives of “real-life” research, by centering their work 

outside of academia and mainstream media production. CPAR directs youth away from 

what Dewey (1916/2011) describes as the pitfalls of the school/life dichotomy: 
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For when the schools depart from the educational conditions effective in the out-

of-school environment, they necessarily substitute a bookish, pseudo-intellectual 

spirit for a social spirit. Children doubtless go to school to learn, but it has yet to 

be proved that learning occurs most adequately when it is made a separate 

conscious business. When treating it as a business of this sort tends to preclude 

the social sense which comes from sharing in an activity of common concern and 

value, the effort at isolated intellectual learning contradicts its own aim. (p. 25) 

Dewey’s argument that contrived schooling environments contradict themselves by 

ignoring the socialized aspects of learning resonates with the epistemological 

underpinnings of CPAR.  

A critical notion throughout Rogoff (1995), Lave and Wenger (1991), and 

Scollon’s (2001) theorizations of the ways in which identity transforms through 

participation is that participation happens in social and cultural lived interactions, not in 

contrived approximations of these interactions, which ironically become their own 

situated environments. Thus, when Rogoff (1995) explicitly states that her focus is on 

“cultural communities that do not aim for school-based discourse and concepts” (p. 148), 

this raises concerns about why school spaces may not be an ideal place to apply these 

frameworks. On the one hand, schools are sociocultural spaces just like anywhere else. 

On the other hand, they are also contrived environments where practices like “direct 

instruction,” “remediation,” and “routinization” are stand-ins for the social learning that 

comes through the culturally mediated dissemination of values and knowledge that 

perpetuate community cohesiveness. If educators were to recognize the contrived nature 
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of schools, they would understand that the situated practices youth perform in these 

spaces are not generalizable in the ways that many believe they are. The contrived nature 

of school spaces often obscures the outcomes that educators mistakenly believe they are 

achieving, when compliance is seen as learning, high test scores are seen as deep 

understanding, and resistance is seen as dysfunction.  

Although it existed outside of a traditional school environment, the Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program did not exist outside of this critique of school-like spaces. In Chapter 6, 

I explicated how the degree to which the youth perceived the program as “school” 

affected their participation within it. There were definitely contrived “school-like” modes 

of operation in the program. I tried to mitigate these school-like characteristics by 

centering the youths’ lived experiences within the program. The most prevalent example 

of this was that our initial unit of analysis—media representations of black youth—

developed from a disagreement between Nathaniel and Autumn on a bus ride to NdCAD. 

CPAR has the dynamic capacity to take up these mundane, real-life instances and 

transform them into intellectually stimulating issues to investigate. The Uhuru Youth 

Scholars program was not in any way removed from the genre of schooling, but it was 

certainly less like school than other educational spaces to which the youth had been 

exposed.  

 The theoretical and empirical research coming out of the field of CPAR has 

implications for how all educators can understand various educational spaces. One of the 

most important implications is that school should be less like school and more like real 

life. Much of the literature on youth resistance in education (Carter, 2005; Tuck & Yang, 
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2014a; Willis, 1977) suggests that schools do not value the knowledges that youth bring 

with them, and that youth are aware of this and fight to maintain these cultural forms of 

knowledge. CPAR centralizes these forms of knowledge and mobilizes them to allow 

youth to gain academic skills that can be transferable to other environments (Cammarota 

& Fine, 2008).  

Centralizing youth-based forms of knowledge is one of the tenets of culturally 

relevant pedagogy (CRP) (Ladson-Billings, 1995). While CPAR certainly fits the criteria 

for CRP, there is a major distinction between how it is practiced and how most other 

iterations of CRP are carried out. Typically, CRP is described as a means to provide 

youth greater access to school-based environments, through the legitimation and transfer 

of their knowledge and skills to school-related activities. CPAR, by contrast, requires a 

transformation of what counts as “school-based” activities. CPAR is not about bringing 

youth into school, but rather bringing school out to youth. While the outcomes of CPAR 

and general CRP practices can be the same (greater youth engagement in their education), 

it is vital for educators who desire to engage in CPAR-mediated pedagogy to come to the 

realization that it necessitates a opposing directional flow of relevance between youth and 

school, if it is connected to school at all. CPAR cannot be contained by classroom walls, 

facilitated with LCD projectors, or assessed through comprehensive exams. The 

classroom can be a space for planning, design, and analysis of research methods that take 

place in hallways, at homes, in neighborhoods, or over Skype, but CPAR requires us to 

re-envision what constitutes a classroom (Lozenski, 2012). 
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Further	  Research:	  Epistemologies	  of	  CPAR	  

 Despite the success of CPAR in the last decade, researchers and scholars must 

continue to push the field to open up space for even more forms of knowledge that 

predate what has come to be called PAR. As an educational researcher, I am excited to 

see the diversification of epistemologies that can be connected to CPAR as a research and 

teaching methodology (Johnston-Goodstar, 2013). Even as Cammarota and Fine (2008) 

describe CPAR as constituting an epistemology of its own, I suggest that researchers can 

think dynamically enough to envision overlapping epistemologies that can open up 

uncharted ways of conceptualizing and conducting research. 

One aspect of developing the Uhuru Youth Scholars program that was not 

highlighted in this analysis was the unique epistemological approach we took to CPAR. 

