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Abstract

Classrooms tend to be theorized as serious spaces (Lensmire, 2011), and in them,
laughter represents an occasional break from learning or an off-task moment that disrupts
it altogether (Hansen, 2012). While a growing number of studies have re-imagined
critical literacy to include embodied reactions to texts, few have examined laughter in
critical classrooms as possible embodied and critical engagement. This study takes up
that challenge.
Using the theory and method of mediated discourse analysis (MDA) (Norris &
Jones, 2005; Scollon, 2001a), this work draws attention to laughter as young people
negotiated identities and texts in a critical classroom and explores, specifically, how three
male students from different races engaged in what they called “racist joking” during a
three-month collaboration on a documentary film about immigration. By focusing
analysis on moment-to-moment interactions, MDA seeks to explain the mediational
means (in this case, laughter) by which social actors carry out mediated actions (in this
case, race talk) within sites of engagement (Scollon, 2001a). Mediated actions are also
framed by a broader nexus of practice that includes the historical bodies of participants,
interaction order, and discourses at work within a social space (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).
In this way, MDA affords an analysis of moment-to-moment interactions embedded
within larger timescales and histories as it seeks to understand the production and
reproduction of social identities in interaction (Norris, 2011).
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The setting for this study was a high school English classroom focused on the
analysis and production of documentary film and other media. The urban, high-poverty
school had a racially and ethnically diverse student enrollment, with 90% students of
color. Data collection was grounded in ethnographic methods and included field notes,
audio and video recordings, interviews, student productions, and classroom artifacts.
Findings reveal that the young men became recognized as individuals who make
“racist jokes” and, by some, “racist” because of those jokes. Yet through the mediational
means of laughter, the boys brought attention to racism as they negotiated and critiqued
aspects of race produced around their film. The young men explored racist language
without being labeled racist in a serious way, because they already labeled themselves
racist in a humorous one. As a result, they created a discursive space to play with
changing forms of racism and resemioticize (Scollon & Scollon, 2004), or transform,
racist statements into signs of membership—all while collaborating on a film that sought
to counter the stereotypical contexts of their jokes.
By using mediated discourse analysis to better understand how laughter mediates
students’ race-related interactions and productions in critical classrooms, this study has
implications for how the lived experiences of young people, particularly those
marginalized in spaces of learning, may be at odds with a current vision of critical
literacy centered on critical response. This work underscores the need for educators and
researchers to pay attention to how youth are generating identities, meanings, and ways
of knowing through laughter.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Although I did not know it then, this work began for me over twenty years ago. I
have vivid memories from my teenage years, which despite very little interaction with
any person of color, revolve around race and the development of my own racial identity. I
recall sitting at the kitchen table memorizing the words of Dr. Martin Luther King’s I
Have Dream speech out of my 9th grade English textbook even though it had never been
assigned for me. I recall how deeply I felt the experience of the fictional, white character,
Emma, whom I had created in a short story at the age of sixteen, when she witnessed her
new friend, Charlette, experience racist acts in her community. And I recall sitting in my
basement alone and crying as I watched five videotapes in the PBS series Eyes on the
Prize, a documentary about America’s Civil Rights Movement.
These memories, selective and recreated by new experience, may seem peripheral
to my identity as a white, middle-class girl raised in a Midwestern community, and yet,
they are central to the self that I was becoming then and am becoming now. I begin with
these stories because, as part of an “always present past” (Davies, 2003, p. 25), their
constant retelling shapes my understanding of the world around me, of myself as a
researcher and educator, and of the questions that I ask about those aspects of my life.
These memories are about my white racial identity as a young adult grappling
with her place in an unjust world, but they are also memories about my English
education. I read, for example, Dr. King’s speech in a class textbook, wrote the short
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story about Emma and Charlette for Mr. Miller’s 11th grade American Literature class,
and viewed the PBS videos as a resource for a 12th grade research project on nonviolent
protests. In each example, the choices to read, write, and view were my own, and yet
these opportunities were shaped by the in-school texts available to me. Additionally, the
contexts within which I consumed those texts (viewing alone in my basement or reading
outside the assigned pages of a textbook) were shaped by the institutional, social, and
cultural affordances of my upbringing in a white middle class family, school, and
community which did not necessarily value such texts. Yet my experiences with these
texts, where race was the primary theme, influenced my understanding of racial conflict
and injustice. They served as the medium through which I waged a conscious struggle to
articulate my white racial identity around an antiracist and socially just way of being.
They made race matter to me even through the world around me told me it did not.
After leaving college, I took my first job teaching English in a first-ring suburb in
a large metropolitan area. My students were seventh graders in a working class
neighborhood. Half of them were students of color; another third were speaking English
for the first time; three-quarters were receiving free or reduced lunch; all of them were
my responsibility to know and to teach.
Issues of equity and social justice became the core of my curriculum as I sought
to create an equitable education for students of color in my classroom and to challenge
white students to examine privilege in their lives. This was not easy. Despite a selection
of texts that I felt addressed the question of race in American society, students were
resistant to talk about it my classroom. I struggled to find effective ways to address
2

students’ resistance to critiquing and changing their worlds, and I questioned how my
own practices as a white teacher may have marginalized or shut down students in the
process. Monster by Walter Dean Myers (1999), for example, was a book that, for me,
explored the intersection of race, masculinity, and agency in powerful ways. Yet, when I
first introduced it to my students, Quintrell, an African American male student, threw it
across his desk and said, “I’m not reading that.” The prison mug shot of the Black male
on the cover—something he saw in the news every day—was enough to turn him off.
Still, on occasion, students approached me with questions about race that weighed
on their own minds. Demetrius, walking back from lunch one day, asked, “Ms. Dockter,
why do you think all the Black kids sit together in the cafeteria?” We shared our theories
on the short walk to my room; his were as sophisticated as any I had read. On another
occasion, Marcus called me over during writing time to ask why I used both Black and
African American when I talked about race. I told him I was trying to be inclusive and to
honor both ways of naming that particular race. He told me he preferred being called
African American.
These interactions with students in my classroom took place on the side, in
moments when they thought I was not watching, in the case of Quintrell, or in moments
when other students were not nearby, in the case of Demetrius and Marcus. I wanted to
have conversations like these with all of my students but sensed that they—that we—
were not ready. So I went back to school.
I focused my graduate coursework as both a Masters and Ph.D. student on
questions of identity, power, and race. I was particularly interested in my own racial
3

identity work as a white, middle-class, and female teacher as well as in white students’
production of antiracist identities in schools. Through critical studies of race, whiteness,
and literacy, I began to develop a theoretical grounding for an investigation of race in
English classrooms. I wanted to know more about students’ interactions related to race,
how those interactions shaped social identities and literacy practices, and how youth used
language, as Mica Pollock (2004) argued, “to make each other racial” (p. 5). I view race,
like many other scholars, not as a biological category, but as social construct humans use
to understand difference and to produce and reproduce inequality. I also believe there is
much to learn from young people about race as they engage with it in classrooms.
It was during this time that I entered Cedar Lake High School. I began observing
a teacher and her students in a documentary filmmaking class as a research assistant.
Cynthia Lewis, my adviser, was the principal investigator on our study. We were
interested in characterizing how critical engagement was constructed through classroom
discourse and artifacts of media analysis and production. Put another way, we wanted to
know more about how language and ideas circulated in this highly diverse classroom to
produce rigor and critical learning. What we hadn’t anticipated was that emotion and
embodied engagement with texts would become central to the learning that took place
(see Lewis & Tierney, 2011; Lewis & Tierney, in press). Even more, we found that
students’ critical and emotional engagements were most apparent when they spoke about
and analyzed race.
It became clear that Cedar Lake High School and the documentary filmmaking
class was the setting where I wanted to conduct my own study. How did students in this
4

diverse school and classroom address questions of race, particularly given the critical
bent of the course? How were interactions “raced” in the digital media classroom, and
how did those raced interactions shape learning? And what, overall, could I learn from
students if I simply listened as they talked about race with each other?
What I heard took me by surprise. Three young men, Montay, Abdi, and Shawn,
working on a film about immigration were openly calling each other offensive, even
racist names. And they were laughing. Really laughing. From my own perspective as an
antiracist teacher, the racial language and stereotypes made me uneasy—but not for long.
The laughter was hearty and deep, sometimes starting even before a word had been
spoken. It was the kind of laughter friends in on a secret joke make when they are
together. I could not ignore it, and I did not want to stop it. What I wanted was to be in on
the joke.
So I kept listening and watching. Eventually, I asked them about the jokes and
became part of, in my own way, the joking about race that took place over the three
months that the young men worked on their film. Without anticipating it, this study
became one focused on how laughter mediated youth talk about race. The subsequent
chapters offer further details about the emerging focus of this study and my role in it.
I begin the story of this work here, in the introduction, by telling how I came to be
a white woman interested in race in classrooms, because it matters for the representation
of racialized identities—of others and my own—in the pages that follow.
In chapter two, I describe the theoretical frameworks and relevant literature that
ground this study, focusing specifically on sociocultural theories of literacy and studies of
5

critical literacy that reimagine the field to include embodied forms of response not often
recognized in classrooms. The chapter ends with a review of scholarship on laughter and
humor where I highlight that laughter, too, is a form of critical response related to the
identities of youth who have been traditionally marginalized, while acknowledging its
potential to do harm as well.
In chapter three, I explain my methods. Mediated discourse analysis (MDA) was
both theory and method behind this study. Interested, as I was, in the moment-to-moment
interactions that produced racialized identities in the documentary film classroom, MDA
afforded a heuristic with which to explore actions mediated by laughter while considering
social actors’ histories of participation within broader timescales as well.
The first step in mediated discourse analysis, navigating the nexus of practice, is
represented in chapter four as a “broad-stroke map” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 171) of
the discourses of race and racism at work in the classroom and school. Drawing on field
notes and interviews, this chapter describes the nexus of practice and the interaction order
in which students’ raced interactions took place.
Chapters five and six look closely at the language of joking in the immigration
film group. I apply mediated discourse analysis in these chapters to analyze three
“engagements” with humor. The first two, in chapter five, take place inside the joke, that
is, only when Shawn, Abdi, and Montay were present and speaking with one another.
This chapter also explores how raced interactions did or did not influence the film itself.
The third engagement in chapter six takes place with individuals outside the joke, that is,
when other members of the class and their teachers were involved in the joking as well,
6

albeit from an out-group perspective. Chapter six also includes further analysis of my role
in the joking as an outsider interested in the jokes.
Chapter seven concludes with the implications and future potential for this work.
In it, I consider the significance of laughter as embodiment and emergence.

7

Chapter 2
Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

This chapter discusses the sociocultural views of literacy and identity that ground
this study. Interested in the moment-to-moment interactions that produce identities in
classrooms, particularly around race, I focus on the work of scholars who have theorized
identity as a socially and linguistically mediated construct (Bakhtin, 1981; Gee, 2005;
Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Norris, 2011;
Scollon, 2001a; Wertsch, 1991). I draw as well from the theory of mediated discourse
(although I save much of that discussion for the next chapter) and highlight, in this
chapter, scholars who focus on the actions and practices of individuals in the formation
and solidification of identities. Next, I turn to studies of critical literacy practices in and
out of school that reconceive critical literacy and critical media literacy to include
embodied forms of response not often recognized in classrooms. The chapter ends with a
review of scholarship on laughter and humor where I make the argument that laughter,
too, is a form of critical response related to the identities of youth who have been
traditionally marginalized.
Sociocultural Constructs of Literacy
As Lewis, Enciso, and Moje (2007) observed, there are many strands of
sociocultural theory, but all “share a view of human action as mediated by language and
other symbol systems within particular cultural contexts” (p. 5). Such a view theorizes
identity not as fixed, but as always in the process of forming through and against
8

interaction with others and cultural tools. Identity is dynamic and multiple, according to
this framework, and scholars are concerned with how identities develop in relation to
“practices and activities situated in historically contingent, socially enacted, culturally
constructed ‘worlds’” (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998, p. 7). This
conceptualization of identity focuses on the practices and activities embedded in social
interaction, and literacy research has drawn heavily from this theory to explore the
intersection between identity and literacy practices. Identities are produced and
reproduced around social practices and the artifacts or tools with which those practices
are mediated.
Like identity, literacy is a contested term (Gee, 2008). While literacy has long
meant the ability to read or write, theorists from a sociocultural perspective argue for a
more complex notion of literacy which views literacies as practices embedded in social
contexts (Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981) and mediated by the tools and discourses
of the communities of practice in which individuals are apprenticed (Lave & Wenger,
1991). Scribner and Cole (1981), for example, in their study of the literacy practices of
the Vai people of Liberia, found that being “literate” did not necessarily mean better
reasoning or categorization skills but meant instead becoming integrated into a social
network related to religious purposes and economic relationships. They concluded that
school literacy was one of many available literacies for the Vai people, and that each
literacy carried with it a specific set of related skills, practices, and identities. Similarly,
Heath’s (1983) study of three communities in the Piedmont Carolinas found that families
in mainstream homes, as compared with working class white and African American
9

families in two other communities, socialized children into routines of school through the
questions asked during the reading of bedtime stories. At the same time, families of
children in the Trackton and Roadville working-class communities, while valuing
education for their children, did not have the advantage of acquiring the rules of social
interaction from literacy events in their homes. Instead, families valued more
contextualized verbal and nonverbal language not valued in their schools.
These studies laid the groundwork for the New Literacy Studies, what Gee (2008)
later identified as the “social turn,” which supports a conceptualization of literacy as
context-specific practices serving particular purposes and acquired through social
interaction. Such a conception draws on the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978) who argued
that all cognitive development takes place through the interaction of individual and social
world. Rogoff (1995), however, took this idea further to argue that such interactions
between individuals and the social world are mutually constitutive. By this, she extends
Vygotsky’s notion of how individuals internalize external community activities,
expectations, and norms to include the individual as “part of the activity, not separate
from it” (p. 153). As such, individuals who participate in literacy practices change them
as much as they are changed by them.
These sociocultural studies and theories inextricably link literacy learning with
identity in the sense that literacy as a social practice involves the acquisition of
knowledge as part of the construction of values, attitudes, feelings, and relationships
(Barton & Hamilton, 2000). This conception of literacy highlights how the acquisition of
literacy practices can be at odds with other ways of knowing and making sense of the
10

world (Gee, 2008). Trackton students in Heath’s study, for example, find opposition to
their metaphorical ways of expression once they are in school. As such, students whose
habitus (Bourdieu, 1977; 1990), or embodied dispositions, do not align with ways of
knowing in school may be labeled “at-risk” by school policies, officials, or more
commonly, standardized tests which assess decontextualized kinds of school-based
knowledge and technical skill.
At the same time, Delpit (1988) argued convincingly that technical skills matter
significantly to marginalized populations of students who have not had early acquisition
of them and are therefore disadvantaged by school literacies which assume the neutrality
of reading, writing, and speaking. Thus, educators must explicitly teach the rules of
language use embedded in the “culture of power” (Delpit, 1988, p. 282). Street’s (1995)
distinction between what he calls autonomous and ideological conceptions of literacy is
useful here. He described the autonomous model of literacy as a “separate, reified set of
neutral competencies” (p. 114) disconnected from social context. Proponents of such a
model view literacy as a transferable set of skills able to be taught and learned. Street, on
the other hand, took issue with such a model because it denies the ideological aspects of
literacy where the central question is whose literacies are accepted and whose are
marginalized. He argued that in an ideological model of literacy, technical aspects are not
absent or unimportant, but they are subsumed by culture and power and always
embedded in social practice.
Delpit (1988) would not disagree with Street’s ideological model, but
foregrounded the importance of preparing all students to function in an ideological world
11

through the learning of more technical aspects of literacy. Similar to Freire’s (1970)
critical pedagogy model where working-class Brazilian people learned to read words by
critically reading the world, Delpit (1988) pushed for teaching genres of power explicitly
to students in order that they might present selves that adhere to the “linguistic forms”
and “communicative strategies” (p. 283) of the culture of power. Although Delpit made a
critical argument, it remains problematic in the sense that ways of talking, writing, and
interacting are not easily “tried on” when they go against embodied dispositions in the
form of Bourdieu’s habitus. Luke (1994) pointed out, as well, that teaching genres of
power assumes that power is a neutral, transferable entity emanating from a source, when
according to Foucault (1977), power is multiple and exercised from everywhere.
Moreover, the pedagogical moves that Delpit advocated (e.g. teaching code-switching)
do not challenge the privileging of Standard English as racist and segregationist practice
(Young, 2010).
Drawing on a sociocultural view of identity and literacy, I borrow from Moje &
Lewis (2007) in defining agency as the “strategic making and remaking of selves” (p. 40)
within structures of power. The relationship between the self and world is a dynamic one,
and power circulates, in a Foucauldian sense, to both constrain and transform actions and
practices. Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogic view of language is useful here. He argued that
words are always half someone else’s, and as such, any “authoring of the self” through
language is always an answering back and answering forward to other addressees.
Bakhtin (1986) wrote:
Our speech, that is, all our utterances (including creative works), is filled with
12

others’ words, varying degrees of otherness or varying degrees of ‘our-own-ness,’
varying degrees of awareness and detachment. These words of others carry with
them their own expression, their own evaluative tone, which we assimilate,
rework, and re-accentuate (p. 89).
The socially shaped self is heteroglossic, made up of “authoritative discourses”—those
that demand allegiance—and “internally persuasive discourses”—those that change in
interaction with other voices. Identity production is, thus, an orchestration of multiple and
dialogic voices that speak through and against one another in constant struggle. Social
actors have agency in the reworking of voices as their own, but the language with which
they answer the world is restricted and limited as they consider, always, the Other in
interaction. Bakhtin (1981) wrote, “Language is not a neutral medium . . . . It is
populated—overpopulated—with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, forcing it to
submit to one’s own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated process” (p.
294).
Discourse is central to a sociocultural view of identity. Gee (2005) defined
discourse, with a big ‘D’, as “acting, interacting, feeling, believing, valuing, and using
various sorts of objects, symbol, tools, and technologies—to recognize yourself and
others as meaning and meaningful in certain ways” (p. 7). Through these “forms of life”
(p. 8) social actors are recognized as certain kinds of people doing certain kinds of things,
and in schools, Discourses determine which students are deemed legitimate, valid, and
worthwhile kinds of people (Moje & Lewis, 2007). Everyday language, what Gee
referred to as small ‘d’ discourse, is an important part of social Discourses, but has
13

meaning “only in and through social practices” (Gee, 2005, p. 8). Repeated social
practices—ways of being and taking action through Discourse—sediment identities over
time (Wortham, 2005), but not without a creative element. Social actors reproduce and
sustain identities through Discourse1 but may produce and transform them as well.
Mediated discourse is also grounded in this sociocultural view of identity. Norris
(2011, citing Scollon 1997) described identity as “the performance of social actions in
real time,” (p. xiv). These social actions are “co-constructed,” or more aptly, “coproduced,” at the moment of action but are “nevertheless part of the social actor’s
habitus” (p. xv). Habitus, Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) construct, refers to the durable
dispositions that a social actor accumulates as a consequence of social actions and
practices. As individuals internalize social actions and practices they internalize, as well,
the mediational means—or cultural tools and artifacts—“which are employed without
conscious reflection” (Norris, 2011, p. 36). For this study, I view laughter as a
mediational means social actors employ, often without conscious reflection, to negotiate
complex terrain related to race. The mediational means of laughter, employed over and
over, becomes recognized as the action—and later, practice—of racist joking. Social
actors who employ such means are in danger of being recognized as racist individuals,
despite a possible misalignment with the bodily inscriptions, or habitus, of the social
actor. As Norris (2011), citing Bourdieu (1977) noted, “the truth of interaction is never
entirely contained in the interaction” (p. 81).
1

I use discourse throughout this study to refer to the semiotic resources—language plus other
“stuff”—that humans draw upon to make meaning and take action.
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The “truth” of the interaction, and the (co)production of identities through it, lies
partly in the environment and objects in use. These objects, according to Norris (2011),
“give off messages and structure (inter)actions” (p. 2). Objects, in this sense, may be the
physical artifacts in place at the space and time of the interaction, but they may also be
cultural tools such as language. Consider, for example, the interactions among the three
young men at the heart of this study. Their interactions are structured by space (e.g. three
chairs on one side of a table), the objects in use (e.g. a computer and a movie software
program), the task at hand (e.g. editing interview footage), the discourses circulating at
the moment of interaction (e.g. statements about immigration in the footage), and the
habitus of each individual social actor (e.g. one student perceived immigration to be a
positive experience for him and his family).
Given the interplay of various elements in any interaction, Norris (2011) summed
up the process of identity production this way: “Identity is embedded and (co)produced in
. . . the social-time-place of a particular social actor together with other social actors,
together with and within historical time, together with cultural tools, and together with
and within the environment” (p. 30, emphasis in the original). From a research
perspective, understanding how identities are formed in interaction requires
understanding the moment-to-moment interactions in concert with multiple and complex
other factors.
Performance theory, another way of conceptualizing identity, informs my
understanding of interactions as well. Performance theory focuses on how speakers take
up positions in relation to expectations of others and social discourses available within a
15

particular context (Davies & Harre, 1990). Bauman and Briggs’ (1990) work on
contextualization and recontextualization is significant in this regard. Contextualization is
the idea that texts (which include ways of speaking and being) emerge within the context
of social negotiation between participants. This is an ongoing process whereby social
actors attend to “contextualization cues” (p. 68) that signal features of the interactions to
which participants are to attend. Thus, how students are to interpret the social spaces of
school (classrooms, lunchrooms, hallways, etc.) depends on the co-construction of the
context among participants, where both local interactions and broader social discourses of
school, community, and the global world come into play. Recontextualization, on the
other hand, is the process by which texts are decontextualized from one social context
and are embedded in another, through a process of entextualization (Bauman & Briggs,
1990; Blommaert, 2005; Silverstein & Urban, 1996), in order to produce a “preferred
reading” (Bauman & Briggs, 1990, p. 73) that others will take from the new text.
This attention to how texts are strategically translated and transformed is not
unique to performance theories of identity. Mediated discourse, drawing from the work of
Iedema (2003), utilizes the term resemiotization. Resemiotization is the process whereby
mediated actions “transform a cycle from one kind of action/object or discourse into
another” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 170). Through a mediated discourse lens,
considerable attention is given to the tools and objects in use. According to Jones and
Norris (2005), “the affordances and constraints embodied in the tools and in the
circumstances of their use have consequences for the kinds of identities and relationships
made possible” (p. 51). The mixing and adapting of various cultural tools (such as
16

humor) enact identities and relationships at the same time that they enact new
“configurations of constraints and affordances” (p. 50). While available tools transform
social actions, those new social actions transform the available tools as well.
Michel de Certeau (1984) also took up the question of how social actors transform
actions and identities in The Practice of Everyday Life. Working with the idea of
strategies and tactics, de Certeau viewed available power structures as strategies, which
are systematized, bounded, and inflexible. Tactics, on the other hand, transform strategies
for their own use in a process he refers to as appropriation and re-appropriation. This is
the “everyday creativity” with which actors subtly ‘rent’ social capital where they might
otherwise not own it. As example, consider how the youth in this study, marginalized by
the status of their poor-performing school, use media production to tell counter-stories
about diversity and pride in their school. The process of transforming signs and
meanings—whether referred to as tactics, re-appropriation, recontextualization, or
resemiotization—is central to a sociocultural view of literacy.
As it has been defined so far, identity is dialogic, mediated by cultural tools and
discourses, performative, and in process. Yet, I do not want to dismiss the significance of
cultural identities—those formed in relation to ethnicity, gender, class, race, nationality,
and sexual orientation—in the work of self-making. Indeed, they are crucial to how
individuals view and are received in the world. It is useful to apply Hall’s (1997)
description of identity as the “positions that we take up, temporarily, as though they are
stable and cohesive” (p. 7). As such, cultural identities are extremely important, and
several scholars in education have focused their research and writing on culturally
17

relevant ways to improve teaching for various racial and ethnic groups (e.g. LadsonBillings, 1995).
Cultural identities also serve as an organizing principal for social relationships
and identities (Omi & Winant, 1986). Describing what they call the process of racial
formation, Omi and Winant (1986) wrote, “racial meanings pervade US society,
extending from the shaping of individual racial identities to the structuring of collective
political action on the terrain of the state” (p. 66). Their statement points to the
significance of both individual and ideological structures involved in framing selves.
While it is problematic to think of racial identities as core and essential selves, it is
equally problematic to think of them as mere illusions. As Fine, Weis, and Powell (1997)
contend, race is “a critical and defining feature of lived experience that young and old
and people of all colors reflect upon, embody, challenge, and negotiate” (p. 251).
New Literacy and New Media Studies
New London Group (2000) referred to the process of self-making through and
against structures of power as the “design of social futures.” Given global economic
changes where theories of competition and markets prevail, New London Group
questioned what will count as success in the world of the imminent future and called for a
“pedagogy of design” (p. 19) where students not only study the structured set of
conventions and social practices surrounding the use of language, but also re-present and
recontextualize meaning in order to transform it. Such an approach to literacy learning
and research called for a metalanguage of literacy practices, or “critical language
awareness” (p. 27), to give attention to the ways in which language creates and sustains
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identities. Given an increase in new technologies, New London Group also advanced a
study of multiliteracies and foregrounded the concept of multimodality as a means for
analyzing the new and complex ways meanings are constituted through local and global
flows of image and its “intertextual chains” (p. 30) through media. As youth engage in
new and changing literacy practices across sites and modalities, researchers must find
new ways to explore how young people design texts and selves in multimodal and digital
forms.
Recent research has taken up this challenge. Scholars who study youth media
practices and texts have positioned young people as agentive producers of culture and
makers of meaning in multimodal forms (Curwood & Gibbons, 2010; Halverson, 2010;
Hull & Katz, 2006; Hull, Stornaiuolo, & Sahni, 2010; Stornaiuolo, Hull, & Sahni, 2011;
Vasudevan, 2010). These studies underscore how new technologies have fundamentally
changed young people’s literacy practices—practices which are mediated by digital tools
and digital spaces that afford new opportunities for designing texts and engaging in
identity work. Importantly, these studies often highlight the literacy practices of youth
who are marginalized in school contexts and who are reimagining literacy “through the
reconfiguration of texts, technologies, and resources” (Vasudevan, 2010, p. 64). Not
surprisingly, scholars interested in new literacies have begun to explore, as well, how
digital literacies have “altered how youth socialize and learn,” (Ito, 2008, p. 2, cited in
Vasudevan, 2010), but not with a singular focus on digital tools and technologies.
Grounded in sociocultural theories and new literacies, studies in digital literacies also
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attend to the social, cultural, and political meanings of literacies situated in contexts
(Vasudevan, 2010).
Hull and Katz (2006) offered one example of the identity work youth engage in
through the use of digital tools. They conceptualized a framework for locating agency in
their study of digital storytelling in a community technology center and found that Randy,
a young African American male in search of “second chances” in his life, would often
appropriate images of older African American leaders with rap artists closer to his own
historical time period. Through this layering of images and text, Randy “positioned
himself not only as continuing their lineage, but adding to it and even surpassing their
considerable achievements” (p. 58). By juxtaposing images and narrative, Randy
purposefully created a social world in which he acted as agent and constructed his
authority over his own future. Interestingly, in gaining command over the technical
aspects of digital storytelling, Randy and Dara, another girl in the study, also gained skill
in the technical aspects of composition in terms of sound, genre, image, and message.
What this study demonstrated, as do others in this area of literacy, is that young people
are harnessing the power of “new media literacies” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 201) to participate
in and produce culture.
More recently, Hull and her colleagues, Stornaiuolo and Sahni (2010; 2011)
explored media connections among youth across linguistic, cultural, and geographical
borders through the Kidnet project, which consists of three aspects: (1) offline spaces in
four countries (Norway, South Africa, India, and the United States) where youth produce
multimodal artifacts such as digital stories, (2) an online, social networking site called
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Space2Cre8, where youth communicate with each other and share multimodal artifacts,
and (3) a set of research studies examining the impact of the network on identity and
cultural knowledge development (Hull, Stornaiuolo, & Sahni, 2010). The project and
accompanying research demonstrated that as young people interacted with distant others
in online spaces, they revised self-representations as they considered their ethical
positions in the world and sought to communicate hospitably and responsibly with each
other (Hull & Stornaiuolo, 2010), revealing sensitivity toward other’s meaning-making
practices despite vast difference.
Drawing on a redesigned theory of cosmopolitanism, these scholars argued that
such relationships, mediated by media use, allow young people to “enact identities as
global citizens whose responsibilities extend beyond the local to include larger arenas of
concern, and to construct new spaces for the practice of dialogue, where our human
obligations can transcend traditional ties of kith and kind” (Stornaiuolo, Hull, & Sahni,
2011, p. 264). Youth practiced their cosmopolitan identities in both small moments of
reaching out, what the authors called “everyday cosmopolitanism,” as well as in more
expansive and dramatic moments where youth recognized the other in themselves,
through what the authors called “intercultural triggers” (Hull, Stornaiuolo, & Sahni,
2010). Cosmopolitan dispositions were supported and scaffolded by teachers in each site
through conversations about culture, identity, and communication (Hull & Stornaiuolo,
2010).
While the studies described here took place primarily in extra-school sites, other
scholars in youth media education argue that young people cannot fully participate in
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democracy without a dramatic shift in how media is taught—if it is taught at all—in
school spaces (Kellner & Share, 2007; Sefton-Greene, 2006; Sholle & Denski, 1994).
Critical media literacy responds to this call by, for example, engaging students in the
analysis of textual images embedded in structures of power, studying audiences and the
production of pleasure, and mapping subject positions onto popular culture texts
(Alvermann & Hagood, 2000). Based on Freire’s (1970) problem-posing pedagogy,
critical media literacy calls for students to read the world through media in order to
rewrite it through the production of “counter-hegemonic” texts (Kellner & Share, 2007)
that draw upon the lived experiences of youth. Gainer (2010, citing Comber & Nixon,
2005; Schofield & Rogers, 2004), described the significance of critical media production
this way: “Multimodal narratives serve as texts where students can play with, resist, and
critique dominant discourses while they reimagine new possibilities for alternative social
realities through the production of counternarratives” (p. 365). Critical media literacy
leaves room for play and pleasure in the uncovering of media codes (Alvermann &
Hagood, 2000), and I am particularly interested in the relationship between play and
critique in this study.
Critical Literacy, Embodiment, and Critical Engagement
Sociocultural theories of literacy, with a focus on new and media literacies,
highlight the ways in which identity is both situated and fluid. Recently, scholars have
also begun to explore how the adolescent body communicates identities through affective
and embodied features of self. In this section, I highlight scholars who have reimagined
critical literacy to include embodiment, emotion, and critical engagement (Carter, 2006;
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Hill, 2009; Janks, 2002; Johnson, 2011; Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012; Leander & Boldt,
2013; Lewis & Tierney, 2011; Wohlwend & Lewis, 2010). These scholars turn attention
to the ways in which young people—particularly those who are framed as disengaged or
failing in schools (Haddix, 2009/2010; Morrell 2002)—engage with texts, ideas, and each
other through their bodies as evidenced in, for example, gestures, eye-contact, or
movement. Such forms of critical literacy are less recognizable in classrooms than the
school-sanctioned, reasoned response, but they are significant, nonetheless, because they
connect to the identities and experiences of marginalized youth (Kinloch, 2009; Kirkland
& Jackson, 2009; Wissman, 2011). Such moments have something to teach researchers
and educators about how young people expose the dissonance between their habituses
and discourses of school, as well as how embodied engagement is transformative
(Ellsworth, 2005).
In her pivotal piece, Hilary Janks (2002) called for a broader critical literacy, one
that could attend to “the territory beyond reason.” Through logical reasoning, she
contended, students could “expose faulty logic, look for the silences in the text, criticize
the values that underpin the text and . . . reveal the underlying assumptions” to “produce
a reasoned critique” (p. 9). While this sounds like the lived dream of critical literacy, the
problem, Janks argued, is that the reasoned critique students often produce “is not in any
way transformative” (p. 9). Instead, Janks urged critical scholars to move beyond reason
to the “territory of desire and identification, pleasure and play, the taboo and
transgressive” (p. 9). In so doing, students’ identity investments—embodied in their
desires—need not clash with classroom practices focused on evidence and logic.
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Rationality and criticality are helpless in the face of such desires and “cannot compete”
(p. 10). In classrooms that exist in the “territory beyond reason,” Janks imagined, we
would find students “working at the edge, pushing the boundaries of what is sayable,
trying to work out the limits of what is and is not possible” (p. 18). The studies I describe
in the remainder of this section seek to better understand the possibilities of a territory
beyond reason and the ways in which youth embody that space whether or not we
acknowledge or recognize it.
Carter’s (2006) study of two African American girls in a British Literature
classroom is one such study. This work demonstrates the dialogic nature of identities and
how competing self-identities can be authoritative in alternate ways. Pam and Natonya
used nonverbal communication to challenge symbols and texts that situated their cultural
identities negatively in their British Literature classroom. In one example, as a reference
to the confederate flag went unchallenged in a discussion, the two girls used their eye
gazes to assert their gendered, racial, and cultural identities which stood in opposition to
such a reference. Despite the assaults to their identities and the marginalization of their
ways of knowing, the girls’ social interactions, although often subtle, enabled them to
master skills necessary to pass the class. The study demonstrated that while the girls’
embodied dispositions were in opposition to the literate subjects the classroom sought to
create, they were able to be recognized as both legitimate in schooled spaces while
quietly positioning themselves against schooled subjectivities at the same time.
Johnson (2011) and Johnson and Vasudevan (2012) examined how youth
performed critical literacy in a tenth-grade English classroom and found that while focal
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students could question the circulation of power in texts, they labeled such performances
not as critical, but as having “swag,” “speaking loud enough to be heard,” or “speaking
the 100% truth” (Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012, p. 36). In addition, students often voiced
or embodied their critical perspectives backstage, in interviews or asides to a researcher
and for peer audiences, not for their teachers. In one discussion, Simone first performed
critical literacy openly to the class using a taboo humor that her teacher silenced. Later,
Simone performed critical literacy through whispers and smirks with her tablemate,
Rukiya. While she spoke and acted in ways perceived as “contrary, disruptive, taboo or
subversive” to authority figures, in the context of the discussion and the texts that
circulated in it, Simone’s body revealed evidence of her “identity as a critical reader of
the word and the world” (Johnson, 2011, p. 31).
Similarly, Kirkland and Jackson (2009) explored how young Black males
practiced literacy through language and style as symbolic material. “Cool talk” and “phat
gear” functioned as artifacts of “coolness” among the young men; thus, “style” was a sign
system that communicated aesthetic values as the young men “composed” themselves
with their bodies. Language among the youth was hybridized with complex meanings for
common words. “Thug,” for example, acquired a meaning through a hip-hop hero, Tupac
Shakur, and Etherin, one of the boys, defined it as “hard working people” (p. 291). This
is an example of the coded and contextually specific discourse of critique the young men
practiced. While their language and dress was often appropriated from a consumer-driven
marketplace, for the young men, clothing and talk was also “symbolic material that could
be used to shape identities and define what it means to be cool” (p. 292). Kirkland and
25