Each iteration of CPAR is unique and highly contextual. As the Uhuru Youth Scholars 

advisory board conceptualized the approach we would take to CPAR, we knew it would 

be critical to connect it to classical and modern Afrodiasporic knowledge systems 

(Harris, 2011) because the program was embedded in the cultural environment of 

NdCAD. In Chapters 3 and 5, I described PAR as having historical roots in multiple 

geographic areas, including the African continent (Nabudere, 2008). This aspect of the 

Uhuru Youth Scholars program is still forming, because it is something that NdCAD and 

I are still learning about.  

I suggest that directions for future research include experimentation with various 

alternative epistemological approaches to CPAR, as they can greatly impact the ways in 

which young people understand knowledge production. For instance, in the second year 
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(2013-2014) of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program we situated CPAR within the classical 

tradition of the Dogon tribe of what is present-day Mali, in West Africa. The Dogon are 

known for their advanced knowledge of the cosmos and for mapping certain stars well 

before other civilizations (Van Sertima, 1984). Drawing from Africana Studies scholars’ 

(Karenga, 2006; Martin, 2008) depiction of the knowledge system of the Dogon, I found 

powerful parallels to the critical praxis cycle (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008) of 

CPAR.  

Karenga (2006) describes the ancient Dogon as conceptualizing knowledge in 

four interconnected ways: “(a) giri-so, descriptive knowledge; (b) benne-so, analytic 

knowledge; (c) bolo-so, comparative knowledge; and (d) so-dayi, active knowledge” (p. 

406). Using this framework allowed me to teach about both classical Africana Studies 

and CPAR. For example, giri-so (descriptive knowledge) is representative of the 

observable phenomenon we see on a regular basis. For the youth, this means drawing 

from their lived experiences and naming the issues that have an impact on their lives. It 

can be represented by quantifiable data or qualitative observations. Benne-so (analytic 

knowledge) is connected to our interpretive lens, that is, “How do we explain the 

phenomenon we observe?” For CPAR, this connects to the methods we use to be able to 

answer questions qualitatively (e.g., How? Why? To what extent?). Bolo-so (comparative 

knowledge) addresses what others have said about the issue. This is one of the more 

interesting topics, because historically communities of African descent have been 

marginalized in the field of academic research—our voices and perspectives are often 

absent from traditional mediums of research. I challenged the youth to search for our 
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voices in places that traditional academic research does not typically draw from, such as 

art, music, oral traditions, and fiction. Finally, so-dayi (active knowledge) connects 

directly to action. Once we have thoroughly researched our issue using descriptive, 

analytic, and comparative knowledge, how will we take action upon the issue to 

transform it? This is precisely a CPAR question.  

As the field of CPAR continues to expand, there is a need to empirically study 

what impact these epistemological shifts have on youth who engage in CPAR. How are 

Native American youth connecting to Indigenous knowledge systems to research their 

lived conditions? How do youth of African descent make sense of experiences of 

dispersal and contested citizenship throughout the Diaspora through research? These 

questions are vital for the field to explore as it addresses decolonization (Tuck & Yang, 

2012) and the ambiguity of the affects of globalization on historically colonized peoples. 

The field of CPAR also needs to address ideal environments for this work to take place. 

NdCAD provides a powerful environment that enables youth to merge classical Africana 

Studies with modern-day phenomena (McDougal, 2014). This line of research positions 

youth and adults to draw from both synchronic and diachronic lenses, to interpret their 

worlds and situate themselves as historical beings connected to a cultural lineage of 

knowledge production through intellectual rigor. Ladson-Billings’s (2006b) conception 

of what it will take to rectify the “educational debt” with regard to historically 

marginalized communities, and specifically communities of African descent, speaks to 

the need for locating spaces for these nontraditional approaches to education research. In 

searching for spaces to push ground-breaking research, Ladson-Billings (2006b) writes: 
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It would have to be a place where people were so desperate for the expertise of 

education researchers that we could conduct multiple projects using multiple 

approaches. It would be a place so hungry for solutions that it would not matter if 

some projects were quantitative and others were qualitative. It would not matter if 

some were large-scale and some were small-scale. It would not matter if some 

paradigms were psychological, some were social, some were economic, and some 

were cultural. The only thing that would matter in an environment like this would 

be that education researchers were bringing their expertise to bear on education 

problems that spoke to pressing concerns of the public. (p. 10) 

I believe that NdCAD and similar community-based organizations represent such spaces. 

In addition to Ladson-Billings’ desire for the “expertise” of education researchers, we 

must be cognizant of the expertise and knowledges held by practitioners, cultural 

workers, parents, youth, and those most impacted by the educational debt in this country. 

The gathering up of expertise from multiple spaces will bolster the research that can be 

done to take action toward eradicating the historical and current effects of the education 

debt. 

Final	  Thoughts:	  Telling	  Sacred	  Stories	  

 I am struck by Tuck and Yang’s (2014b) assertion that there are times, given the 

asymmetrical relationship between the academy and historically marginalized 

communities, when we should “refuse research.” Tuck and Yang write: 
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When we say that there are some forms of knowledge that the academy does not 

deserve, it is because we have observed the academy as a community of practice 

that, as a whole: 

• Stockpiles examples of injustice, yet will not make explicit a commitment 

to social justice 

• Produces knowledge shaped by the imperatives of the nation-state, while 

claiming neutrality and universality in knowledge production 

• Accumulates intellectual and financial capital, while informants give a 

part of themselves away 

• Absorbs or repudiates competing knowledge systems, while claiming 

limitless horizons. (p. 232) 

As I profess my desire to engage in decolonizing forms of research that recognize and 

work to push back against the realities of the academy that Tuck and Yang illuminate, I 

cannot help but feel conflicted about the stories I have shared in this writing. Dr. Sara 

Axtell, one of the Uhuru Youth Scholars program advisory board members, once 

commented that research with marginalized communities often uncovers “sacred stories.” 