Jackson (2009) argue that literacy, then, is the practice of “symbolic construction” (p.
290) through multiple sign-systems embedded in political ideologies, but with the
potential for young people to define themselves, nonetheless.
In an ethnographic study of his own teaching in an evening course at an
alternative school, Marc Lamont Hill (2009) demonstrated how students’ articulated their
identity investments in a Hip-Hop Lit course through the practice of “wounded healing.”
This personal and collective storytelling relayed students’ suffering and sought relief
through the analysis of and response to hip-hop narratives. In the process, students, all of
whom had been marginalized by school and society, found a common text for their
“personal and ideological wounds” (p. 274). Through a pedagogy focused on the
transgressive elements of pleasure and pain, Hill opened a space for students to challenge
ideologies related to expectations of urban youth and to produce new knowledge
embedded in their lived experiences. At the same time, his classroom, which operated in
a space beyond reason, was not without its complexities. Asked to confess their desires
and share aspects of their selves otherwise considered taboo in traditional classrooms,
some students were silenced and wounded again through the course curriculum. Relations
of power are complex in all classrooms, but particularly so, perhaps, in spaces where
critical engagement foregrounds emotional engagement as well.
In our own exploration of emotion in a diverse urban classroom, Cynthia Lewis
and I analyzed a race-related discussion to understand how emotive interactions were
mediated by texts, talk, and histories of participation (Lewis & Tierney, 2011; Lewis &
Tierney, in press). Drawing on mediated discourse analysis, we theorized that emotion,
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which is structured through ideology (Boler, 1999), functioned as action in the classroom
to produce and reproduce identities, transform signs, and constrain and enable
opportunities to learn. Vanessa, the primary social actor in the analyzed discussion,
responded with strong emotion to media representations of African American females in
the film A Girl Like Me (Davis, 2005), which her teacher had shown to highlight
technical aspects of film production prior to students making their own films, as well as
for its high interest. In the discussion that followed, Vanessa’s identity as an African
American female was co-produced in relation to other social actors who viewed her as
loud in this conversation and others. Her identity was produced, as well, in relation to the
mediating object of the film, which, ironically, sought to challenge representations of
African American female beauty. In turn, Vanessa and her friend, Shannon, another
African American female, articulated their reaction to the film through their own lived
experience, which included culturally nuanced understandings of Black female beauty
and agency. In the end, their responses, mediated through emotion and language, were
agentive and critically engaged, despite not looking or sounding like the reasoned critical
analysis we might otherwise hear in critical classrooms. As Wohlwend and Lewis (2010)
argued, “Critical engagement is active engagement, embedded in physicality, emotion,
and sensation, that reads bodies as sociopolitical texts and writes with bodies to produce
identity texts.”
Studies of classroom discourse, like those described here, attend to the momentto-moment interactions among students and teachers in racially and ethnically diverse
classrooms, interactions that serve to “thicken” identities across space and time in ways
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that are ultimately intertwined with learning (Wortham, 2005). Additionally, such studies
demonstrate that the identity work that takes place in and through literacy practices in
critical classrooms, which draws upon students’ lived experiences and their histories of
participation, often does so in opposition to broader discourses which marginalize youth
and limit their opportunities. Students’ engagements in the examples outlined in this
section are embodied, critical, and often taboo, taking place backstage, in “unplanned
moments where students experienced pleasure on ‘their own terms’ in school” (Grace &
Tobin, 1998, p. 42, as cited in Johnson, 2011). In such classrooms, symbolic identity
artifacts are produced and reproduced through moments of pleasure, pain, fear, frustration
and other embodied engagements with the ideological texts that circulate through them.
Humor in Critical Classrooms
Given the significance of laughter in this study, particularly as it relates to race,
this section explores scholarship on the role of humor in critical classrooms, as well as
the theoretical underpinnings of humor in cultural studies, anthropology, and educational
philosophy. I am interested in understanding how and why young people play with race
through humor, as well as what that means for the work of critical classrooms.
Johnson and Vasudevan (2012) found, for example, that as tenth-grade students in
an English classroom performed critical literacies related to race talk, “rather than
belabor race with serious concern, or ignore it—two possible responses in race talk—they
played with race and racism just like they played with topics like old age, farting, and
pornography” (p. 38). Moreover, this “race-work,” as Johnson and Vasudevan called it,
was taken up behind the scenes and below the radar of their teachers. Jessica, a Chinese
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American female, and Santo, a Dominican-Equadorian male, spoke in hushed giggles,
and then louder laughter, as they retold jokes from a YouTube video called The Amazing
Racist. In these moments, Jessica and Santo “disrupted norms for race talk and
democratic dialogue in the classroom” (p. 39). In so doing, they demonstrated a creative
and complex negotiation of meaning related to race and revealed, perhaps, the limitations
of a serious critical pedagogy. “Who decides,” Johnson and Vasudevan asked, “when,
why, and how we have critical conversations about race? And who says these interactions
have to be serious?” (p. 39).
In their study of students’ experiences with and views about race in an urban high
school classroom, Roberts, Bell, and Murphy (2008) found that racialized jokes and name
calling functioned to create a space where youth of color could talk about their lived
experiences of race and racism in a contemporary, color-blind society. Drawing on the
work of critical race theorists, the scholars argued that changing forms of racism, which
assume a “color-blind” ideology asserting that racial equality has been achieved, make it
increasingly challenging for young people to carve out spaces to examine and question
racism without being accused of bringing up race where it does not belong. In this
classroom centered on student-initiated themes engaged through storytelling and the arts,
youth resisted the “naturalized silence” (p. 336) of color-blindness through poetry, hiphop, and most significant to their study and my own, laughter. Using principles of hiphop culture, youth “flipped the script” (p. 337) of “polite” talk about race and claimed
authority to speak about it on their own terms. Those terms included calling out race (e.g.
“it’s because you’re Black”) and stereotypes of racial groups (e.g. “Puerto Ricans—like
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nothing in their house is theirs”) (p. 346).
Through the historical lens of African American humor as resistance, Roberts,
Bell, and Murphy (2008) viewed such rhetorical moves as strategies for “claim[ing] an
educative space” (p. 337) in talk that otherwise tiptoed around issues of race. Students in
their study often referenced “playing” with race to comment on “the realities, pains, and
confusions of their lives and attempt to take back and reframe racial stereotypes and
derogatory terms, following the tradition of African American comedians like Richard
Pryor and Dave Chappelle” (p. 347). Joking and name-calling happened most often, as
students explained, among friends and served as symbols of affection and affiliation—a
way of letting someone feel the “chemistry” of the group (p. 349). Even as students
experienced the storytelling curriculum, which asked them to take a critical stance on the
genesis of such joking, they defended and continued joking and name-calling despite (or
because of) seeing it in a “deeper complex way” (p. 349). This study characterizes youth
laughter about race and racism as agentive in the face of dominant, color-blind discourses
that convey the message that race no longer matters. Such work points to how critical and
creative spaces might allow marginalized students to articulate the power of humor in
their lives.
Like Roberts, Bell, and Murphy (2008), Mayo (2008) viewed the relationship
between critical pedagogy and humor positively. “Humor’s jolting combination of
pleasure and critique,” she argued, can save social justice education from what she called
its “unproductive, if earnest, oversimplifications” (p. 244). The earnestness of critical
classrooms, Mayo contended, stalls engagement, while forms of Black signifying humor
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such as “camp” and “drag” amuse and unsettle audiences into engagement and critique.
Humor prevents passive spectatorship where seriousness does not (Mayo, 2008). Mayo
used the example of two antiracist and satirical websites—Black People Love Us and
How to Rent a Negro—to demonstrate her point. Black People Love Us, for example,
plays on white desire for Black recognition and affection. On the website, Sally and
Johnny, its creators, appropriate Black slang (“One Love!”) and post images of
themselves with their Black friends, while also demonstrating their cluelessness about
more structural matters related to race (Johnny, for example, is stumped by “R_CISM” in
a game of Hangman) (p. 249). This form of what Mayo calls nondialogic humor invites
different readings from its audience. Letters from viewers, for example, illustrate the
confusion, anger, and visceral responses to the site, which stimulates recognition without
resolution (Mayo, 2008). Mayo finds promise in such forms of humor. “Humor,” she
wrote, “is an invitation to think differently, from another perspective, while at the same
time inhabiting one’s own perspective; in other words, humor encourages one to learn”
(p. 245). The marriage of discomfort and pleasure in the humor Mayo described forces
audiences (or students) to examine their own beliefs while embodying, through laughter,
someone else’s strange, and yet familiar, ones.
The notion that humor encourages learning—particularly critical learning—is
theorized by Lensmire (2011) as well. For Lensmire, the “too serious” nature of
mainstream and critical education not only underestimates the depths of experience and
perspective that students and teachers (particularly those who are poor, working, or
marginalized) bring to the classroom, but it also severs possibilities for a playful
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relationship with the world that actually helps humans engage in serious, critical work.
On the dangers of seriousness, Lensmire (2011) wrote:
As we become more serious, we risk undermining the sort of joyful, playful
relation to the world and each other that would actually allow us to look fearlessly
at the world and tell the truth about it. In other words, in order to criticize and
remake the world, children and youth and teachers will need to play (with ideas,
with each other) in order to experience and imagine something better—a
something better that throw’s the present shortcomings into bold relief. (p. 12526)
The risk of remaining serious, for Lensmire, is denying access to learning for many
students and teachers. Conceptions of learning that ignore laughter and other “playful and
oppositional responses” (p. 123)—i.e. those that engage the body and emotion—trap
individuals into “dominant modes of thought and feeling” and “damaging relations with
each other and the world” (Michelson, 1999, as cited in Lensmire, 2011, p. 121).
Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnival, Lensmire (2011) reconceived critical
learning in schools in relationship with John Dewey’s (1899/1980) democratic
communities. Carnival allowed for the “free and familiar contact among people”
(Bakhtin, 1984a, p. 123, as cited in Lensmire, 2011, p. 119), and this closeness brought
on by the movement of the crowds, while only temporary, permitted individuals to form
new relationships in opposition to the hierarchical relationships of life outside carnival
(Lensmire, 2011). These transformed relationships, “half-real and half-play-acted”
(Bakhtin, 1984a, p. 123), influenced the “values, ideas, events, things” (Lensmire, 2011,
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p. 119) around them, as the “laughing folk” (p. 121) took on a more playful relation to
world as well. For Bakhtin (1984b), one goal of the carnival atmosphere was “to lend a
different look [at the world], to render it more material, closer to man and his body, more
understandable, and lighter in the bodily sense” (p. 380, as cited in Lensmire 2011, p.
119). That “different look,” Lensmire explained, was expressed through carnival abuse or
profanation, which is “expressed in the loud blasphemies, obscenities, and parodies that
sound in the carnival square (p. 119-120)—along with the laughter of the people. The
target of that profanation was not, according to Bakhtin, other individuals, but the system
of oppressive practices and ideas purported to be universal (Lensmire, 2011). Through
laughter, the people saw that those practices and ideas were, instead, “partial and
contingent” (Lensmire, 2011, p. 120), and thereby, the people found hope in the eternal
“death and renewal” (Bakhtin, 1984a, p. 124-25, as cited in Lensmire, 2011, p. 120) of all
things.
Like Lensmire (2011) and Mayo (2008), T. E. Lewis (2010) explored the place of
laughter in critical pedagogy. Returning to the work of critical pedagogue, Paulo Freire,
Lewis sought to deepen our understanding of Freire’s claim, as quoted in Horton and
Freire (1990), that “[i]t’s necessary to laugh with the people because if we don’t do that
we cannot learn from the people, and in not learning from the people we cannot teach
them” (p. 247). According to Lewis (2010), Freire did not further explain the details of
such laughter, and as such, Lewis came to wonder: “Are all forms of laughter equally
emancipatory? Certainly a revolutionary pedagogue can laugh, but should he or she, and
what are the political (if not revolutionary) implications of this laughter?” (p. 636).
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Sorting out the nuances of transformative laughter linked to critical consciousness, Lewis
(2010) wrote, “To laugh with the people (rather than at them) is to engage in a
transformation of the relationship between self and other […] the critical laugh is
collectively curious about the world and the divisions that separate the oppressed from
the oppressors” (p. 640). The critical laugh, in this way, is a thoughtful and curious laugh,
one aware of the ambivalent and polysemic meanings inherent in relationships and the
world.
At the same time, Lewis (2010) considered that while laughter may be the
“democracy of the flesh” (p. 637), its “rupture” in the classroom might not be a substitute
for direct social action, something that other scholars worry about as well (see Mayo,
2008). Moreover, a resistive laughter, Lewis noted, is often already integrated into and
anticipated in classroom spaces. As McLaren (1991) contended, “[I]f laughter was at one
point resistant to being co-opted by capitalism and the culture industry, it is now fully
integrated and anticipated ahead of time into an economy of affect” (as cited by Lewis,
2010, p. 637). In other words, one implication of laughter can be that those who use it
against oppression are simply marked as the exceptions that make the rule of dominant
discourses. Yet, what Lewis concluded, is that “the critically transformative laugh” (p.
641)—the laugh that happens with the people—disrupts power and redistributes it, if only
momentarily. Laughter is the “counter-factual logic” (p. 646), or what Janks’ (2002)
called the “territory beyond reason,” where knowledge is experienced and felt in the
body. This is particularly significant for youth marginalized in school spaces and whose
ways of knowing are linked to their lived experiences (Kinloch, 2009; Wissman, 2011).
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Despite important work by Mayo (2008), Lensmire (2011), and Lewis (2010), the
connection between humor and pedagogy remains undertheorized, as these scholars and
others argue. Hansen (2012) noted this lack of theory, particularly as it relates to
immigrant youth, in her ethnographic study of laughter in a co-ethnic community
organization. She found that adolescent children of Indian descent mediated talk about
critical issues related to power and oppression through humor. Topics that the teachers,
including Hansen herself, took seriously, students often laughed about together. This was
a way, Hansen argued, for the youth to feel understood by their peers as well as to expose
discourses that defined their identities in ways they opposed. At the same time, Hansen
(2008) worried that when youth framed their statements to each other as “just joking,”
they reified socially oppressive discourses and “nullified” (pp. 113-114) the need to
critique them.
Hansen drew on the work of Michael Billig (2005/2009) to explore the critique of
racist statements framed as “just joking.” Billig contended that positive theorizations of
humor—particularly those related to racially charged humor—downplay the cruelty on
which such jokes hinge. “The ‘just joking’ defence [sic.] of ethnic or racial joke-telling,”
he wrote, “often rests on an assumption that because a remark is spoken as humour, it
cannot be genuinely racist” (Billig, 2005/2009, p. 31). For Billig, racist statements
professed to be “just jokes” release the speaker from any obligation to redress his or her
words, despite the fact that those words may still be doing racist work. While humor has
the potential to transform power relations, as the scholars cited earlier contend, so, too,
can it “permit laughter at exaggeratedly stereotyped unreal members of the outgroup, as
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jokers celebrate the funniness of their joking and deny their own racism” (Billig,
2005/2009, p. 35).
Billig (2005/2009) and other scholars who worry about the negative and violent
aspects of humor (see Hill, 1998; Pickering & Lockyear, 2005/2009; Raby, 2004; van
Dijk, 1992; Weaver, 2011) illuminate that educational researchers and teachers must
attend to the varied and nuanced ways in which humor functions in classrooms—that it
can talk back to racism and perpetuate it at the same time. In this way, context is
particularly significant to unearthing the work that humor does. Billig (2005/2009), for
example, studied racist statements on Ku Klux Klan websites where the humor was
“unambiguously racist” (Billig, 2005/2009, p. 37) and did not pretend to be otherwise. In
other contexts, such as the classrooms that Hansen (2012), Johnson and Vasudevan
(2012), and Roberts, Bell, and Murphy (2008) studied, as well as the site for my own
research, the humor was far more ambiguous. Students who claimed to be “just joking” in
those spaces sometimes targeted jokes at themselves and those they considered close
friends. While their jokes were racially charged and contained “cruel” statements, the
space in which the joking took place, along with the history of participation in that space,
shaped interpretation. Moreover, the actual target of students’ racist statements was not
always clear. Johnson and Vasudevan (2012), for example, argued that Jessica and Santo,
two students in their study described earlier, “performed and positioned one another as
White, non-White, and Chinese in words and gestures surrounding the Amazing Racist
video” (p. 39). As such, the targets of their “racist” humor were multiple and included the
mocking of white people who make such statements seriously.
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This does not exclude humor from doing racist work. It can. It does. Even among
individuals who claim to be friends, humor can affirm unequal status relations (Mayo,
2008), distance speakers from hurtful intentions (Billig, 2005/2009) and the direct
expression of racism (van Dijk, 1992), absolve speakers from critique and consequence
(Hansen, 2012; Pickering & Lockyear, 2005/2009; Weaver, 2011), and maintain a
connection with hatred (Billig, 2001). Billig (2005/2009) articulated powerfully the
negative aspects of humor that allow it to perpetuate racism and hate without having to
take any of the blame. This must remain a serious concern for those who study humor,
particularly in classroom spaces.
Yet humor also has a long history among marginalized people who have used it
strategically to cope with and subvert their experiences of oppression and violence as
well as a powerful tool of social critique (see Bakhtin, 1984; Boskin, 1986; Carpio, 2008;
Lefever, 1988; Smitherman, 1999/2000; Swart, 2009; Watkins, 1994). Black American
humor, for instance, as characterized by Glenda Carpio (2008), “began as a wrested
freedom, the freedom to laugh at that which was unjust and cruel in order to create
distance from what would otherwise obliterate a sense of self and community” (p. 4).
This resistive form of humor, while never automatically successful, plays on signslippage, connotation, and paradox (Weaver, 2011), among other complex rhetorical
features of language (Smitherman, 1999/2000), to expose incongruities and disturb
expectations (Carpio, 2008; Weaver, 2011). For Carpio (2008), the humor of incongruity2
2

Three theories of humor exist in the literature (see Carpio, 2008; Moreall, 1983; Weaver, 2011
for more detailed descriptions). Relief theory, which draws on the work of Freud (1960), posits
that we laugh to release pent up anger and aggression. Superiority theory suggests that we laugh
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“allows us to see the world inverted, to consider transpositions of time and place and to
get us, especially when the humor is hot enough to push our buttons, to question the
habits of mind that we may fall into as we critique race” (p. 6). This is the transformative
and embodied power of humor. While it dances on the line between affirming cultural
and racial stereotypes and upending them, it is also inherently creative and affirming
(Carpio, 2008), celebratory (Watkins, 1994), and pleasure inducing (Janks, 2002; Mayo,
2008).
One final aspect of humor I wish to highlight is its role in positive social
relationships. Hewitt (1986) studied adolescent friendship patterns between Black and
white students in order to understand the role those relationships played in the formation
(or non-formation) of racist ideas and practices. He found that the young and workingclass men in his study transformed racist ideology into a “plaything” in order to
“acknowledge its social presence while rendering it meaningless” (p. 237). Hewitt argued
that the youth in his study could not escape or ignore the existence of racism
overshadowing their interracial friendships, so they used rituals of humor—particularly
abuse rituals—“to expose as nonsense and absurdity that which their friendships also
struggle to contradict” (p. 236). Hewitt’s theory is similar to that of Roberts, Bell, and
Murphy (2008) who argued that young people of color use humor to bring attention to the
taboo topic of racism. For the young men in Hewitt’s study, abusive laughter exposed

at other people’s misfortunes. Carpio (2008) places “mother wit” and “playing the dozens” in this
category. Incongruity theory proposes that we laugh when we experience the unexpected.
Theorists agree that this is the most complex and ambiguous form of humor—and the form used
by a number of comics who explore racial themes (e.g. Richard Pryor, Dave Chapelle, and Sacha
Baron Cohen).
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racism while also signaling a social bond. The violence of such humor, while having the
potential to cause harm, does the important “social work” (Dyson, 1993; Newkirk, 2002)
of the relationship and solidifies its closeness.
Hewitt’s work is similar to that of Lynch (2010) who found that blue collar, male
kitchen workers used humor to organize their relationships (i.e. forming in-groups and
out-groups). They also used humor to discipline one another into (re)producing high
standards of work and to increase in-group bonding, not unlike how the young lads in
Paul Willis’ (1977) groundbreaking study used humor to practice for the culture of the
workplace. Humor, in this way, served to define and organize labor practices while also
shaping male identities.
The abusive humor of male friendships that Lynch (2010) and Hewitt (1986)
highlight is akin to the “old-school snaps” in African American communities described
by Smitherman (1999/2000) and Lefever (1988). Also known as “playing the Dozens,”
these ritual insult games work by one-upping an opponent with verbal insults. Opponents,
typically male, are familiar with one another, throw insults only when the other player is
present, and are keenly aware that the game exists in the realm of play (Lefever, 1988;
Smitherman, 1999/2000). Lefever (1988) referred to the Dozens as “deep play” because,
he wrote, it “discloses for the players new forms of cultural meaning and reveals deeper
insights into the realities of their social order” (p. 13). Playing at verbal insults like the
Dozens is both serious and playful. It is a humorous commentary on the experience of
being Black in a racist society, and players, as Smitherman (1999/2000) put it, are
“laughing to keep from crying” (p. 225).
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The Place of this Study
Sociocultural theories of literacy have taught us a great deal about how identities
are produced and (re)produced through the actions and practices of social actors in
classroom spaces. In addition, recent studies have paid closer attention to the embodied
and emotional investments that students make in those classrooms, particularly those that
engage them in social and ideological critique through media. At the same time, the place
of humor and its role in the race-work of students in critical spaces requires further
consideration.
Educational researchers interested in humor in critical classrooms must listen
closely to students who are “just joking” or laughing about race. Students produce
racialized selves, I believe, through a humor that is shaped through and against the
dominant discourses of race and racism available to them. Their racially charged humor
troubles discourses of race and may offer, as Atluri (2009) argued, “insight into how race
is malleable” (p. 197) while signaling their desires as well. The next chapter explores the
discourses of race and racism that circulated at Cedar Lake High School, in the
documentary filmmaking course, and in students’ lives.

40

Chapter 3
Mediated Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method

“Understanding the form and the pressure of … inner lives is more like grasping a
proverb, catching an allusion, seeing a joke” (Geertz, 1983, p. 70, as cited by
Lynch, 2010, p. 139)

For two years prior to conducting this study, I was a research assistant in the
documentary filmmaking class at Cedar Lake High School. The course was taught by a
different teacher then, one with seventeen years experience in urban schools and in whose
course race was a significant and provocative topic of conversation. While the research
questions for that study were not directly related to race, the topic circulated through
discussions and interactions in emotive and powerful ways that shaped the learning that
took place (Lewis & Tierney, 2011; Lewis & Tierney, in press), and without intending,
race became one of the lenses through which we began to understand the engagements of
students.
At that time, my own interests related to interactions around race in classrooms
focused primarily on white students. In particular, I was interested in how white students
engaged with race and racism in ways that disrupted characterizations of them as
disinterested, or worse, simply racist. During my two years in the documentary
filmmaking class at Cedar Lake, I witnessed white students naming their whiteness and
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engaging in conversations about race in nuanced ways, and I believed I had found a space
in which to explore my burgeoning questions.
I proposed a study for my dissertation called, Enacting and Disrupting Whiteness
in a Critical Media Classroom, in which I had intended to study white students
engagement, or disengagement, with the topic of race. Before the study began, two things
happened which required that I change the research focus. First, the veteran teacher who
taught in the media studies program at Cedar Lake High School—and who agreed to
participate in my study—left the school the year it was to begin. While I was able to
conduct the study in that same classroom with a different teacher, race was less a focus of
classroom conversation than it had been in the past. Second, the enrollment of white
students in the media studies program—and the school overall—had significantly
declined. When I began the school year in the documentary filmmaking class, there were
three white students enrolled, all female. By the end of that year, there were only two.
Because I was interested in understanding how the social and institutional
contexts of school shaped students racial identities, I opted not to change the design of
the study but to reframe my research questions to focus on interactions related to race
with all students in mind. My research questions emerged out of the space in which I
found myself that year and are as follows: (1) How do high school students in a diverse
setting address questions of race in a literacy curriculum focused on digital media
analysis and production? (2) How are interactions “raced” in the digital media classroom,
and how do those raced interactions shape learning? (3) How do social and institutional
contexts of school shape students’ racial identities in this media classroom?
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The Research Setting and Participants
Cedar Lake High School. On many levels, Cedar Lake High School was in what
Pauline Lipman (2005) called a “crisis of legitimacy.” Typical with many urban schools,
standardized test scores were low and enrollments decreasing. Enrollment in this large
metropolitan district had been dropping consistently for a decade, in fact, and Cedar Lake
was no exception from that trend. Drawing fuel from neoliberal discourses about school
choice, the district created “magnet” programs, each with a different academic focus,
which placed district schools in direct competition for enrollment. As such, many
students who attended Cedar Lake High School did not live near it and bused from
around the city—sometimes an hour each way—to attend. At the same time, many of the
students who lived in the primarily white, working-class neighborhood around Cedar
Lake bused to other schools in other neighborhoods. During the fall in which I began this
study, the school board, in response to the attrition and movement of students, was in the
process of reviewing a proposal to change the ways in which it bused students to schools
around the city. The new program, which one group of students made the topic of its
documentary film, would bring students back to their home schools by limiting the
busing distance available to students and by offering a similar college-preparatory
program in all schools.
Given the mobility of students at Cedar Lake during the year of this study, the
school struggled to maintain active after-school programs—athletic, creative, and
academic alike—and students and teachers bemoaned a lack of school spirit among the
student body. Additionally, in the three years I spent observing and working with
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students in the school, many juniors and seniors left to attend alternative schools in order
to earn enough credits to graduate. In the year I conducted this study, seven of twentythree students in the class left the school partway through the year to complete credits
elsewhere.
For the 2009-2010 school year, 86% of students qualified for free and reduced
lunch, 91% were students of color, and 42% were English Language Learners. As a
district site for Somali and Latino English Language Learners (ELL), a number of
students had no option but to bus from various locations around the metropolitan area to
receive ELL support. For the incoming freshman class of 231 students, 110 were English
Language Learners. The teaching staff at Cedar Lake High School was primarily white
and middle-class.
Most important to the “crisis of legitimacy” at Cedar Lake High School was the
fact that the school was constantly under threat of a “fresh start” (i.e. the turnover of
administrators and teachers in an effort to improve school achievement scores) or being
shut down altogether. This threat was well known and often talked about among students,
teachers, and administrators. Mr. Hill, the school principal, shared that for the two years
prior to this study Cedar Lake High School had not met Annual Yearly Progress under
No Child Left Behind in only the ELL category. He was frustrated that his school was
held to the same standards as those with a less diverse population of students, but also felt
that his staff was dedicated to the population they served (Field notes, September 2,
2009).
In addition to the cloak of poor test scores, Cedar Lake High School also carried a
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reputation as a dangerous and violent school. During my years at Cedar Lake as a
research assistant, I had learned though conversations with teachers and students that in
the earlier part of the decade, a Cedar Lake student had been shot and killed. While the
incident did not take place on school grounds, the media portrayed the school as
dangerous by association and it had been carrying a violent reputation ever since. I had
heard this story retold by a number of students in the years before and during this study,
and in each retelling, students were quick to point out the media’s role in perpetuating the
stereotype of Cedar Lake as a dangerous place and demonstrated frustration with what
they believed to be an inaccurate portrayal of their school.
Cedar Lake High School was in transition in other ways as well. The school
structure was shifting from small learning communities focused on career fields to more
loosely defined “programs” focused on digital media, health, and automotive. This was a
direct result of the need for the school to continually market itself to students and parents
in order to maintain a viable enrollment. Situated in a white working-class community,
Cedar Lake was once an active and essential part of the local neighborhood. Images in
glass cases throughout the hallways captured an earlier time when sports and academic
championships were a living part of its story. During the time of the study, pride in the
school was often expressed in relationship with this illustrious history but was also being
redefined in terms of its diversity.
The Documentary Filmmaking Course. The classroom selected for this study was
identified through my observations as a research assistant in the digital media program at
Cedar Lake High School, and in this sense, it was chosen purposefully for its uniqueness
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(Merriam, 1988). The high school English course, called Literature and Film, focused on
the analysis and production of documentary film and other media (e.g. photography and
podcast) as part of an interdisciplinary digital media program partnered with the local
university. The program was designed to provide engaging curriculum for students
through the incorporation of Web 2.0 technologies and to address issues of high school
retention, credit completion, and college readiness. This space was unique in the sense
that race and racial identities were explored in the context of media production, and I was
interested in how the curriculum, specifically documentary filmmaking and critical media
studies, influenced the ways in which students explored these topics.
The goal of the documentary film class, a combined social studies and English
course was for juniors and seniors, was to explore the connections between history and
film through questions about truth, representation, and art. Projects throughout the year
were designed to scaffold students’ technical, artistic, and critical analysis skills while
using digital technology tools to synthesize, manipulate, and produce information. The
course balanced critical analysis of media, particularly film, with critical production of
media including photography, podcast, and film. Ms. Callahan,3 the teacher, organized
the entire year on a course wiki and each day’s lesson was shaped by the following
language: “Today’s Learning Objectives/Goals,” “Today’s Game Plan,” and “What’s
Ahead?” Units built upon one another with attention to the skills required for the
culminating project of the year: the documentary film. Table 1 outlines the flow of the
overall course with a brief list of representative activities for each unit of study.
3

The names of all people and places are made up. Participants chose their own pseudonyms.
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Table 1: Units of Study
Unit
The Art of Seeing

Representative Activities
- View and critique images
- Read “Black Men and Public Space”
- View The Lunch Date
- Create visual collages

Pocahontas Case Study

-View Disney’s Pocahontas
- Read critical essays related to Pocahontas
- Write a formal argumentative essay answering: “Does Disney
have a responsibility to “teach” its viewers the truth or is its only
job is to entertain?”

Radio Documentary and
Podcast

- Listen to Ghetto Life 101 and complete a “critical listening
guide”
- Create a podcast including personal narrative and interview
- Capture images related to a personal topic (paired with podcast
assignment)
- Presentation from community photographer
- Participate in a “Gallery Night” and “Hall Showcase” to share
completed photography/podcast projects
- Categorize aspects of genre elements for students’ favorite films
- Close study of western genre
- Whole class viewing and analysis of Dances with Wolves
- View and analyze whole class documentaries including: Food,
Inc., Hoop Dreams, Grizzly Man, and Roger & Me
- Analyze documentary film in a group and present findings
- Pitch a film idea to the class and form groups
- Develop a research question and thesis around a particular topic
- Collect historical information around that topic
- Locate “scholarly sources” and write interview questions
- Collect interview and stock footage
- Log and edit footage
- Write a reflective essay

Photography

Film Analysis

Documentary Film
Production

A significant goal of the course was for students to establish a critical point of
view through which to experience media while also tapping into personal experiences.
Those experiences were represented artistically, historically, and through multiple critical
perspectives.
Ms. Callahan employed various modes of instruction during the year. During
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times of discussion, students sat in a semi-circle facing one another and their teacher, and
during small group work, students sat in pods of desks facing one another. During
production times, primarily for the podcast and documentary film, students worked in
various locations around the room, some at desktop computers, others at desks or tables
with laptops, and one group at Ms. Callahan’s front table. As students settled into the
work of the film, Ms. Callahan gave few instructions at the start of class. Students simply
grabbed computers and continued with logging footage or editing film as they had the
previous class period. During these productions times, conversations among students
revolved around the film, but were casual in nature as well. It was here, in the casual
conversations among students—both related and unrelated to the film—that I became
interested in the laughter that I write about in the chapters that follow.
The Teacher. Ms. Callahan, a white woman in her mid twenties, was in her first
year of teaching. She had been hired the summer before this study to teach media studies
English courses as part of the digital media program. Although I had no part in her hiring,
it happened that I knew Ms. Callahan because I was her instructor in two English
methods courses at the partnering university. When I approached her about doing my
study in her classroom, she responded enthusiastically and told me she liked the idea of
our working together.
For my part, I was thrilled to conduct my study in Ms. Callahan’s classroom. She
was an engaged and enthusiastic student in my courses, and even more, she demonstrated
a critical stance toward texts and teaching, often bringing social justice perspectives to
our discussions. In the time between graduating from a liberal arts college in the Midwest
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and entering her licensure program, Ms. Callahan traveled extensively and brought a
globalized worldview to her preparation as a teacher and considered carefully her role in
expanding students’ worldviews.
Ms. Callahan was passionate and energetic. In fact, students would sometimes
tease her about her hyper movements and excited laughter, which Ms. Callahan enjoyed
and embraced. She was also extremely creative and thoughtful in her planning for the
course and worked to make it her own while also trying to honor the course as it had been
taught in the past.
The summer before her first year, Ms. Callahan wrote curriculum for this and
other media studies courses. She also met with the teacher who had designed the
curriculum for the documentary film class, and based on the stories she told her, Ms.
Callahan gathered that the class had been a huge success and that it would transform
students from unwilling learners to hard workers and critical thinkers (Interview, June 30,
2010). With her expectations high for the course, Ms. Callahan chose to move forward
with the curriculum largely based on how it had been taught in previous years, and with
the help of her U.S. History co-teacher, Mr. Nash, Ms. Callahan looked forward to
teaching the course.
Ms. Callahan demonstrated her high expectations for students in the questions she
asked (e.g. “What is the link between sexism and racism in Black Men and Public
Space?”) (Field notes, September 11, 2009) and the challenging units she developed that
required students demonstrate mastery on multiple levels. At the same time, Ms. Callahan
struggled with a tension between her high academic expectations and students’ ability or
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willingness to meet them. The very first production piece for the year, for example, asked
students to create an autobiographical collage that explored one aspect of their
personality or one defining moment or event in their lives with attention to subject,
framing, color, light, and shadow (Classroom artifact, September 18, 2009). After two
days of classroom work time, students turned in collages that were completed quickly and
without attention to the assignment, some thrown together the day it was due and others
turned in late (Field notes, September 24, 2009). Similarly, it was common for students to
be nonchalant about completing required postings to their course blogs, to prepare for
vocabulary quizzes, or to complete even major course requirements, such as a pitch sheet
for the final film, on time or at all. As a result, Ms. Callahan modified course assignments
and timelines and even dropped elements of the course (e.g. blog and vocabulary quizzes)
that she had been excited about at the start of the year.
As a new teacher in an urban and highly diverse school, Ms. Callahan was aware
of her identity as a white woman. When I asked her about this in an interview, she said
she was more aware of her own race than she had been before and this sometimes made
her consider her words carefully. She described her thinking about her own and students’
raced and classed identities this way:
I've definitely been more aware of being a white woman this year than I ever
have been . . . all the schools I went to were mostly white people, you know, or
the classes I ran were mostly white privileged people, you know. And so part of
it, I think, is a race thing. Part of that’s an economics thing. But I really believe
that, like, race and economics come so much hand-in-hand in a lot of ways. So I
50

mean I'm just aware of my privilege. I mean I had everything I wanted as a high
school kid. If I wanted to do anything, I could do whatever I wanted to. So I'm
just so aware of that all the time. I mean these kids every day they go to school
and then they go to work, and then they go and make up lost credits they didn't
get because they had something else on their minds. I mean it’s just really hard . .
. Before I say something I think about it, because, I'm like, okay, will my class
think, like, am what I am saying not politically correct or am I crossing – like, I
feel like a lot of times the kids know more about stuff than I do in different ways.
(Interview, June 30, 2010).
Her words indicate both her sensitivity to race and class as well as an awareness of her
own privilege. Notably, Ms. Callahan did not view the challenges in her students’ lives as
deficits, but viewed them instead as knowledge for students to draw upon own in her
courses. In an interview, she expanded upon this idea as it related to media production:
The goal for students was to try to produce something that was thoughtful,
creative, meaningful, like, had a meaningful message to them and to whoever
looked at it. It helped in terms if it was learning a digital skill, but then also,
continuing to learn about how to put together a story, how to tell a story through
different forms like the podcasting, telling a story just through noise and words
and sound, and the photographs, telling it through pictures . . . I always wanted
them to explore something that they were interested in and hopefully learn
something about themselves or about whatever it was that they were doing
(Interview, June 30, 2010).
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Ms. Callahan also welcomed discussions about race and whiteness with her
students. For example, an early unit in both her film and media studies courses focused
on Black men and masculinity. Additionally, during a unit focused on genres of film, she
asked students questions about the implications of whiteness in the western, Dances with
Wolves. Ms. Callahan also positioned herself as inquisitive and eager to learn from her
students about race, while also having a global knowledge and perspective beyond that of
her students. Her confidence grew as the year progressed, and students came to view her
as someone who cared very much about their success in school and who challenged them
to produce important work.
The Students. Student participants for this study were all juniors and seniors
enrolled in the documentary filmmaking class. I chose to focus on one classroom because
I wanted to learn how the curriculum, teacher, and other elements of the course helped to
co-construct students’ discussions about and interactions around race. All students in the
class were invited to participate in the study in order to develop a holistic picture of the
context through observations and informal conversations. Table 2 gives the breakdown of
demographics (race, sex, and grade level) and affinities for the students who agreed to
participate in the study. Focal students are marked with an asterisk.
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Table 2: Student Participants in the Study
Student
Abdi*

Demographics
Somali male, 12

Abdulleh

Somali male, 11

Arianna*

White female, 11

Emily*

White female, 12

Jama

Somali male, 11

Lashay*

African American
female, 12

May

Hmong female, 11

Nicole

African American
female, 11

Montay*

African American
male, 11

Shawn*

Hispanic male, 11

Shayla

African American
female, 12
Guyanese female,
11
African American
male, 11
Somali male, 11

Close friends with Lashay. Moved midway through
the year.
Close affiliations with Arianna during film
production.
Close friends with Montay. Moved midway through
the year.
Close friends with Abdi.