She suggested that we cannot treat these narratives as merely data to be deconstructed, 

analyzed, and theorized by the academy. These stories represent knowledges built from 

blood and tears. They represent attempts for communities to humanize themselves despite 

facing dehumanizing realities. As I work to be able to describe myself as a community-

engaged critical researcher, I must ask whether or not I am living up to the sacred 

foundations of the stories I am sharing.  
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However, as I conclude this dissertation, Brother Gevonee’s words hover over 

me:  

You know what it’s like when you’re carrying forth a message,  

and you know that you’ve got this, that the process has allowed and taken into 

account that you’re not speaking with one voice. 

As I replay these words back in my mind, I feel less anxious about my current position 

and future in the academy, because our sacred stories need to be told in homes, churches, 

mosques, temples, and bars; on street corners, television, radio, and the Internet; and yes, 

often in the halls of the academy—not for the benefit of others, but for the collective 

memory of our own people. I know that I am not speaking with one voice. In many ways, 

Brother Gevonee is asking me to live up to NdCAD’s values and the very notion of 

participatory subjectivity. In the spirit of the community I am beholden to for my spiritual 

and emotional sustenance, my final thoughts in this dissertation are directed to the 

community represented by Network for the Development of Children of African Descent. 

 

Hotep NdCAD Family, 

I humbly submit this small piece of research as a testimonial to the greatness of 

our people and the omnipresent intellectual tradition in which we stand. The commitment 

of NdCAD to be self-reflective and adaptable while also solidly standing in the power of 

traditions we know have sustained us through the storm is a testament to the best of what 

research has to offer. I often think of Brother Gevonee repeating the words of his mother, 

saying “baby, everything we need is in the house.” Nothing could be truer as I look back 
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and think about what it took to create all of NdCAD’s programs. We had the networks, 

knowledge, and capacity “in the house” to build something that works. And beyond 

simply “working,” we built something that uplifts the spirit, penetrates doubt, and crushes 

negativity, no matter its source. I can only hope that this study and analysis can add to 

what we have “in the house.” So I offer this work to you to keep in the back cabinet and 

pull it out when you need it. Do what you want with it, but use it to continue the work 

that we did not begin, but are carrying forward. 

To the past, present, and future Uhuru Youth Scholars, Malcolm X once said: 

One of the first things I think young people, especially nowadays, should learn is 

how to see for yourself and listen for yourself and think for yourself. Then you 

can come to an intelligent decision for yourself… This generation, especially our 

people, has a burden, more so than any other time in history. The most important 

thing we can learn today is think for ourselves.2 

 If you are serious about your life and the lives of your family in this world, then you 

must study it! Do not be complacent in your education. Take it. Own it. Devour it. For 

you to live out what Malcolm X was saying takes courage and spirit, but I know and you 

know that you have an abundance of that already. Use NdCAD to your advantage, even if 

you don’t agree with everything that is being taught. The idea is for you to have enough 

information to draw your own conclusions. 

 Finally, I want to urge you to think about the phrase “I am we.” What does this 

short sentence mean to you? If you take one idea away from NdCAD, I urge you to think 

                                                
2 As cited in (McDougal, 2014, p. 4). 
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about how you live these three words. Out of all of this writing, “I am we” was where I 

landed, which is not a coincidence, because it is the way the NdCAD community strives 

to live. 

Hotep, 

Your Brother, 

Brian Lozenski  
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Appendix	  A	  

Abbreviated	  Uhuru	  Youth	  Scholars	  Course	  Syllabus	  

SYLLABUS 
Uhuru Youth Scholars 
Brian Lozenski,  
Doctoral Candidate, Curriculum & Instruction, Culture & Teaching 
 
Course Description 

Black people in the U.S. and around the world have maintained cultural practices 
that come from African knowledge systems in order to survive and thrive in the modern 
world. At the same time, our communities are constantly faced with conditions that 
attempt to deteriorate family, community, and the natural world. Using African 
knowledge systems to analyze our communities can give us valuable insight into how we 
deal with complex circumstances. 

You, our youth, are a vital resource to our communities, but often go 
unrecognized and are sometimes held back. Your education should help you realize the 
means you have through which you can gain control over your own thinking. This 
thinking should satisfy you and allow you to meet your needs, which is vital to thriving 
communities. Critical participatory action research (CPAR) is a process through which 
you can nurture your intellectual ability by asking questions, collecting data, producing 
knowledge about, and taking action in your local community. 

The overall goals of the course are to build your identity as a critical black scholar 
continuing an African intellectual tradition; to position you as agents of change in your 
communities; and to promote an alternative model of education grounded in African 
knowledge systems, social justice, and societal transformation. Through the course 
readings, writing, and action research, you must be able to locate and evaluate 
information from multiple sources and connect it to current issues. By the end of the 
course, you will have participated in producing usable knowledge that can be 
disseminated. You will also have had the opportunity to develop your writing ability 
across multiple genres in order to become more articulate about issues of culture and 
power. The course also asks you to take up the issues surrounding diversity of people, 
knowledge, practices, and history in very complex ways. You will be asked to write, 
speak, and communicate their ideas in multiple forms, such as writing assignments, oral 
reflections, presentations, and class discussions. Throughout the course you will have the 
opportunity to be creative and innovative with your use and development of action 
research. Finally, the overall purpose of the class is to prepare future critical scholars to 
be civically engaged and draw from the strengths of their community. 
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Statement of Course Objectives 
Upon completing the course, students will be able to: 

• Describe the major aspects (e.g., values, practices) of African knowledge systems 
and how these remain relevant to your life. 

• Describe the differences and similarities of African and Western knowledge 
systems. 

• Make historical connections between social, political, and economic power 
structures and their impact on community conditions and practices. 

• Understand the history and process of critical participatory action research. 
• Systematically and collectively identify important community issues. 
• Translate community issues into answerable research questions. 
• Understand the process of research design and implementation. 
• Analyze quantitative and qualitative data to draw conclusions about community 

issues. 
• Write in multiple genres about research findings. 
• Creatively communicate research findings in multiple ways to various 

stakeholders in their community. 
• Develop action projects through research findings to impact community issues. 
• Describe their role in an African intellectual tradition. 

 
Student Learning Outcomes 
The student learning outcomes will be met through this course by taking an intensive, 
critical look at communities of African descent in the Twin Cities. The overall goal of the 
course is to provoke students to think of themselves as critical black scholars. Through 
the course readings and their writing, students must be able to locate and evaluate 
information from multiple perspectives and connect it to their own research. By the end 
of the course, students will have mastered the body of knowledge around CPAR and the 
topic they choose to research. Students will also have had the opportunity to develop their 
writing competence across multiple genres in order to become more articulate about 
issues of culture and power in black communities. Students will be asked to write, speak, 
and communicate their ideas in multiple forms such as papers, reflections, presentations, 
and discussions. Throughout the course students will have the opportunity to be creative 
and innovative with their research. Finally, the overall purpose of the class is to help 
students develop a critical consciousness and see themselves as part of an African 
intellectual tradition. Their actions as researchers are important to this understanding. 
 
Required Text and Materials 
Articles and Chapters (All texts will be made available through the course Moodle 
site) 
Alexander, M. (2010). The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of  

Colorblindness. New York: The New Press. 
Anzaldúa, G. (1987). Borderlands La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco, CA:  

Aunt Lute Books. 
Baldwin, J. (1998). Baldwin: Collected Essays. New York: Literary Classics of the  
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United  States. 
Cammarota, J. & Fine, M. (Eds.) (2008). Revolutionizing Education: Youth Participatory  

Action  Research in Motion. New York: Routledge.  
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum. 
Hill-Collins, P. (2000). Black Feminist Thought. New York: Routledge. 
hooks, b. (2009). Black Looks: Race and Representation. New York: Turnaround  

Publisher Services. 
Kinloch, V. (2010). Harlem on Our Minds: Place, Race, and the Literacies of Urban  

Youth. New York: Teachers College Press. 
Smith, E. (1998). What Is Black English? What Is Ebonics? In T. Perry & L. Delpit 

(Eds.), The Real Ebonics Debate: Power, Language, and the Education of 
African-American Children (pp. 67-70). Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

Vansina, J. (1985). Oral Tradition as History. Madison: The University of  
Wisconsin Press. 

 
Internet Resources 
http://idea.gseis.ucla.edu/publications  
http://research.blackyouthproject.com/  
http://www.publicscienceproject.org/research/ 
http://www.dipity.com 
http://www.tiki-toki.com 
http://www.openstreetmap.com 
 
Class Structure 
The Uhuru Youth Scholars will meet twice per week at Network for the Development of 
Children of African Descent (NdCAD). 
 
Respect for Diversity 
This course will regularly address issues of race, ethnicity, gender, social class, and other 
forms of diversity. I intend to present materials and activities that are respectful of 
diversity in gender, sexuality, disability, age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, race, and 
culture. I intend that students from all backgrounds will be well served by this course, 
that their learning needs will be addressed both in and out of class, and that the diversity 
students bring to this class will be viewed as a resource, strength, and benefit by all 
course members. Please let me know ways to improve the effectiveness of the course for 
you personally or for other students or student groups. 
I would like to hear from anyone who has a disability that may require some modification 
of seating or other class requirements so that we can make appropriate arrangements. 
Please see me after class or during office hours. 
 
Course Participation 
The course is designed around a large-scale action research investigation. In order to fully 
participate in the design and research, all students must attend regularly (no more than 2 
absences) and complete all assigned readings and writing reflections. The majority of the 
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research will be done collaboratively, however, students will be expected to write and 
create independent aspects of the research. We will determine the course requirements 
that satisfy our collective needs as the semester progresses.  
 
Course Schedule 

Week Topic Readings & Tasks 

1 I AM WE – locating ourselves; finding 
interconnection 

Mapping our journey – create symbolic maps of 
how we came to be Uhuru Youth Scholars 

Graffiti wall – Theory, Practice, Action, 
Research 

Begin installations 

In class readings 
 

Bring in biographical object 

2 Pedagogy of the Oppressed – (POTO) 

Writing and discussion – performance of POTO 
(begin) 

 
Viewing CPAR videos & research 

 
We are experts? Skills inventory (performance) 

 
Out and about – observation activity (seeing 
African peoples) 
 

African intellectual of the week: W.E.B. DuBois 

Freire p 1-3 (In class) 

 
Freire p 3-10 

 
Reflections on Freire 

3 POTO – discussion (Who are the oppressed? 
What are they like? Are we oppressed?) – 
continue creating performance 

 
Graffiti wall – What’s my why?  