White female

English teacher in her first year

White male

Social studies teacher with over five years
experience in urban schools

Stephanie
Tre
Warsame
Ms.
Callahan
Mr. Nash

Affiliations
Close friends with Warsame. Close affiliations with
Shawn and Montay during the months of film
production.
No significant affiliations with other students.
Worked closely with Emily during film production.
Close friends with Nicole until tensions arose during
film production. Aligned with Stephanie at that time.
No significant affiliations with other students.
Worked closely with Abdulleh during film
production.
Affiliations with Abdi and Warsame, although they
did not appear to be close.
Close friends with Shayla who moved midway
through the year. Aligned with Nicole during film
production.
No significant affiliations with other students. Some
affinity with Montay toward the end of the year.
Close friends with Arianna until tensions arose
during film production. Aligned with Lashay at that
time.
Close friends with Tre who moved midway through
the year. Close affiliations with Shawn and Abdi
during film production.
Close affiliations with Montay and Abdi during film
production.

I identified six focal students for further participation based upon observed
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engagement in class, informal conversations with me and other students, teacher
impressions, and willingness to participate. The focal students were selected with
attention to gender, class, affiliations with other students, and interest in digital
technologies, with the goal of including a range of students. Because production of the
documentary film, a crucial aspect of the course, did not begin until the end of February,
I chose focal students tentatively during the first semester, keeping the option open for
adding focal students later in the year. Indeed, the focus on humor that took shape in the
immigration film group did not evolve until late in the year. I had already invited two of
the three students in that group to participate in interviews and invited the third when
themes in the data suggested the need to do so. Choosing focal students was also difficult
due to the fact that twenty percent of students who started the documentary film class left
before the end of the school year. In all, I invited three female students and three male
students to serve as focal students in this study. Next, I briefly describe the three female
students and then, with more depth, describe the three male students who became the
focus of my analysis.
Arianna. Arianna, a junior, was the most vocal student in the film class. She
enjoyed participating in classroom discussions, and told me in an interview that despite
thinking carefully about her words at times, she always shared her thoughts in class
(Interview, April 19, 2010). Arianna was confident, well liked, and able to joke and use
sarcasm with just about any other student in the class. She was a straight-A student who
did not find school to be a huge challenge for her, and although she got along well with
Ms. Callahan throughout the year, she grew extremely frustrated with critiques of her
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film and became defiant at times. This was a diversion from Arianna’s otherwise polite
and respectful attitude earlier in the year.
Arianna’s parents owned an automotive repair shop, and Arianna worked at a
local Dairy Queen several hours each week. Although her siblings attended another high
school in the district, Arianna and her mother felt more comfortable at Cedar Lake (I
write more about this in the next chapter). She was involved in extracurricular activities
at the school, including the National Honor Society, and often wore her letter jacket to
class. In many ways, Arianna was thriving in high school. She planned to attend college
after her senior year and explore child psychology as a field of study.
Emily. Emily was a senior who could not wait to get out of high school. She did
not appear to have friends in the documentary film class and preferred to work alone
whenever possible. Rarely did Emily volunteer a response in classroom discussions, and
if called upon to do so, she would often refuse. At other times, when Emily was
interested in a topic, she would share information as if an expert on the topic. Her way of
communicating was direct and curt, and many students seemed turned off by it.
More than anyone in the class, Emily was an outsider. She wore black daily,
sometimes accompanied by a long trench coat or even a dog collar. While she fit most
clearly into the group of students in the school who referred to themselves as “Emo,” she
was a bit of an outsider there as well. She was not artistic or aloof in the ways her friends
seemed to be, but actually cared a great deal about school spirit. Each year, Emily helped
organize the homecoming parade and took great pride in raising money for the Anime
Club. Because she lacked friends in the documentary film class, or perhaps because I
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gave her more attention than anyone else, Emily often called me over to talk with her
about her interests or share a website she was exploring. She had no immediate plans for
work or college after graduation but intended to take a break from school. Emily was a
unique and challenging young woman, but I learned a great deal from her that year.
Lashay. Having observed and interacted with Lashay over two years at Cedar
Lake High School, I came to know her as a confident young woman who ceaselessly
advocated for herself as a learner. As the teenaged mother of a toddler, Lashay had no
time to fool around in school. She was focused on the tasks before her and did not
tolerate confusion. For example, when given an assignment to view a media selection
early in the year, Lashay stopped Ms. Callahan from starting the clip to ask, “Wait, what
do you want us to look for?” (Field notes, September 11, 2009). Her straightforward way
of addressing her teachers and other students may have appeared standoffish to outsiders,
but over time, it was clear that Lashay just wanted to get to the point. During an
interview, when I asked Lashay what others see when they look at her, she replied, “An
African American female who is just really trying hard.” When I asked what others do
not see, she answered, “My joy and laughter ‘cause I hide it underneath all the stress”
(Interview, May, 20, 2010).
There were moments, however, when I observed Lashay engaging joyfully in the
class. When she was part of a group that viewed and analyzed the documentary Grizzly
Man, Lashay was fascinated by the character and story of Timothy Treadwell, an eclectic
and passionate man featured in the film. Similarly, when gathering interview footage for
her group’s film on women in the media, Lashay conducted an interview with a local
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knitting artist who was equally strange and passionate about his work. In both of these
instances, Lashay spoke in great length and detail about what she had learned. Her
engagement in these moments went far beyond the required tasks and demonstrated a
passion for learning new things that Lashay did not readily display at all times.
Abdi. Although only a senior in high school himself, Abdi was extremely mature
and, for lack of a better word, professional in his interactions with teachers and students.
Abdi had a way of making everyone—myself included—feel welcome and valued. He
would ask his teachers and other students about their weekends, shake hands with his
group members, and often defend other students from negative comments or teasing. He
did all of this without being overly gregarious but through subtle words and gestures.
Having taken courses in the digital media program for two years, Abdi was very
interested in and skilled at media production. He always wanted to be at the computer,
even on discussion days, and much preferred the workshop atmosphere of film
production to a more traditional classroom setup. During production, he took charge of
the importing and editing of film. Yet, in his big-brother way, he also made sure that his
group mates, Shawn and Montay, took their turns at the computer as well.
Abdi’s brother, who appears in his final film, immigrated to the United States
before Abdi was born. Abdi now worked at his brother’s electronics/coffee shop and
planned to attend the local university the following year. Although accepted to five
schools, Abdi wanted to stay near his family and attend a school with a diverse
population representative of his experience at Cedar Lake. Abdi described himself as a
“social person” and enjoyed working at his brother’s shop because he enjoyed interacting
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with people every day.
Abdi spoke Somali in addition to English and observed Muslim religious rituals.
His best friend in the class was Warsame, but even when given the chance to work
together, Abdi chose to work with other students, because, he explained, when working
with Warsame, “I know I will not work” (Interview, May 5, 2010). Abdi took school very
seriously, but also enjoyed sneaking away to various websites and videos on the Internet
each day. He skillfully balanced school-sanctioned tasks with his own side interests.
During film production, Abdi had a strong vision for the film. He wanted to share
his brother’s story of coming to the United States, which he viewed as a success story,
because he felt it would be “good for him to teach the others” (Interview, May 5, 2010).
In many ways, Abdi took on the role of big brother in his group as well. Not only did he
remind Shawn and Montay of the work they needed to complete each day, but he also
opened them to new cultural experiences (such as tea at his brother’s shop) and supported
them outside school (such as a wake-up call for Montay the morning of the ACT). Not all
of Abdi’s brotherly acts were kind though. At times, he openly took money from Shawn
and Montay and left them without a ride home after interviews. Significantly, Shawn and
Montay found these less-than-kind brotherly acts to be hugely funny and accepted them
as part of their relationship with Abdi.
Montay. Everyone liked Montay. He was a kind and funny young man who was
interested in people’s stories. Montay could tell me something unique and important
about almost anyone in the class. He liked to tease other students but never seemed to
anger them. There was an ease with which he could tell a joke, and if he couldn’t get the
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other student to laugh, he would be laughing heartily himself. Montay even managed to
tease May, the quietest student in the class. I heard May talk more to Montay in the last
month of school than I had all year. He was just that easy to get along with.
This was Montay’s first year at Cedar Lake High School. Having moved from
another large metropolitan area, Montay now lived with his grandmother. He took the
city bus almost an hour each way to attend school, although, he pointed out, this was not
as far as Shawn had to travel. Place was an important aspect of Montay’s identity. He
spoke in great detail about neighborhoods in his former city, making sure I understood
the names and nuances of each area. In that city, Montay had been involved in gang
activities, but as I describe in more detail later, gang life was not for Montay. “I am not a
fighter,” he told me. “I’m a positive person. Like that’s my 99 percent” (Interview, May
7, 2010). As I got to know Montay, it became clear that his interest in other people and
their lives precluded him from judging others. “I want to know everybody,” he told me
(Interview, May 23, 2010), which characterized his approach to life.
During the production of his film with Shawn and Abdi, Montay worried about
not being able to contribute enough to his group. Students built film topics around their
personal experiences in this class, and without a close connection to immigration, Montay
felt, “like damn, [I’m] letting my team down” (Interview, May 7, 2010). Shawn, in
particular, teased Montay about not doing enough for the group, but it was Abdi who
assured him that he would be an asset during interviews. Montay shared, “Because I’m
talkative, they said they wanted to put my talking to good use. But it was like when it’s
on paper, I can’t ask the questions. I can freestyle. Like now I’m talkative, but if I’m told
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what to say, it’s not going to come out right, it never does” (Interview, May 23, 2010).
“Freestyle” is an apt way to describe Montay’s ability to weave words and ideas together
in creative and interesting ways. As predicted, he was invaluable to his group during
interviews because he was willing to approach strangers and invite them to participate.
As was a trend among students during the year of this study, Montay planned to
attend an alternative school to make up credits in his senior year.
Shawn. Shawn was the last of my focal students to agree to be interviewed, and in
fact, it wasn’t until the end of the year that he agreed to participate in the study at all. Up
to this point, Shawn had little interaction with me, and seemed skeptical of my presence
in the room. He was a self-described “shy” person until he really got to know someone,
and this was true for our interactions.
Like Montay, Shawn had recently moved to this metropolitan area from a larger
city in another state. He told me in an interview that he had made some poor decisions
and his parents wanted him to start over. His relationship with his parents was on the
mend after a difficult time, and he was glad to be at Cedar Lake High School. Shawn was
a junior at the time of the study, and Cedar Lake was his third school since 9th grade. He
really liked it at Cedar Lake, so much that he traveled from the north side of the
metropolitan area, transferring on a city bus, to attend.
When I asked Shawn what most influenced him in school, he explained that his
childhood “was not one of the easiest” (Interview, June 1, 2010) and he had made choices
that he now regretted. Shawn framed his difficult past as something he was now proud to
talk about, and told me that friends came easily to him because they were interested to
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hear about his life experiences. “I actually stand out more with other people when I talk
about it” he explained (Interview, June 1, 2010).
Shawn’s father had immigrated to the United States at the age of sixteen, one year
younger than Shawn at the time of the interview, and Shawn described him and his
mother as hard workers. Shawn’s parents opened a business and hoped that the money
they made would support educational opportunities for Shawn and his brothers. The long
hours at the business also meant time and distance from Shawn, and he described starting
to “do whatever I want” by the age of twelve, which included participation in a gang.
Looking back, Shawn attributed such choices to wanting attention. He shared, “And from
hearing my dad’s stories, he didn't want to admit - he didn't want me to make the same
mistake that he did. But I still did it. I guess I just wanted attention from them because
they are my parents” (Interview, June 1, 2010).
Shawn was very proud of his Hispanic heritage and was careful to correct anyone
who used the term Latino to refer to him. Immigrant rights were a common topic of
conversation in his family and something he felt he could “talk about all day” (Interview,
June 1, 2010). During film production, he demonstrated knowledge of politics and
legislation related to immigration and spoke with passion and frustration when he felt his
culture was being misrepresented.
My early impression of Shawn pegged him as withdrawn and uninterested in the
class. He often had his head down and rarely spoke in class. When film production began,
however, I realized that Shawn was a critically and aesthetically engaged student. Despite
a slow start, his personal connection with the film compelled him to take over key aspects
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of it. Shawn enjoyed technology, even though it was new to him (“I didn’t even know
you could make a movie on the computer”) and surprised himself with how much he had
learned during film production.
Although his grades did not reflect it, Shawn was an engaged and creative student
(he worked at an arts studio) but felt that he had made too many wrong turns to attend
college in the coming years.
Administrators and Other Teachers. Ms. Callahan co-taught the documentary film
class with Mr. Nash, a social studies teacher. Mr. Nash had taught at Cedar Lake High
School early in his career, but in the two years before this study, he taught at a private
religious school. This was his first year retuning to Cedar Lake. Mr. Nash, a white male,
was a gregarious teacher and had a joking relationship with many of his students. For
most of the year, Ms. Callahan and Mr. Nash planned some units together but taught the
English and social studies sections separately. When film production began in March,
Ms. Callahan and Mr. Nash conducted the two-hour block class together in Ms.
Callahan’s room. I did not interview Mr. Nash, but spoke with him informally about the
course and its students. Often, I would spend the last part of the day talking with the two
teachers as they discussed the day’s events and the next steps for the course.
During my initial meeting with the school principal, Mr. Hill, to gain approval for
the study, he suggested that I talk with Mr. Allen, the school’s assistant principal, about
the significance of diversity at the school. Mr. Allen, an African American male in his
forties, was well liked by students and staff at Cedar Lake. He was a common presence in
the hallways and classrooms, and I knew him from the years I worked at the school as a
62

research assistant. Mr. Allen expressed his passion for maintaining teachers who were
successful with urban students, but also, from my perspective, had to balance the politics
of hiring and firing teachers in a large metropolitan school district. On two occasions, I
observed him give a survey to juniors in the documentary film course and speak with
students about the importance of supporting Cedar Lake and being vocal about keeping it
open. I interviewed Mr. Allen at the end of the school year to gain his perspective on
diversity and the school’s marginalized status.
Data Collection
Ethnographic observations of class sessions took place two to four times each
week. September through March, I spent two days in the documentary filmmaking class,
and in the Spring when film production began, I observed the class between two and four
times each week, increasing each observation from the one-hour English block to the
two-hour block combined English/social studies block. In all, I observed the class 80
times during the 2009-2010 school year.
I documented each of the observations in field notes. As ethnography is
responsive and cyclical, the first phase of observations and note taking were descriptive
in nature with the goal of moving toward more focused and selective observations
(Spradley, 1980). My field notes included initial impressions, descriptions of key events,
personal reactions, and attention to what participants experienced as important
(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Additionally, I wrote about the social, academic, and
communicative norms; the sense of community; social arrangements; participation and
interaction patterns; sources of authority; and roles and positions in the classroom (Lewis,
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personal communication, 2007). Once possible themes and cultural domains (Spradley,
1980) were identified, observations became more focused in an attempt to answer
questions that emerged about those themes. For example, once joking about race became
a pattern in the data related to the immigration film group, my observations and notes
focused on the nuances of those interactions. After each class session, I typed up my field
notes to expand upon observations in greater detail and to begin to notice patterns and
themes in the data. In all, I had over three hundred pages of written field notes by the end
of data collection.
In addition to field notes, I audio recorded each class session and, at times, left a
recorder for Ms. Callahan to record discussion on days when I could not be there but
wanted to capture a follow-up from the previous day’s lesson. During production times or
other small group work, I placed an audio recorder within each group. With five groups
working on films from March until the end of the school year, I collected five different
audio files two to four times each week for three months. With so much data gathered, I
marked time codes in my field notes next to notes about interactions and important events
within each group so that I could determine which audio files or portions of audio files to
transcribe.
Although students generally disregarded the audio recorder, it was a distraction at
times. On occasion, students would talk directly into the recorder or turn it off and then
on again. When this happened, I wondered if students were attempting to address or omit
something the recorder had captured, but after reviewing the audio file and my field
notes, it seemed students were merely testing its functions and limitations—and being
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funny. Montay, for example, liked to say hello to me into the recorder and would laugh
after doing so. It was common, however, for students to remind one another that the
recorder was playing when a student would say something that could be deemed
inappropriate by me. This happened a few times in the immigration film group, and I
write more about that in chapter six.
I also video recorded key classroom events such as the film pitch day and student
presentations. At first, this required planning recording days ahead of time, because I had
to reserve a video recorder from a university library. As I grew more interested in student
interactions around the production of their films, however, I began bringing in a small
digital camera with recording capabilities. Then I recorded shorter segments as
interesting interactions emerged among students and their teachers.
I conducted interviews with focal students, the teacher, and the assistant principal.
Five of the six focal students participated in two interviews each while Shawn, who
agreed to an interview late in the year, participated in only one longer interview. Ms.
Callahan and Mr. Allen, the assistant principal, each participated in one interview toward
the end of the school year. Interviews were semi-structured and open-ended, which
meant, at times, they felt more like conversations than interviews.
While some of the interview questions were intended to learn about the identity
affiliations and interests of participants, others were intended to learn about their
perspectives on race and diversity. Still other questions were focused on key events that
took place in the classroom, such as questions related to humor and joking in the
immigration film group. A few interview questions emerged when a local photographer
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visited the classroom and asked students to interview one another using a protocol from a
project he had done. These included: “Who are you?” and “How has race affected you?”
Appendix A is the interview protocol used during interviews with focal students,
Appendix B is the protocol used with the teacher, and Appendix C is the protocol used
with the assistant principal.
I also collected artifacts from the school, classroom, and students that related to
my research questions, particularly the question about the institutional and classroom
context. These artifacts included class handouts, copies of student work (both print and
digital), access to the course wiki and power points, and photographs of hallway displays,
school signs, and special events such as the Mosaic Festival, which I describe later.
During data collection, I was both participant and observer. At times, particularly
during the start of the year, I observed discussions and activities with little interaction
with students or teacher. As students moved into production of media pieces, however, I
spent more time interacting with students, asking them questions about their work, and
even giving them feedback on their projects. This was especially true at the end of the
school year when students worked in their film groups. On occasion, Ms. Callahan
referred to me as another teacher who was available to assist students, a distinction that
sometimes made be uncomfortable, but one I likely could not have avoided given my age
and association with the university. In the end, my relationship with the students and
teacher varied in degrees between authority figure, advocate, and even friend. I write
more about my role in an upcoming section.
Data Analysis
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My data analysis began in written memos throughout data collection. I wrote a
memo once every three weeks at first and then once each month. Memos captured
ongoing interpretations and allowed for an interaction between the data collected and
theoretical issues that emerged (Yin, 1994). For example, one memo explored the
connection between the “racist joking” I began to observe and the significance of humor
in African American cultural traditions. Although only one of the participants in the
immigration film group identified as African American, reading and writing about this
theory while still collecting data helped me focus on elements of ritual in my
observations and field notes related to interactions in that group. Written memos included
interpretations of observations along with further questions for exploration.
Transcription was another significant source of analysis during and after data
collection. With over a hundred hours of audio files recorded, I relied on coded field
notes to determine which audio files needed to be transcribed. This included whole class
discussions and activities as well as small group interactions. As humor emerged as a
significant theme, my focus turned to the immigration film group in particular, and I relistened to all of the audio related to that film group and transcribed significant portions
of audio. All interviews were transcribed by a transcription service.
As the instrument of collection and analysis, a great deal depends on the
researcher’s rigorous thinking and consideration of alternative interpretations (Yin,
1994). With that in mind, I employed two strategies for data analysis: constant
comparative and mediated discourse analysis. My first sweep at the data employed
constant comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), and in this phase, I identified
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categories and subcategories of themes across the data. The initial categories that
emerged during open coding led to a honed focus for data collection and further questions
to ask of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). I coded initially for my research questions
then looked for patterns within those codes, such as how students thought about and
talked about race and diversity in the school context and their lives. Continued analysis of
categories and codes took place throughout the data collection to confirm and disconfirm
themes and contradictions and to determine patterns that triangulated across participants
and data sources. The goal was to identify categories that resonated across individual
cases of focal students, but also to determine where individuals were unique in their
responses to race and diversity at Cedar Lake High School.
Mediated Discourse Analysis. In this sub-section, I describe mediated discourse
analysis (MDA) as a conceptual and methodological framework (Norris & Jones;
Scollon, 2001a). While I had anticipated that MDA would be useful for analyzing
students’ engagement with media texts, it was not until laughter emerged as the focus of
the study that I began to understand the potential MDA had for analyzing students’
embodied engagement with race. First, I describe the theory behind mediated discourse
analysis, and second, I turn to how it served as a method of data analysis as well.
Key Concepts of MDA. As joking and laughter emerged as a significant pattern in
the immigration film group, I began to focus my observations and transcription on the
interactions between Shawn, Montay, and Abdi, its three members. Theoretically, MDA
is a useful framework for understanding identities in moment-to-moment interactions
(Scollon, 2001a; Norris, 2011) because it foregrounds action in social spaces. At its core,
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MDA seeks to explain the mediational means by which social actors carry out mediated
actions in sites of engagement (Scollon, 2001a) and through which they produce the
“histories and habitus of their daily lives” (Scollon, 2001b, p. 140). In this way, MDA is
interested in how everyday interactions produce and reproduce a society. For me, MDA
afforded a heuristic with which to explore my data and ask of it how interactions related
to race and humor framed the identities produced in interactions embedded within larger
timescales and histories. The following conceptual assumptions and key terms (which I
have italicized) ground MDA and have guided my analysis and writing.
Meaning making is discursive and does not reside in discourse itself, but in the
mediated actions that people take with it. In this way, discourse is one of many available
tools, but is not privileged in MDA. Instead, MDA “provides a way of understanding
how all of the objects and all of the language and all of the actions taken with these
various mediational means intersect at a nexus of multiple social practices and the
trajectories of multiple histories and storylines” (Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 4). MDA draws
from sociocultural theorists such as Wertsch (1991) who argue that all actions are
mediated through “cultural tools” or mediational means. These are “objects,
technologies, practices, identities, social institutions, communities, and also language and
other semiotic systems” (Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 5) that come with histories,
affordances, and constraints. Mediational means “are carriers of social, cultural and
historical formations that amplify certain social actions and limit others” (Jones & Norris,
2005, p. 49). In the interactions I highlight in this study, I view laughter as the
mediational means in the mediated action of race talk.
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The concept of the nexus of practice is also important to mediated discourse
analysis. Scollon (2001b) described the nexus of practice as the “intersection or linkage
of multiple practices such that some group comes to recognize ‘the same’ set of actions”
as an aggregate (p. 150). This builds on Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of practice as “an
action with a history” (Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 98). The mediated action is, in a way,
dependent upon the nexus. It is “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” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Social identities are produced and
constructed at the nexus. Analytically, the nexus of practice links the mediated action to a
chain of mediated actions that must be considered for a full understanding.
Historical body is the term that Nishida (1958, cited in Scollon & Scollon, 2004)
used to describe the life experience of individual social actors. Scholars in mediated
discourse use historical body interchangeably with Bourdieu’s habitus. According to
Norris (2011), habitus is “the internalization of social practices and actions, and with that
the internalization of mediational means and cultural tools” (p. 36), which are employed
by the social actor without conscious reflection. Discourses—the “meaningful semiotic
activity” connected with “social, cultural, and historical patterns and developments of
use” (Blommaert, 2005)—are submerged in the habitus of the social actor, and in this
way, historical bodies are both a product of and a facet in the reproduction of history.
In a mediated discoursed theory, any social action occurs at the intersection of
three factors: “historical bodies of participants in that action, the interaction order which
70