 
Our community history – collective interviewing 

 

Writing up observation 
notes (as field notes or in 
narrative form) 

Freire p 10-20 
Freire p 20-30 
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Mapping my hood – satellite maps (story of place 
in African knowledge) 
 

WordPress workshop #1 
Co-creating our expectations – collective 
assessment 

4 POTO – education (Have I experienced banking 
education? Problem-posing? Why?)  

Performance of POTO 
 

We have a right to our language? African 
language systems 

 
Guest speaker: African community and our role 
(gift the elder) – Elder Atum or Dr. Mahmoud El 
Kati 
 

Generative themes – collective wisdom (merging 
our needs with the community; identify recurring 
ideas) 
 

Defining our course criteria for evaluation – 
collective activity 

 
African intellectual of the week: student selection 

Freire p 30-40 
 

Ernie Smith 
 

Anzaldua – Wild Tongues 
(in class) 

 
Interview data 

5 African knowledge systems 

Race – the power of an illusion 
Institutional racism 
 

Oral tradition – stories & through-lines 
Guest Speaker: Gevonee Ford 

 
Out and about – Critical Eyez (recognizing 

Text – African knowledge 
systems (Diop); oral 
tradition (Vansina) 
 

Alexander chapter 
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power) 

 
Developing surveys: defining the question 

 
African intellectual of the week: Dr. John Henrik 
Clark 

6 Community survey – defining questions 
(collaborative small group process) 

 
CITI training – research ethics 

Guest speaker: Dr. Sara Axtell 
 

Focus group activity – facilitating discussion 
 
Graffiti wall - Who are we accountable to? 

Guest speaker: Afro Eco (Louis Alemeyhu) 
 

Wordpress workshop #2 
 

Problem tree – getting to the root of the issue 
 

African intellectual of the week: Rosa Clemente 

Observation notes 
 

Community timeline 
(Dipity.com) 

 
Students reading selections 
– Previous youth PAR 
studies 
 

7 Critical data analysis – what does it all mean?  
Critical statistics – exploratory data analysis 

African oral tradition (competing paradigms of 
knowledge & living) – performance 

 
African intellectual of the week: student selection 

Oral tradition, Vansina 
 

Student reading selections 

8 Panel of elders: discussion of generative themes 
Presentation – prepare data (interviews, surveys, 
observations, readings, timeline, problem tree, 

Yoruba-land 
 

Student reading selections 
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etc.) Prezi  

Defining research questions 
African intellectual of the week: Elder Mahmoud 
El-Kati 

9 Mapping the issue – drawing the shape of the 
problem 

 
Counterhegemonic mapping – capitalism, white 
male supremacy, heteronormativity, etc. 
 

African intellectual of the week: Dr. Rose 
Brewer 

Dogon – spirit 
 

Baldwin 

10 Storyboarding our research – What is our 
narrative? What is our design? Audience? 

(tiki-toki.com) 
 

African intellectual of the week: student selection 

Ethiopia – writing 
(Ethiopic) 

11 Data collection –  

Prezi workshop 
 

African intellectual of the week: student selection 

Student reading selections 

bell hooks 

12 Preliminary data analysis – disseminating initial 
findings 
Guest speaker: U of M doctoral candidate on 
black feminism 

Black Feminist Thought, 
Ch. 2 

13 Panel of elders: discussion of generative themes 

Presentation – prepare data (interviews, surveys, 
observations, readings, timeline, problem tree, 
etc.) Prezi  
Defining research questions 

Envisioning next semester 
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Grading 
This course is Pass or Fail. We will co-construct our own grading procedures as a 
collective during our time together. 
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Appendix	  B	  

Transcript	  of	  the	  Uhuru	  Youth	  Scholars’	  Interview	  with	  Dr.	  Jared	  Ball	  

Autumn: We want to find out what you’re all about, so to start that off, the first question 
is, what made you want to study colonialism, mass media, and history? 
 
Dr. Ball: It was just sort of the, I guess, the accidents of my own growth. The way I was/ 
I don’t know, I mean there was no/ it was just sort of natural that once I sort of came into 
political consciousness through reading Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon, and people like that 
and John Henrik Clark and folks like that, that it just made sense. And when I was doing 
a PhD in journalism it was sort of an accident that these stacks of journals were being sort 
of prepared to be thrown away and I just happened to thumb through one of them and see 
this theory of emancipatory journalism that had been applied to so-called Third World 
people. And it just resonated with everything that I had read about, you know, the black 
radical tradition in the United States and what we were learning in the doctoral program 
at the University of Maryland. So it just sort of made sense to put it all together, and then 
as I was trying to point out, at least partially, in that (YouTube) presentation this is how 
those that have constructed our media environment see the issue. So in some ways it 
doesn’t make/ in some ways it wasn’t really up to me, it was, you know, this is what they 
said is their intent in the use of mass media, and the people that I had come up through 
that I mentioned a moment ago had been teaching anti-colonial methods of struggle. So it 
just sort of worked out that way that I put the two together in my work.  
 
Autumn: OK, why is studying these things important to you? Like, why do it? Like why, 
you know? 
 