they mutually produce among themselves, and the discourses in place which enable that
action or are used by the participants as mediational means in their action” (Scollon &
Scollon, 2004, p.153).
The “durable and transposable dispositions” (Norris, 2011, p. 36) of a social actor
accumulate and internalize as a consequence of mediated social actions and linked
practices. In that process, mediational means are also internalized and serve as the
dialectic between the material world and the habitus (Scollon, 2001b). Mediated actions,
such as the moment-to-moment interactions of students in my study, are only
interpretable within practices (Norris, 2011) and must be viewed through the history of
that practice in the social actor’s habitus (Scollon, 2001a). In other words, the mediated
action, as the unit of analysis, can only be interpreted with and through its link with the
historical bodies of social actors acting within a nexus of practice.
A final concept central to mediated discourse analysis is that of resemiotization.
Resemiotization is the process whereby mediated actions “transform a cycle from one
kind of action/object or discourse into another” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 170). Social
actors adapt and mix the cultural tools available to them, with all of their affordances and
constraints, in order to fit particular purposes for constructing identities and relationships
(Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 50). Cultural tools, or mediational means, are never one thing
alone but are always mutually mediating and mediated. In other words, actions transform
tools as tools transform actions.
Chapters five and six best describe how these key concepts map onto the
interactions I observed within the immigration film group. In short, the action of talking
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about race was mediated by the mediational means of humor. Over time, as the young
men engaged again and again in similar actions (talk about race) mediated by similar
means (humor), they began to recognize themselves and be recognized as individuals
engaged in the practice of what they and others called “racist joking.” Yet, the trick of it
all, was that the history of that practice—linked as it was with the historical bodies of
young men who had witnessed and experienced racism—could be interpreted as a
resemiotizaton of racist language into an object of affiliation, bonding, and even critical
insight.
Key Methods in MDA. Another concept central to mediated discourse analysis,
which I highlight here because of its methodological implications, is the site of
engagement. Norris and Jones (2005), paraphrasing Scollon, defined the site of
engagement as “the real-time window that is opened through an intersection of social
practices and mediational means that make that action the focal point of attention of the
relevant participants” (p. 139). In methodological terms, the site of engagement became
the focal point of my real-time observations and audio transcriptions. Additionally, the
site of engagement is the intersection of space and time that allows for the mediated
action to occur, so much so that, as Norris (2011) argued, “each (inter)action is nonrepeatable because the window that made the (inter)action possible will never be exactly
the same again” (p. 51). For my study, the site of engagement became the unique
historical moments and material space (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) at which Montay, Abdi,
and Shawn worked on their film about immigration. While those moments were
connected to one another through the trajectory of actions and practices over time, each
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was uniquely shaped by the space/time of the momentary interaction. For example, in one
site of engagement, described in greater detail in chapter five, Montay’s statement about
a dream takes on new meaning because of the footage of a protest march that plays in the
background and because of Shawn’s attempt to connect Montay’s statement to race.
Meaning, in that particular space/time, was particular to that moment and dependent upon
the actions to which social actors gave their attention.
Although MDA does not offer a single method for analyzing mediated discourse,
it does require three processes that Scollon and Scollon (2004) have called “engaging the
nexus of practice,” “navigating the nexus of practice,” and “changing the nexus of
practice” (p. 9). To engage the nexus of practice, the researcher must establish a “zone of
identification” (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 9) wherein she becomes recognized by other
participants as a participant in the nexus of practice. For me, this was an ethnographic
requirement as a participant-observer in the documentary film class, and I write more
about my role as participant-observer in the next section.
Scollon & Scollon (2004) also outlined four key processes for engaging the nexus
of practice: (a) establish the social issue you will study, (b) find the crucial social actors,
(c) observe the interaction order, and (d) determine the most significant cycles of
discourse. The first two of these processes emerged through data collection as humor
became a significant pattern among particular social actors. I engaged the last two
processes related to the interaction order and cycles of discourse through analytic memo
writing and discourse analysis respectively. Scollon & Scollon (2004), citing Goffman
(1983), defined the interaction order as “any of the many possible social arrangements by
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which we form relationships in social interactions” (p. 13). Social actors organize
interactions through speech, movement, and gesture within the constraints and
affordances of social space. Field notes served as a significant data source for
understanding how social actors shaped interactions, both within and outside the
immigration film group.
Cycles of discourse refer to how discourses of a current situation (which circulate
through the scene and the actions taken) relate to discourses of the past and possible
futures and extended geographically beyond the site of engagement (Scollon & Scollon,
2004). Identifying the cycles of discourse within a site of engagement—or the particular
space-time of a given interaction—required drawing on methods of discourse analysis
(Fairclough, 2001) as well as microethnographic analysis (Bloome, Carter, Christian,
Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005). This analysis is represented in chapters five and six.
Norris and Jones (2005) outlined the following four analytic processes for the
second step in mediated discourse analysis, navigating the nexus of practice: (1) analysis
of social actors and their histories within and beyond the site of engagement; (2) analysis
of mediational means with emphasis on how signs are transformed through mediated
action (in this study, how signs were transformed as a function of humor and the
language used to circulate it); (3) analysis of timescales and histories of participation for
all parts of the mediated action; and (4) analysis of how actions are distributed among
social actors over time and space. Scollon & Scollon (2004) described this step as
working through the “trajectories of participants, places, and situations both back in time
historically and forward through actions and anticipations” (p. 9). In short, the unit of
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analysis is mediated action with a close consideration of how all of its components play a
role in the action: the site of engagement, social actors, mediational means, and practices.
Table 3 gives the key sources and an example for each analytic process used in the
analysis.
Table 3: Key Data Sources and Examples
Analytic Process
Analysis of social
actors and their
histories

Key Sources
Field notes
Interaction
transcripts
Interviews
Artifacts

Example
Shawn was very proud of his Hispanic
heritage and said he could talk about
immigration “all day” because it’s “a big thing
in my family” (Interview, June 1, 2010).

Analysis of
mediational means

Field notes
Interaction
transcripts
Artifacts

Humor mediated talk about race in nine
transcripts of the immigration film group.
Additionally, their film mediated talk about
race. Joking about food, for example, emerged
from footage of a film participant, Hector.

Analysis of
timescales and
histories of
participation

Field notes
Interaction
transcripts
Interviews

Over time, “racist joking” began without
impetus. Montay explained, “I just sit at my
desk and not say anything to anybody, and
then, boom. He just hits me. Not like a punch,
but like with the joke.”

Analysis of how
actions are distributed

Field notes
Interaction
transcripts

Shawn and Montay engaged in joking
throughout field notes over three months,
while Abdi was a peripheral participant.

Mediated actions are also framed by a broader nexus of practice that includes the
historical bodies of individual actors, the discourses at work at the time of action, and the
interaction order within which they occur (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). My analysis of the
interactions in the immigration film group accounted for each of these in order to better
understand the identities produced at that site of engagement. Norris (2011) described the
significance of each concept this way: “Identity is embedded and (co)produced in . . . the
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social-time-place of a particular social actor together with other social actors, together
with and within historical time, together with cultural tools, and together with and within
the environment” (p. 30, emphasis in the original). This analysis of the broader nexus of
practice is represented in chapter four.
The final process in mediated discourse analysis is changing the nexus of practice.
Scollon (2001b) described the analytic focus of this process:
Within MDA, the goal is to arrive at a richer understanding of the history of the
practice within the habitus of the participants in that particular social action. The
focus is not on the practice as a characteristic of a social group but on the action
as a point of social change in the habitus of the participants (p. 171).
The focus on “social change in the habitus of participants” turns attention to the
production (and reproduction) of identities at the site of engagement and the ways in
which that production transforms the nexus. Change, in this sense, does not necessarily
mean the researcher is interested in bringing about transformation in policies—although
that may be true. Instead, MDA seeks to identify the transformations in meaning,
practices, and identities that social actors bring about and reflect upon. Lewis and Tierney
(in press), for example, write about how two African American young women transform
the sign of race through the circulation of emotion in a race-related film discussion. In
that example, social actors at the site of engagement changed the nexus as they leveraged
emotion to argumentative ends. Similarly, change in this study focuses on the ways in
which Abdi, Shawn, and Montay change the nexus through the introduction of humor as
they talk about race. A key source of data and analysis in this final process was
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participants’ accounts of their motives as indicated in interviews as well as a focus on the
transformation of identities and meanings in practice—identities and meanings linked to
broader social issues but constructed in moment-to-moment interactions.
My Role
In a nexus analysis, according to Scollon and Scollon (2004), “analysts are
themselves part of the nexus of practice under study,” and “the analysis is in itself
transformative of the nexus of practice” (p. 9). In this view, I (and the audio recorder that
was my mediating tool) became another social actor at the site of engagement and within
the nexus of practice. As such, I cannot separate the mediated action under study from
my own role in and influence on it. I became recognized as a participant in the classroom
as the year progressed and, even more, was recognized as a key audience for the “racist
jokes” that became the focus of this study. In this section, I write about my role in the
classroom and immigration film group, along with the accompanying dilemmas for each.
In September and October, I observed the class as a research assistant for a
university partnership and explained to the students that I would be observing their digital
media use. Once my own project was fully approved by the Institutional Review Board in
early November, I introduced this project and explained to students that I was interested
in how they talked about race in this class and what I could learn from them about race
discussions to take back to English teachers. I recall being hesitant to tell students that I
would be listening to their conversations about race, as if these conversations would be so
private and personal that they would not want me to hear. When I explained that students
could choose to opt out of study, and I would understand if they did, Lashay, asked,
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“Why would we care if you hear us talk about race?” Two things were clear to me in that
moment: I was, perhaps, making a bigger deal of race-related matters than the young
people in this diverse classroom, and I was in the right place to witness candid and open
talk about race. Both of these were true to varying degrees as the year progressed.
Sorting out my role in this classroom was a challenging and conflicting process.
As a beginning researcher, I worried daily that I was not capturing the right things, not
spending enough time in the classroom, talking with and observing one group when I
should be spending time with another. Three filled spiral notebooks and hundreds of
pages of typed field notes still left me with the sense that I had not done enough. Part of
the dilemma stemmed from the shift in my research focus once the study began. Worried
that I would not find anything to actually write about, I frantically tried to find anything
interesting, to capture everything.
At the same time, I strove to be present in the research space (Lensmire, personal
communication, 2009) and to recognize the various layers of identity I brought to it. At
times, I stayed in the background to observe and note classroom events, but as a teacher,
that way of being in the classroom was a challenge for me. I knew from my own
experience that one teacher in the classroom was never enough, and I wanted Ms.
Callahan to feel that she would benefit from my presence if I used my time to support
students in their projects. Luckily, the course design allowed for a balance of both
observation and participation on my part. When Ms. Callahan and her students engaged
in discussions, I remained silent unless Ms. Callahan or another student brought me in
through direct address. I worried that my participation would direct the outcome of the
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discussion somehow, or that Ms. Callahan, my former student, would view my
participation as evaluative or authoritarian.
Yet when students worked individually or in small groups, I often took up space
near them, asking if I might sit in and listen. At times, I offered suggestions or helped
groups articulate a direction based on what I had heard. Overtime, this led to students
inviting me to help them with aspects of a project. Although this was invaluable in
building relationships with students and engaging my place in the nexus, I also felt, at
these times, that I should be observing other groups or writing more detailed descriptions
in my notes. Such was the ongoing conflict of my data collection and participant-observer
role.
My level of involvement with students varied depending upon the relationships
that I was able to establish with them over time. Some students never invited me into
their smalls groups or welcomed questions about their coursework one-on-one. May, for
example, one of the first students to agree to participate in the study remained reserved
with me for the entire year, despite many attempts to talk with her. Other students
welcomed my presence and talked extensively with me about their interests both in and
out of school. Emily was one such individual. When I came into the classroom after the
holiday break, for example, Emily shouted my name across the room and gave me a hug.
Students also noted my absence when other obligations or school breaks took me off my
regular schedule.
More than with students, I was aware of my role when interacting with Ms.
Callahan. As a first year teacher and my former student, I feared that any comments I had
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about the course or students would be perceived as an evaluation of her teaching.
Additionally, I had spent the previous two years at Cedar Lake High School in the
classroom of the much beloved teacher who preceded Ms. Callahan, and Ms. Callahan
was aware of the shoes she had stepped into. At times when Ms. Callahan spoke with me
about frustration with the course, I shied away from comments about how things had
been done in the past even when she asked directly—which was rare in itself. I believe
that Ms. Callahan and I were both aware of her need to forge her own way as a teacher, a
task made more difficult with my presence, but one at which Ms. Callahan excelled. In
moments when my teacher educator identity crept into my research, I was extremely
proud of Ms. Callahan and the teacher she was becoming.
Still, there were tense moments during the year I spent in her classroom. Because
I attempted to balance observation, participation, and a useful presence (e.g. helping with
technology or answering student questions) there were times when I felt that Ms.
Callahan wanted me to be doing one thing over another. During film production, for
example, there were days when Ms. Callahan could not even catch her breath, as one
group after another required her expertise with technical issues. At those times, I strove to
be as helpful as possible but also felt a pull toward observing and interacting with
students. My field notes suffered on those days, but I felt a responsibility to the goals of
the classroom and individuals in it. They had, after all, welcomed me.
With one of the film groups, I also took on the role of mediator. In this particular
group, Arianna, Nicole, Stephanie, and LaShay were producing a film exploring how the
media negatively affects women. This topic appealed to the young women because they
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felt it was close to their lives, but to Ms. Callahan and Mr. Nash the topic was predictable
and lacked focus. They challenged this group from the early stages of their work to
develop a clearer thesis and specific angle for the film around an authentic question the
young women hoped to answer. Instead, the girls forged ahead relying on their initial
thesis until weeks into the project when they realized the shortcomings of their topic and
focus. Arianna, in particular, was very upset with Ms. Callahan and Mr. Nash for not
pushing them to shift gears more assertively, and she refused to speak to either of them
for an extended period of time. The other young women followed her lead, and the
production days were tense as the girls tried to complete a film while refusing the
assistance or advice of their teachers.
Because I had tried to position myself on the side of the students throughout the
year, the young women turned to me for support during this tense time with their
teachers. Arianna was frustrated by the possibility of getting a poor grade on this film
project, but she was also a strong-willed, independent thinker who could not forgive her
teachers for what she perceived as leading her astray. I, on the other hand, had shown
only interest and curiosity throughout the process. Even though I would, at times, offer
ideas and suggestions, I avoided direct criticism because I did not want to control the
direction of any project in the class—even if I found it to have the same limitations as
their teachers. Positioning myself that way, I see now, still influenced the outcome of the
projects and was, perhaps, an insincere way of interacting with students. Whether I liked
it or not, my age, status as a former teacher, and connection with the university gave me
authority.
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With Arianna and her group mates, I used that authority as well as my “quasifriend” status (Bogdan & Bilkin, 1992) to mediate the tension between the young women
and their teachers. On a particularly tense day, Arianna confronted Ms. Callahan, asking
over and over why she did not tell them the film “wasn’t working” sooner—although in a
less direct way, she had (Field notes, March 23, 2010). I noted in my field notes that
Arianna’s tone had been increasingly rude in class, and this day was no exception.
Although Ms. Callahan tried to calmly offer options and ideas for the group, she, too, was
frustrated and asked Arianna to stay after class to talk. As a researcher in the classroom,
moments like this one were interesting events in terms of data and analysis but
challenging as a participant and observer. Part of me wanted to busy myself with other
students while another part wanted to take notes. Even more, I was unsure how to act
after the incident. Aligning myself on the side of the teacher seemed most damaging to
my relationship with Arianna, but I also wanted to support Ms. Callahan, who was rightly
challenging Arianna to improve her work. In the end, I gave both of them some space,
but eventually spoke with Arianna not about her teacher or her frustrations, but about the
decisions facing her related to the film.
Interestingly, when she asked for my ideas, I offered the same suggestions Ms.
Callahan had given, in words that were not so different, and she thanked me for the
direction (Field notes, March 23, 2010). This was an odd spot for me to be in as a
researcher and one I had not expected. On the one hand, I was glad that Arianna saw me
as an ally, but on the other, I worried that I was trying too hard to “fix” a situation that
was not mine to fix.
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As the year progressed and my role as a member of the class became solidified, I
became invested in the success of the students and their teacher, both in the present and
in their futures. I wrote a college reference letter for Abdulleh, talked extensively with
Abdi about preparing for life on a college campus, reviewed college admissions essays
for Nicole, gave a memoir written by a local Hmong woman to May because I thought
she would enjoy it, brought admissions materials for a summer arts program to Shawn,
and nominated Ms. Callahan for a teaching award, which she won. Whether these acts
were meaningful to the participants in my study or not, I cannot say. But I do know that
the relationships I developed that year with the students and their teacher were deeply
meaningful to me.
As my interest in humor and “racist joking” among members of the immigration
film group emerged, I wanted Shawn, Montay, and Abdi to trust me with their words—to
let me in on the joke. For the most part, when I overheard the joking or believed it to be
taking place, I kept my distance from the group. Fearing my presence would interrupt the
jokes or end them all together in those moments, I became a distanced observer once
again, even though at other times I would sit on their group work time and sometimes ask
questions related to the film. From the start of film production, Abdi and Montay
welcomed me into the group and seemed nonplussed by my presence. Abdi had known
me from my work as a research assistant the year before in one of his classes, and
Montay was simply outgoing, friendly, and curious with just about anyone he came
across. Shawn, on the other hand, seemed weary of my involvement at first. He spoke
less often when I was nearby and would sometimes move the audio recorder to the other
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side of the group when it was near him. While open and polite if I asked him a direct
question, Shawn would not initiate a conversation with me—something other students
often did by that time of the year.
A turning point came in my relationship with Shawn in late April. At that time, a
professor at a nearby college invited Ms. Callahan and a group of her students to speak in
her educational studies course about their experiences in an urban high school. Ms.
Callahan invited the three young men in the immigration film group and two young
women from another media class to make the trip and speak on the panel. I had taught a
couple of courses at that same college and knew the professor well. She invited me to
accompany the Cedar Lake students, and I was eager to hear what they would say.
Another professor from the university also planned to go, and with three adults and five
students, we agreed to split into two cars to make the trip. With the appropriate
permissions forms filed, I agreed to drive one of the cars, and Montay, Abdi, and Shawn
drove with me that day. The drive was just short of an hour each way. Montay sat in the
front seat with me and did most of the talking for all of us. As usual, he brought humor to
the situation, which included teasing me about my driving, and had as all laughing. Even
though there was often laughter among the three young men, this was the first time I had
openly laughed with them and the first time I had become the subject of a joke. This
casual way of interacting and the overall experience of the field trip seemed to bring new
trust to Shawn’s perception of my role. After that, he initiated conversations with me and
agreed, finally, to be one of my focal students.
Overall, I never felt fully comfortable in my role in the classroom. The
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responsibilities I felt to the teacher, the students, and the research were often in tension
with one another, and looking back, I am not convinced that I always made the right
decision in those moments. What is clear, however, is that I was a participant in the nexus
of practice under study and my role transformed the nexus in significant ways. In the
chapters that follow, I continue to reflect on how my role shaped the joking and humor
within the immigration film group.
Doing Good
As I write up this research, I am aware of the possible tension as well between my
way of viewing and knowing in the world and that of my participants. It is telling that
Shawn was hesitant to speak with me until I had demonstrated that I could laugh with
him and his friends—that I could, perhaps, see things in a similar way. Yet that does not
excuse me from needing to be responsible with his words as I write, nor does it mean that
my way of viewing and knowing in the world, as a white and middle-classed woman in a
position of power, cannot—in these very pages—do harm. Gloria Ladson-Billings (2000)
reminds me that my perspective, as someone writing from the mainstream, stems from a
“system of knowing” (p. 257) that often distorts the realities of the other. Moreover, my
race, gender, ethnicity, language, class, sexuality, and other forms of difference inform
my relationship to knowledge and its production. As such, despite my efforts to
understand the world through humor and to do good by and through this research, blind
spots remain.
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Chapter 4
A Nexus Analysis: Discourses of Race at Work