Dr. Ball: Yeah, I mean that’s a good question. As we continue to take all these political 
defeats and, you know, the bank account gets emptier by the day, you know, you have to 
reassess sometimes the positions you take (laughter) and the choices you make. But I 
personally just came up in a social activist household, and as I said, as I came into my 
own political consciousness as a younger man, these were the issues that were brought up 
and these were the decisions that I thought, you know, all the great ones have had to 
make in one way or another, and I wanted to continue their work as best I could, and it 
just again sort of is a natural thing. I think it just makes sense that if you are at all 
concerned with the human condition, and you’re sort of connected in one way or another 
to political movements, that you tend toward or that we should incorporate the more 
radical elements of those movements and of the theorists in those movements, and at least 
consider them for our time and the moment in which we work. And I don’t know/ so it’s 
basically something that simple, that I’m concerned about the human condition, and I am 
drawn toward the more radical solutions and ways of theorizing that condition, and I 
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wanted to incorporate those ideas as best I could into the work that I was and am doing 
now.  
 
Autumn: OK. 
 
Dr. Ball: And one more thing, the conditions that people have been struggling against for 
a long time still exist and are getting worse. I mean whether it’s levels of poverty, mass 
incarceration, war, internally directed, sort of, you know, violence in our communities, 
struggles over education both in quality and content, healthcare. I mean all of these issues 
today are as serious as they’ve ever been. And I think in many ways all of us, and my 
perspective does start with black America, but all of us are in a really dangerous 
situation, because as things get worse we are encouraged to believe they are getting 
better, and our resistance to them is pretty low right now. So, there’s a lot to be concerned 
about, and that’s why I think it’s important to, as much as possible, the radical histories 
that have been suppressed and that should continue to inform our decisions and our 
actions today. 
 
Will: Our second question: what is your philosophy regarding how the media impacted 
perceptions of what ghetto is and who is considered ghetto? 
 
Dr. Ball: The media impacts everything to a great degree, so/ first I think it’s important 
to see there is a, sort of, political, economic, and cultural function to the ghetto itself. In 
other words, to a society like this the ghetto is important in that it must exist to warehouse 
poor black and brown people in an urban warehouse, like Indigenous people have been 
warehoused in reservations. And their role is important. They still provide cheap labor. 
They still provide markets to purchase products that are being made. They still serve as 
locations where so-called salacious and illegal activity can be focused, concentrated, and 
policed. And these communities provide, speaking of that last point, a great amount of 
the increasingly important source of prisoners who feed a prison industrial complex that 
is growing and being more, more (inaudible) corporate work, and (inaudible). So when 
you have a situation like that, the media then have to be formed into supporting the 
existence of these things. And one way you do it is to negatively depict black and brown 
people as deserving of their poverty and their incarceration and the violence that this 
society puts upon them, and you justify the policing and the incarcerating of these 
communities, the incarceration of these communities, and it allows for them to exist 
without anyone really raising a fuss about it. You hear very, very little about the real need 
to address the increasing poverty and segregation in this society. (Inaudible) The ghetto is 
depicted and people from the ‘hood get depicted as falsely deserving those conditions, 
and wanting to be in those conditions or happy to be there. You know, I mean one 
example I used to use in my class is that exaggerates this point is in the movie “White 
Boys,” the John Hughes movie about white kids in Iowa who grow up watching BET and 
MTV and emulate/ want to emulate a version of blackness they see there, and they hyper-
fantasize what it means to be there. So the kid literally dreams of growing up and moving 
to the black community and black ghettos of Chicago, or wherever, so that he can live the 
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video fantasy life where he says, you know, taking it quite seriously, that everybody who 
lives in the ghetto, all they do is rap all day, and the women are in bikinis hanging out, 
and cookouts, and everybody has rims, so they hyper-fantasize it, convey the real 
discussion of the consistent existence of these ghettos from taking place. So that’s where 
you get a version of blackness promoted in rap music, you get a lot of depictions of this 
in TV shows like “Law & Order” and movies, like the new one for instance that rehashes 
this old theme, the LA cop struggling to clean up the barrio and the ‘hood and all this 
other stuff. I mean, so you just get all of this, and it’s always/ almost always told from the 
perspective of the police, from the perspective of prosecutors, from the perspective of 
white, affluent communities. It gives a very narrow depiction of what black life or brown 
life is, and a very narrow depiction of what it means to be in the ghetto. And you never 
get an appreciation of what the ghetto means to society, and that’s what I think is very 
important. That the ghetto is necessary, and there’s never going to be a goal of complete 
revolution to get rid of the ghetto, or ghetto-like conditions. 
 
Nathaniel: My third question is, what do you mean by African Americans being a nation 
within a nation, because we studied your (YouTube) video? 
 
Dr. Ball: (Inaudible) I come from a tradition of basically trying to conceive of what it 
means to be black, and for a long time people have talked about that it is more accurate 
to/ that if you really want to understand the relationship that black people have to this 
country, you have to understand it in terms of colonization as opposed to citizens 
struggling for inclusion in a democracy, which is usually how we are taught to think of it. 
That starting with the slave trade and moving through Jim Crow, the civil rights struggle, 
the whole point has been to bring black people into an equal status as a citizen within this 
country. But the reality is, I think this is demonstrated in the way that black people, and 
not just black people, but in this case black people. There is sort of a collective nature to 
their treatment, there is sort of their relationship to the state, or the country. Certainly, 
black people are living mostly separately—they go to schools separately, completely 
black and brown schools. And in fact, the segregation rate of public schools in this 
country is higher than it’s ever been. Black people live separately, they socialize 
separately—you know it’s one thing to be allowed to sit in the same building as white 
people, it’s another thing to actually meaningfully interact with them. The lived 
experience of black people is still separate, it’s very isolated, despite popular appearance, 
despite claims in popular media, this is the reality. And collectively there is a relationship 
that is still the same, where the economies of black communities, the political leadership 
of black communities, the cultural expression of black communities are all determined by 
white communities that live separately and have very distinct and often hostile interests 
when it comes to black America. So, I think we are often tricked into confusing illusions, 
where we are encouraged to see, and try to figure out what’s happening with black 
people, through the lens of, well, they’re just Americans trying to be Americans and, for 
whatever reasons, they are not able to behave like other Americans, and therefore are 
treated differently. When it’s more (inaudible) to say what is the relationship between a 
mother country and her colonies? What is the relationship between a dominant and 
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oppressive force against a powerless and subjugated community? And that’s where I 
think you’ll find the best solution to the ongoing crisis. And in one way or another, most 
of the people I point to have used this analogy to figure out the problem, and we are just 
encouraged to not consider what they themselves consider.  
 