The first task of mediated discourse analysis, engaging the nexus of practice,
entailed establishing the social issue under study, locating crucial social actors,
observing the interaction order, and determining the most significant cycles of discourse.
In order to do this, I coded patterns related to race and diversity in field notes and
interviews throughout the year at Cedar Lake High School. In so doing, I identified the
social issue under study as what I called “raced interactions” in the documentary film
class, and in particular, raced interactions mediated by joking and laughter. The crucial
social actors, then, became Abdi, Montay, and Shawn, although other students, teachers,
and I all became crucial at particular moments. The interaction order, or patterns of
interaction which I observed, were captured primarily in field notes, and I describe the
interaction order of both the class overall and the immigration film group in this chapter,
noting where one influenced the other. As for significant cycles of discourse, I created
themes related to diversity and race at Cedar Lake High School and in the documentary
film class, which are described in this chapter, but I reserve the analysis of the most
significant cycles of discourse—those mediated by humor—for the data analysis chapters
that follow.
The second step of mediated discourse analysis, navigating the nexus of practice,
is represented in this chapter as a “broad-stroke map of the nexus of practice” (Scollon &
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Scollon, 2004, p. 171), which includes the discourses at work at the time of action and the
interaction order within which they occur. Social identities are produced and constructed
at the nexus, and analytically, the nexus of practice links the mediated action to a chain of
mediated actions that must be considered for a full understanding of social actors and the
interactions among them. The challenge of analysis, then, is to identify the linkages and
intersections across multiple elements of a nexus that are “embedded in larger
timescales” and “at the same time emanations from the past and prefigurations of
possible futures” (Norris, 2011, p. 104). In short, “the present [social actors] share is
deeply shaped by larger projects” (Norris, 2011, p. 104).
In order to guide this “broad-stroke map” which attempts to connect social actors
to larger projects, I drew on a series of questions from Scollon and Scollon (2004) for
sketching out and placing a circumference around the participants, discourses, objects,
and concepts that circulate through the nexus. In this chapter, I first describe the key
discourse patterns related to diversity and race at Cedar Lake High School collected in
interviews with focal students, their teacher, and the assistant principal. After that, I
describe the interaction order of the school and classroom. The goal of this chapter is to
create a broad picture of the school, classroom, and participants in order to frame the
closer microanalysis of language and interaction that takes place in chapters five and six.
The Discourses at Work
As test scores, new busing patterns, and a bad reputation put Cedar Lake High
School in constant battle for survival, teachers, administrators, and students alike were
vocal about what they viewed as the positive aspects of the school and were active in
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making those aspects known in the fight for the school’s legitimacy. Mr. Allen, the
school’s assistant principal, was one such advocate for the school. Each spring he was in
charge of administering a survey that asked juniors about their overall satisfaction with
the school. Twice I observed Mr. Allen introducing this survey to students in the film
class, and each time he framed the school as in danger of being shut down and the
students as active agents in keeping the school open. He encouraged them to make films
supporting the school’s programs and its diversity, explaining that they needed to make
their voices heard because the loudest voices get support from the district (Field notes,
March 1, 2010).
I interviewed Mr. Allen in June, during the last week of school. It was a hot day,
and like any other room, there was no air conditioning. A fan whirred and the lights were
out. Before I could ask any of my own questions, Mr. Allen wanted me to explain my
study and why I cared about diversity. In explanation, I described to Mr. Allen
conversations I had heard among Cedar Lake students where they openly named race and
its consequences in their lives. One example I shared was an interaction between a Latina
female student, Lorena, and a white male student, John, from a study I participated in as a
research assistant. John said that his friends outside Cedar Lake always thought he
attended West Lake High School, an affluent school across the city. When Lorena asked,
“Is that because you’re white?” John answered without hesitation, “Yes. I think so.” Then
the two students turned their attention back to their group task.
I explained to Mr. Allen that conversations like this one, where racial identities,
and particularly white racial identities, could be named so freely were what had drawn
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me to the school for this study. I told him that I wanted to learn from students how they
thought about and talked about race in a diverse high school. He responded this way:
Mr. Allen:

That is deep, though, okay, because I personally five years ago,
that type of conversation –

Jessie:

Wouldn’t have happened.

Mr. Allen:

It wouldn’t have taken place.

Jessie:

Yeah, and why not?

Mr. Allen:

There’s – I believe that in all honesty, kids are more capable of
embracing the diversity . . . Adults set the standard for what
community is supposed to be. And as a result, kids operate in those
confinements. They know that this is the barrier for where I can go
and if I’m outside of that, then there are consequences that go
along with it. I believe that school environment sets up those
opportunities. And it’s allowing students the opportunity to pose
questions that will allow them to move to having those types of
courageous conversations (Interview, June 9, 2010).

Mr. Allen referred here to Glenn Singleton’s (2006) writing and professional
development on “creative conversations on race.” Teachers in the district had selfselected to participate in the training years before this, Mr. Allen explained, but not all
teachers took part. Regardless, I was interested in the “community” Mr. Allen described
here and the “school environment [that] sets up those opportunities” to “pose questions”
about race. From my experience observing and participating in the film class at Cedar
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Lake, that environment was, at times, consciously molded through sanctioned events like
the “Mosaic Festival” and through cultural offerings such as the “Hmong Club.” At other
times, students molded that environment in informal interactions when they believed their
teachers and other adults were not watching or listening.
As I attempt to describe the diverse environment of Cedar Lake High School in
this chapter, I draw heavily from interviews with focal students. I asked them about race
and diversity in their school and the film classroom, what it is like to be Hispanic, white,
Black, or Somali, how students talk about race with each other and their teachers, and
why diversity matters, or doesn’t matter, to them. (See Appendix A for a sample
interview protocol). In asking these questions, I risked gathering what Mica Pollock
(2004) called “packaged” race talk. In her study of how and when individuals talk about
each other racially, she focused, instead, on the “naturalistic interactions” between
students, teachers, administrators, and school board members in an attempt to capture
what Geertz (1973) called the “informal logic of actual life” (p. 17, as cited by Pollock,
2004). As ethnography, this study also seeks to capture the naturalistic and informal
interactions among social actors at Cedar Lake High School, as demonstrated in chapters
five and six, but I draw from interviews as well because “packaged” talk about race was a
key aspect of how students came to think about diversity at the school. Discourses about
race that circulated at Cedar Lake High School, those set in motion by administrators,
teachers, and students alike, invested students in a community and shaped a space similar
to what Fine, Weis, and Powell (1997) described this way: “Youth and adults are not
merely co-located but deliberately invested in a diverse group larger than self, rich in
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racially and ethically diverse connection and differences” (p. 250). Although the
community of difference at Cedar Lake was not always deliberately formed in productive
ways, administrators, teachers, and students openly defended the school’s diversity in
ways that formed a collective, prideful identity. Expressions of that pride often resulted in
packaged forms of race talk, but those forms were useful, nonetheless, in shaping the
everyday interactions I highlight in this study.
As a marginalized school fighting for legitimacy, administrators had to market the
unique elements that would make it desirable to parents and students. Most often,
diversity was one of those elements marketed at Cedar Lake, but even that was changing.
Mr. Allen described the need to adapt marketing to “customer” needs in his interview
with me. He explained that upcoming busing changes and the addition of an International
Baccalaureate program in all high schools had forced the principal, Mr. Hill, to rethink
the school’s marketing plan. In his words, “Hill had to change the marketing language
from if a kid can make it at Cedar Lake they can make it anywhere” to a “college-bound
focus” (Interview, June 9, 2010).
Such marketing changes were apparent in the words used to describe the school.
In the year of this study, the school’s mission was “to provide students with a safe and
supportive learning environment that enables them to become open-minded, inquiring
thinkers and life-long learners” (Artifact, March 1, 2010). The shorthand version of the
mission, which hung over the main school doors, was “Changing lives, Building Futures”
(Artifact, April 8, 2010). In the following year, the mission became one focused on
service. It read, “Students will leave Cedar Lake High School driven to serve, equipped
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to lead, and determined to positively impact the world.” Although neither mission
directly invokes language of diversity, the first focuses on a safe and supportive
environment that fosters students’ potential. The second focuses on what students will
give back to the world and describes them as “driven,” “equipped,” and “determined”—
language more typically associated with business.
Other aspects of marketing visible in the school included a statement about
diversity that hung next to the school’s mission in the main entry. It read: “Cedar Lake
High School: staff, students and families are a cultural mosaic committed to instilling
strong character and empowering students to be responsible citizens and a positive
transformative force for the local and global communities” (Artifact, March 1, 2010).
This statement celebrated the cultural diversity at the school and connected it with
students’ individual characters and larger communities. The Mosaic Festival, which took
place each spring, borrowed its name from this statement. The Mosaic, for short, was a
school-sanctioned event described on the school website as “celebrating the gifts the arts,
cultures and diversity bring to life” (Artifact, May 21, 2010). The festival had been on
hold for a couple years due to the death of a retired teacher who organized it, but students
advocated for it to start again and recruited teachers to take over the organizing role.
I attended the Mosaic during the year of this study. Held in the gymnasium, the
festival consisted of booths sponsored by various school clubs. These included National
Honor Society, Chess Club, Bollywood Club, Anime Club, and Student Council, as well
as booths for each of the program areas in the school: Digital Media, Auto, Business, and
Health Careers. Ms. Callahan was in charge of the Digital Media installation, which
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highlighted the photography/podcast assignment from the documentary film class.
Images from the project included statements or words written on small chalkboards as
part of a class session led by a local photographer. Words included: “pain,” “rise above,”
“successful,” “div3rsity,” and “create.” Statements included: “I look at them and walk
away,” “Yes we can!” “Inner you,” “Our Hmong culture lives on,” and “People think that
I take things without paying” (Artifacts, May 21, 2010). Each statement or word
referenced a response to a question asked by students interviewing one another in what
the photographer called “art as interaction.” Students chose responses to write on the
chalkboard for their partners. The words and statements represented at the Mosaic
Festival challenged students’ feelings of marginalization and highlighted their strengths.
The Mosaic Festival also included stage performances such as dance, spoken
word, music, fashion shows and skits. Attendees could purchase traditional cultural foods
at various booths including Somali, Mexican, and Hmong. Pollock (2004) described
occasional “cultural” events like Cedar Lake’s Mosaic Festival as “artificially simple”
representations of otherwise “complex demographics,” because such events draw
“artificially clear racial boundaries,” when in fact, such boundaries are “leaking all over
the place” (p. 36). I agree with Pollock’s assessment of events like the Mosaic. The goal,
it seemed, was to represent every group in the school and to showcase the benefits of a
diverse student body, but such a showcase lacked a clear representation of the ways in
which students also identified and interacted across racial boundaries. At the same time,
one looking closely enough could see that various booths like the National Honor
Society, Student Council, and Anime Club included students from multiple racial groups.
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The Mosaic Festival felt both artificial in the ways Pollock described and celebratory in
the ways that Cedar Lake had hoped. Either way, such a representation of
multiculturalism at the school shaped the ways students thought about diversity.
A final description I want to offer related to marketing the school relates to the
survey Mr. Allen gave to juniors each spring. Results of the 2009 survey were posted
question by question on a bulletin board at the main entry (Artifact, April 8, 2010). The
heading of the bulletin board read, “What Students Say about Cedar Lake High School.”
Results are represented in Table 4.
Table 4: School Satisfaction Survey Results
Question
My teachers expect me to learn
challenging materials
I feel safe at my school
I am proud to be a student at
this school
My teachers know me well
I am glad to be part of my small
learning community