Erica: Our next question is, in your opinion, how does the media influence us and why 
do we let it? 
 
Dr. Ball: I’m sorry, how does the media influence what? 
 
Erica: How does the media influence us and why do we let it? 
 
Dr. Ball: Well, I don’t know it’s so much that we let it. We are targeted by it, you know. 
I often use the/ Marshall McLuhan has this line I like to quote, he said, “We don’t know 
who discovered the water,” like I said in that presentation, “We don’t know who 
discovered the water, but we know it was not the fish.” An oppressive environment is 
always beyond perception. And basically it means we are born into a reality that we think 
is natural, that we think is normal, but is really a carefully constructed reality. And this is 
why movies like The Matrix, and I think movies like The Truman Show, or films even 
like V is for Vendetta, films like this—I think this is why they resonate with a lot of 
people. Whether we are conscious of it or not, I think a lot of people like these movies 
because we realize that—we might not be able to explain it, or put our finger on it—but I 
think most of us know that the world we are taught of as children is not what we see 
exists when we get older, and we start to realize that a lot of the things that we were 
taught as kids is not true. It’s not just Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, but there’s a lot 
more serious things that we’re supposed to believe about this country and this world 
[that] are just not true. (Inaudible) And I think it’s important to consider what those in 
power have said and say about media. I think they are often very clear about what the 
intent is behind their use of media, and it is to make sure that we are not able to think 
rationally about our environment, that we are not able to understand the world we live in. 
We are not able to communicate with one another in meaningful ways, because we’re 
encouraged to only see each other as we are depicted in the media. We shape our own 
behavior and our own performance based on it. I don’t think I’m alone, growing up as a 
kid who was influenced by the movies he watched, and I tried to act like the people I saw 
in the movies I watched. And today your generation and the people coming up behind 
you are growing up in an environment—a media environment that nobody has ever seen 
in the world before. It is more able to penetrate our minds than ever before. And we are 
constantly bombarded by messages, live in cities that have been targeted by major 
corporations to be what they call “branded cities.” Clear Channel talks about, we’ll brand 
an entire city to make people living in an entire city (inaudible) and basically by 
controlling the space, by putting signs and images and moving video images everywhere 
we go to make sure our concept of the world is consistently shaped by them. So it’s not 
so much that we let it. It’s not fair to put it on us. I think it’s very difficult to avoid all the 
wonders of technology and all the toys and the gadgets, and of course we’re brought up 
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in the world to think all of this is normal. And, for the most part, no one is saying to us, 
think about this, be worried about this. In fact, quite the opposite; we are told the new 
phone will make your life easier, the Internet will make your life easier, the new gaming 
system will make your life better. There’s very little that we’re taught that says, think 
more critically about what’s going on, and those in power, as I was trying to say in that 
presentation, were very honest, they are very open. We want media to be a weapon that 
gives us a reach and a power we never had before, and to manipulate all these people that 
we are exploiting everyday. So... 
 
Autumn: Alright, thank you. Where did perceptions of black people as ghetto come 
from? Do you know, or have any ideas, like, in history, like, when did they even start? 
 
Dr. Ball: I do try to/ again I’m not alone in this, but I try to work—I agree with those 
who have tried to say that this is an issue that has been going on at least since European 
imperialism really took hold over the last 500 or 600 years. First I think it’s important to 
note that people who ruled over societies have always used media and communication to 
reinforce their power. So it’s not—Europeans didn’t invent this, but the form we’ve seen 
it take and that we experience today is largely born out of the European imperialist 
experience. So for a long time they’ve been having to justify how all of these people in 
the world that gave them civilization, that gave them science and philosophy and religion 
and astrology and astronomy, and taught them how to sail the seas, and taught them that 
the world was round—in other words, how all these people, brown and black people that 
gave them all this stuff, deserve to be treated as slaves or colonized people. So this is why 
they not only developed media and communication systems, but this is the origins of the 
fields of psychology, sociology, and anthropology, and even philosophy. These were all 
fields in the academic world that were created to help the Europeans justify their 
domination over the rest of the world. So there’s an intimate relationship between the 
construction of education and media systems and the desire to rule the world. So if you’re 
going to enslave African people who have literally provided you with the basis for 
everything you have in your society and civilization, then you have to figure out a way to 
justify it. Because not every European wants to go along with it, not everybody’s ready to 
do all of these things that are required to control, not everybody wants to do it, not 
everybody benefits from it the same way. So to get everybody on par with the plan, let’s 
just say, well, these Africans are savages. They deserve it, and if we fast-forward all the 
way to today, we get another version of that with what’s going on in the Middle East, or 
what’s going on with this war on terror as they call it. That we have to be told over and 
over and over again, these Muslims are dangerous, these Arabs are dangerous, they are 
the terrorists, we are the innocent. This is what gets people riled up and ready to defend 
the actions of their leadership. And this is exactly what—they’ve been developing this for 
hundreds of years. This is not something that was developed yesterday. They deserve the 
respect for having studied how to do this for a long time, and to scientifically deploy 
these plans, and we should take them seriously and engage in our own serious levels of 
study and organization to change it because this is, you know, going to continue to need 
to happen. You need to image people as deserving treatment you intend to give them in 
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order to get your own community to justify your work, and that’s what they’ve been 
doing and they’re going to continue to do it. 
 
Nathaniel: Can you explain the meaning of James Baldwin’s quote “If I am not the 
nigger you say I am, then you’re not the white man you say you are, and everything 
collapses”? What does that mean? 
 
Dr. Ball: He just said what I was trying to say much better. If you—what he’s saying is 
that if white people—in other words we don’t just judge each other by who we are, we 
judge each other against or by who we are not. So I can’t define myself as great by saying 
I’m great, I have to define myself as great by showing that you are less great. And this 
was his point, that the superiority that white people feel is only made real when they can 
make everyone else look inferior. So that’s what he meant. He was saying I’m not a 
nigger, I already know I’m not a nigger. So why do you need me to be one? What does 
that say about you? What is that saying—You know, I don’t know if I said it in that 
presentation, but I used to say it in my classes all the time, is that beef that 50 Cent once 
had with Ja Rule was very instructive. I beg your forgiveness with the language here but 
just to quote him, he put up that picture of Ja Rule crying at one of his concerts and he 
pointed and he called Ja Rule a “bitch nigger.” His point was to say by showing you what 
is not a man, I can then define my own manhood. It’s not enough for 50 to just get up on 
stage and say I’m a great man. I’m wonderful, love me. He has to show the opposite. He 
has to denigrate the opposite to make himself look better and that’s basically what/that’s 
what James Baldwin was trying to say. So white people can’t just say we are superior. 
White people have to demonstrate the inferiority of everyone else. That’s why—and I just 
keep seeing it all over again, this new Denzel movie “Flight” is just more of the same, 
you know, attack black manhood and attack black family. Anyway, depicting a very 
negative form of a black hero, because heroes are not supposed to be black in this society. 
The only real heroes are white, and the whiter the better, the more male the better. So 
anyway, that’s all, and I think it was just a brilliant way of saying what I’m struggling to 
still say now. That’s all. 
 
Will: Last question: What is the major form of propaganda that is impacting how black 
people are represented? 
 
Dr. Ball: Right now I think it would still be the commercial form of rap music. That has 
formed the definition of blackness all around the world at this point. That’s a very 
dangerous thing. Not only because all the great rap music that’s being made and doesn’t 
depict that negative form of blackness is, you know, ignored. But because it really 
weakens the political strength that black people once have had in the world. Congressman 
John Lewis in his memoirs (inaudible) in 1964 when he was traveling around the 
continent of Africa with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, everywhere he 
went, every African leader they met with said that if you were anywhere to the right, if 
you were anywhere more conservative than Malcolm X, we don’t want to deal with you. 
In other words, Malcolm X had become the black American political standard in the 
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world, and by now that standard has been replaced by very anti-radical, anti-progressive 
forms of blackness and black politics, in part by rap music, and more recently and even 
more damaging, by what I would consider [a] very anti-black form of political leadership, 
be it Colin Powell, Condoleeza Rice, Susan Rice, or Barack Obama himself. That their 
form of black leadership speaks exactly against the tradition that Malcolm had made the 
standard 40 to 50 years ago, 60 years ago. And I think that is a problem for us and the 
world. So, and even, you know, Hillary Clinton just a few months ago was talking about 
how the State Department was continuing to use rap music to project an image of the 
United States to the world that makes the world like the United States, and to show the 
world, particularly the black and brown world, that—you know, don’t be so upset at the 
United States, because black people can be successful under our leadership, so don’t be 
so worried about it. So she was very clear that they are using, in this case, rap music as 
propaganda in a very imperial way that speaks against the reality of black life in this 
country, and speaks against the reality of what U.S. foreign policy is really meant to 
mean or to be in the world. 
 
Brian: Dr. Ball, I want to thank you, and I want to be respectful of your time. Before we 
leave, I was just going to ask if you have any advice or recommendations for us as young 
scholars and young researchers kind of moving forward with this work? 
 
Dr. Ball: Man, I, you know, the same kind of thing I always say and that I need to do 
better of myself, you know, keep studying, don’t forget the radical traditions even if you 
don’t fully adopt them or believe them. I think it’s important that we incorporate all of 
the radical traditions in our study and our analysis, that these traditions keep getting kept 
out of the discussion. And then, more importantly, that we, you know, become politically 
active and organized. Join organizations. Start organizations. Build unity across 
organizations, and you know, consider breaking away from the two-party system when 
it’s time to conduct—cast your vote. We need something more than the Democrats and 
the Republicans. So, and you know, please figure this out, because my generation is, you 
know, not living up to our task and the world is getting worse and we need more people 
to struggle and more people coming up with new ideas to radically improve it. I 
appreciate you all, I appreciate what you are doing with your time, and I appreciate the 
discussion. I’m happy to do it! 
 
  
 
 