Cedar Lake
91.0%

District
86.9%

90.6%
93.6%

87.9%
89.7%

80.0%
90.0%

70.9%
83.4%

As indicated in this table, Cedar Lake students felt positive about their experiences at
school. A statement at the bottom of the bulletin board read: “Cedar Lake was the only
school to score above the district average in all areas addressed by the 2009 survey.”
These scores reflect both students’ overall satisfaction with Cedar Lake High School and
the effect of Mr. Allen’s presentation of the survey as a way to give “voice” to students
and protect the school from reconstitution.
Theories of globalization help to make the connection between marketed aspects
of Cedar Lake High School and students’ descriptions of it in interviews with me, as well
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as in production pieces and classroom interactions. Appadurai (2000) theorized that
increased global “flows” of ideas, bodies, and identities continually shape local spheres.
Following this argument, the neoliberal “flow” of school choice shapes the ways young
people think and talk about their local place in global schools, about whether they are in a
place of commoditized value and thereby valued themselves. Pennycook (2010) argued
that global discourses are “relocalized” (p. x) through local practices, and therefore, “all
language practices are local” (p. 7). Global discourses in institutional contexts like
schools manifest local “ways of being, producing, and interpreting that are constituted in
global spheres” (Lewis, Doerr-Stevens, Tierney, & Scharber, 2013, p. 181). In other
words, discourses at the school invested in a marketing logic are “relocalized” in
students’ beliefs about the significance of diversity in interviews with me. “Naturalistic
interactions” (Pollock, 2004, p. 11) at the local level—those moment-to-moment
interactions—are also influenced, I argue, by global discourses, whether or not social
actors and researchers are conscious of it.
Interview Themes
In the sections that follow, I characterize and categorize responses to interview
questions from six focal students: Emily, Shawn, LaShay, Montay, Arianna, and Abdi. In
coding the data related to this chapter, I listened for ways students spoke about their own
and others’ racial identity formations, or how they made themselves and others racial
(Pollock, 2004). Sometimes students named and explained racialized identities in specific
terms. At other times, students’ responses served to explain the significance of diversity
in general terms that overlooked specific racial identifications. My goal was not a close
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analysis of naming or omitting race terms but to offer, at a broad-stroke, a sense of how
students in the film class framed race and diversity as it related to the school, their
coursework, and their lives.
“Cedar Lake Is the Whole World”: It came as no surprise that students spoke
about diversity as a positive aspect of their school experience at Cedar Lake High School.
The general feeling about diversity described earlier and the nature of the interview itself
set up a positive response to my question about attending a racially and culturally diverse
school. Students characterized positive aspects of diversity differently, however, based on
their own identity positions and lived experiences.
Arianna, who described herself to me as a “white girl,” was the only child in her
family to attend Cedar Lake High School. Her older brother attended another school in
the district where 50% of students identified as white. Instead of following his pathway,
Arianna and her mother decided she would attend Cedar Lake, because, as Arianna
explained, her mother “just [felt] like she [didn’t] fit in over there.” Arianna connected
her mother’s feeling with a perceived lack of diversity. She explained:
She didn’t grow up in the best neighborhood and so there was like she was – she
was always around diversity and she – you know – I don’t know how to describe
but like she – I think that was a really big part of it. She likes how it is diverse
here, you – I think she believes it’s also a good quality to have to be able to work
well with others and whatnot (Interview, April 19, 2010).
Although Arianna associated diversity with not being in the best neighborhood, she also
connected it with the “good quality” of being able to “work well with others.” What she
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implies by “others” here is those who are unlike her, those who are non-white. According
to Arianna, her mother, who also identified as white, felt more comfortable at Cedar Lake
than the school her brother attended. Arianna described her mother as a “young mom”
compared with parents at the other school. Arianna felt very comfortable at Cedar Lake
High School despite being in a school where only 8% of students shared her racial
category. Fitting in, for Arianna and her mom, meant being around people who had made
similar life choices and shared a similar class status.
During the photography and podcast unit for the documentary film class, Arianna
partnered with Nicole, who identified as African American, to create a podcast
representing positive aspects of diversity at Cedar Lake High School. As part of the
project, Arianna interviewed her mother, who explained that other mothers “could not
believe” she would send Arianna to a school like Cedar Lake because it was “violent”
and “mostly minority” (Artifact, December 16, 2009).
Arianna explained that she made the podcast because “people were not having the
right idea on what Cedar lake was,” because they believed “it’s a bad school. There are
all these shootings. There are all these stabbings and all this other stuff” (Interview, April
19, 2010). Instead, Arianna and Nicole wanted the audience for their podcast to know
Cedar Lake is a good school with good students, and all of the negative media was
simply “bringing the school down.” The perceived reputation of Cedar Lake as a school
with bad and dangerous students carries racial implications as well—implications that
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neither Arianna nor her mother name in the podcast.4 Race is the “hidden subject”
(Pollock, 2004, p. 170) of media descriptions of dangerous urban schools like Cedar
Lake, and Arianna and her mother risk “being ‘racist’ by inaccurately or inappropriately
claiming that race was relevant to an individual or institutional story” (Pollock, 2004, p.
212). Even in describing the positive aspects of the school’s diversity, Arianna is caught
in this bind.
Arianna, who wanted to “work well with others” and felt that exposure to
diversity would get her “ready for life” (Interview, April 19, 2010), wasn’t the only
student who described diversity as a positive aspect of the school. Abdi, who identified as
Somali, felt that he was more “open-minded” because he attended a school like Cedar
Lake. He explained, “The only reason I became [open-minded] is because of the
diversity. Because, I think, without the diversity, you don’t know nothing” (Interview,
May 5, 2010). Abdi, a senior, felt so strongly about attending a diverse school that he
chose a large metropolitan university over a small liberal arts college to attend the
following year. When I asked him about his decision, he explained,
But all of them [other schools] diversity is very low. It is like seven percent, nine
percent, something like that. That’s not what I want. The Midwestern University
is like 30 percent or something like that, and that’s what I want ‘cause . . . I got to
know people from all different races. I think I know some of their cultures, and I
still want to have friends from all different races. But, if I go to school that only
4

It is important to note that I also omit race in the interview with Arianna when I do not followup on what she means by “bad students” and “bad reputation.”
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[has] one race, I think I won’t be open-minded like I am today. So I think Cedar
Lake helped me a lot (Interview, May 5, 2010).
While Arianna valued diversity for what it would add to her life and career
potential, Abdi described a life without diversity as one with something lacking. He
described such a life poetically:
I think without diversity it’s without light. You can’t read a book without light. So
I think if you don’t know other people’s culture or you don’t have a friend from a
different race than you, you are missing something. There is a big gap. And that’s
one of the reasons I think we having such problems in the whole world. That’s
why there’s wars. That’s why there’s problems with whatever it is because people
don’t know each other. (Interview, May 5, 2010).
For Abdi, whose immediate family members knew war personally, learning to live in a
diverse world was a matter of survival and a source of strength.
Several students spoke about the learning opportunities related to attending a
diverse school. Shawn, who identified as Hispanic, said that attending Cedar Lake meant
that he could “see and experience different things out there,” and doing so would give
him “new ideas in [his] head” (Interview, June 1, 2010). Later he shared, “being here, I
guess, has made me a better person . . . I’ve learned a lot with that whole diversity thing.
It helps a lot because there’s different ideas and different topics you can talk about and
different things you can learn.” For Shawn, diversity at Cedar Lake was as much
intellectual as lived.

99

Lashay, who identified as African American, explained that she wanted to learn
more about others’ cultures not for the sake of learning about them in an academic way,
but “because I have friends of different cultures so I want to know about their culture”
(Interview, May 20, 2010). As she elaborated on this idea, Lashay made clear that
communication was a key aspect of learning about other cultures. She explained that she
wanted to know words in Somalian and Spanish so she could “be in their little side
conversations,” because that is “how I’m gonna learn about their cultures.” Lashay’s
reasoning struck me as insightful here. She was not, it seemed, interested in the
“packaged” representations of culture, but in the interactions and moments on the side
where she could learn the nuances of people and their cultures.
Montay, who identified as African American, also described the significance of
interactions with people from other races. In particular, he described his friendship with
Abdi and what he had learned about Somali culture from him. In his interview, he
explained, “I’m like starting to even, I don’t know how to say this, but adapt to his
culture, like, to understand” (Interview May 23, 2010). I asked Montay if he could give
me an example of this. He explained:
Montay:

Well, like usually, in my culture at least, the big brother beats the
crap out of the little brother.

Jessie:

Okay, that’s the way it’s done, this is how it works, okay.5

Montay:

And I’m thinking that’s how it is all over the world, all over the
world. If my big brother beat me up, I’ll beat my little brother up.

5

My response here, odd as it seems, was serious and matched Montay’s tone. He was not trying
to be funny but was explaining to me, matter-of-factly, the way things are done in his culture.
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That’s just the food chain basically. Abdi was like, “Oh, my
brother bought me a car.” I’m like, “Your brother what?!” He’s
like, “Yeah, in my culture that’s what we do. Your big brother
takes care of you. He’s basically the other man next to your dad.
He’s supposed to take care of you,” and stuff like that. So I’m like,
“What?” It’s like, yeah. His brother actually hired him. He works
for his brother. And his car, paid for. Even Abdulleh, the same
thing goes for him. His brother bought his car and takes care of
him basically like – they don’t even have to call their brother, like,
“Hey, bro, I need some money.” Every time they get a check
basically – well, at least between the two guys I’ve actually spoken
to – every time their brothers get checks they go like, “Hey, what
do you need?” “Oh, you need some shoes?” “Nah, I don’t need no
shoes.” “I’m going to buy you some shoes anyway.” So it’s like,
dang!
Jessie:

So it sounds like they don’t even take advantage. If they really
don’t need shoes they’ll say, “I don’t need shoes.”

Montay:

Exactly. And that’s awesome. I think that’s like the coolest thing
ever (Interview, May 23, 2010).

Like Lashay, Montay is speaking here about a nuanced understanding of culture that goes
beyond cultural booths at the Mosaic. Instead, Montay’s understanding of how the world
works—that older brothers beat up little brothers—is challenged and rearranged in a way
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that takes him by surprise. Of the students I interviewed, Montay was uniquely able to
speak in specific terms when responding to my questions about diversity. Where other
students spoke generally, Montay shared stories focused on relationships and friendships
with other students. The next theme takes a closer look at what students said about being
friends with students from other cultures and races.
“We have first hour together.” Over the years I spent in the documentary film
class, I observed that students’ closest and most consistent friendships seemed to be with
students of their same race. This was not always the case, however. May, for example,
was the only Hmong student in the documentary film class and kept to herself most often.
Arianna and Emily, while both white, were in very different social groups and rarely
interacted with each other but had formed friendships with other students outside their
race. Still other students formed what appeared to be friendships with students of
different races in addition to having close friendships with students within their racial
categories.
Like many other schools with heterogeneous populations of students, the hallways
and lunchroom at Cedar Lake were, by and large, segregated. Students sat and walked
with others who appeared to be of their same race. Yet, when I talked with students about
the lunchroom in particular, they described to me a space where, on certain days, you
might find a table or two of students sitting in mixed race groups. Lashay described it this
way:
If you go in the lunchroom right now, you can see where it’s going to be a group
of Mexicans, a group of Somalians, a group of Black, white. And then in some
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areas you you’re going to see everybody sitting together. But in certain areas you
will see just one race right here, one race right here and another race right here or
a basketball team right here, the football team right here and the cheerleaders right
here. But they’re all different races. (Interview, May 20, 2010).
Other students described the lunchroom in a similar way—mostly segregated with a few
integrated tables. Despite the value students placed on diversity at their school, there was
nothing surprising about the groupings in the lunchroom. As in cafeterias across the
country, in casual, unsupervised moments, students chose the familiar.
When students did speak about interracial friendships, classroom space was a
significant component of that relationship. Emily, who identified as white, and Abdulleh,
who identified as Somali, for example, displayed closeness early in the school year. I
wrote about their friendship in my field notes, observing that they sat together and
worked together when given the option. Abdulleh was patient with Emily’s side forays
into Anime websites and gently reminded her again and again to return to a task.
Alternately, Emily was patient with Abdulleh’s questions about language usage in texts
and assignments. They made a strong team. In the spring, when Emily’s pitch to create a
documentary film about the local public transit system was not accepted as one of the
five final film topics, she was angry. For days, she refused to work on any film. Finally,
Mr. Nash convinced her to join Abdulleh in making a film about the changing bus lines
in the school district. Emily agreed but was bitter. She explained to me that she was only
helping Abdulleh out. Whatever Emily called it, she and Abdulleh made a profound and
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powerful film, and on many occasions, I witnessed Abdulleh convincing Emily to engage
in tasks that she would have refused any other individual, even her teachers.
I asked Emily about this “friendship” with Abdulleh in an interview, recalling for
her that she and Abdulleh often sat together even before the film project. “I don’t know if
you guys knew each other before this class,” I wondered, “but I could kinda see, it was
like you were becoming good friends?” In response, Emily shared, “No. We didn't. Yeah,
well, we have first hour together. And this. And sixth hour.” Her response surprised me
because I had witnessed, I believed, what I would call a friendship between Emily and
Abdulleh. Neither had a single strong affiliation with another student in the class, within
or without racial lines, and each had grown to anticipate, it seemed, the needs and
tendencies of the other in their work together over time. Yet what I would describe as a
friendship could be pared down in Emily’s eyes to the common experience of having
class together.
While Emily was hesitant to attach the word friendship to her interactions with
Abdulleh, the significance of having class with other students outside one’s own race
came up in other interviews as well. Shawn described diversity at Cedar Lake through
this particular lens:
At lunch, I would say it’s Hispanics with Hispanics and Black with Blacks and
whites with whites. But in class it’s something different. It’s not like you are
with your own people. It’s communicating with other races. So I was telling a
person that doesn’t go here, it’s not how you think that they might judge you
because you’re something—because you are Hispanic or Black or white. And
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they can’t take you as a person and as a friend. Because honestly, since being
here, I haven’t been judged because of my race. They don’t do that. (Interview,
June 1, 2010).
Shawn, who had not attended Cedar Lake before this year, told me that he liked Cedar
Lake because, “I have all types of friends now. And it’s the first school where I actually
have Somalian friends, to tell you the truth. So it’s pretty cool.” Unlike Emily, Shawn
attached the word “friend” to his interactions and relationships with students who were
not his “own people,” and like Emily, he noted that having class with those students
allowed for friendships to form.
Lashay, too, attached the “friend” label to her interracial relationships but was less
comfortable attaching race as a signifier. “I get along with everyone,” she told me. “I’m
not really focused on your outside. I’m focused on the personality of you as a person.”
Later, she explained, “I don’t even treat my Somali friends as Somali friends. I just treat
them as a friend. They’re a friend . . . You’re Somalian but you’re my friend. Whatever
you do is what you do . . . I don’t really care. All that matters is we’re friends. We’re cool
with each other” (Interview, May 23, 2010). Alternately, when Lashay was not “cool”
with someone, she did not view race as an issue either. “If I get into it with a Somalian,”
she told me, “I’m just into it with that one Somalian. That’s not going to affect the whole
entire Somalians because even though they are the same race, they’re not the same
people.” Lashay, more than any student I interviewed, worried about naming race as she
described interactions with other students and made known throughout both interviews
that she focused on individual people and their personalities, not racial identities. Bonilla105

Silva (2010), writing about color-blindness, noted that Black people, too, have been
“forced to couch their perspectives in relation to the color-blind frame” (p. 336). This
packaged talk, where Lashay felt she had to speak to me in a certain way about race,
contradicted the strong group identification that Lashay often demonstrated with her
African American female friends.
Comments from these focal students characterize the ways in which students
could have, in Shawn’s words, “all types” of friends at Cedar Lake High School. Courses
like the documentary film class forced students to work closely with each other, but even
though Cedar Lake hailed its diversity, racially mixed groupings and interracial
friendships were something that happened, not something fostered. Students like Emily
might never name their interactions with students across racial lines as friendships, while
students like Lashay might never view race as a significant factor in her friendships. This
question of when to name things, particularly race, is the topic of the sections that follow.
“You Might Become Racist.” I was drawn to Cedar Lake High School for this
study because I had witnessed students, without the coaxing of their teachers, identify
and name race as a significant aspect of their daily lives. As I spoke with students during
interviews about race, racism and race talk at Cedar Lake, I came to understand that
“making each other racial” (Pollock, 2004, p. 5) through language was a complex
process, one that moved in various, often contradictory directions. As Pollock (2004)
found in her study in a diverse high school, students felt anxiety about using race terms at
the same time that they could “broadcast race’s importance” (p. 49). Additionally,
Pollock noted, students “routinely denied that race mattered to them only minutes before
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speaking matter-of-factly as if race did” (p. 46). These patterns exist in my data as well,
and I am reminded that the nature of the interview itself forced students to speak in raceterms in ways they might not have otherwise. That said, students’ feelings about race at
Cedar Lake offer interesting insights into the discourses that circulated through the school
and the documentary film classroom.
Revealed in both overt and subtle ways, all of the students I interviewed worried
about being or being called racist. Shawn, for example, determined the value of Cedar
Lake’s diversity this way: “If you are stuck with the same people all the time, you might
look at somebody else different because they are not your race. They’re not Hispanic or
Black or whatever. Because you’re stuck with the same people, you might become racist
yourself” (Interview, June 1, 2010). As a student in his first year at Cedar Lake, this
worry about “becoming racist” changed Shawn’s actions. He explained to me that he
decided to “just let loose and let people know” him, “to be known by different people and
different friends. To stick out.” Shawn’s strategy for making friends, and multiracial
friends, in particular, was also a strategy to avoid being viewed as racist had he interacted
with other Hispanic students only. In this way, Shawn’s openness to diversity at Cedar
Lake could construct him as racist or not.
Montay, too, described a time that he acted on a desire to not be racist. Like
Shawn, Montay came to this city from another large Metropolitan area, and like Shawn,
he was involved in gang activity while living there. Montay felt uncomfortable in the
gang because, he declared, “I’m not a fighter.” Later, he explained his exit from the gang
and the city this way:
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It’s crazy. Like you have to act tough, or their people will basically pick on you.
So right from the start, you have to make – like first impression is everything,
especially when you’re in a gang. Like literally, literally – like one of my old
friends, he was basically like me, but he was just way nicer. He had Hispanic
friends and stuff like that, and once my other friends saw that, they was like,
“What is this? Like he’s supposed to be with us, not with them.” And then I
started thinking about like, “This is racist. This is a racist gang.” (Interview,
May 7, 2010).
For Montay, forced and aggressive racial segregation did not feel right. “Since I don’t
like racism, racist people, period, I just quit,” he explained. While Shawn seemed to
worry that he might be perceived as racist at school if he befriended only other Hispanic
students, Montay worried—on a deep level—that his involvement in a gang “where
they’re against the other races” was “equal to the KKK” (Interview, May 7, 2010). Both
of their actions were determined by a desire to not be perceived and not be racist.
Lashay’s concern about being perceived as racist stemmed, in part, from the
interview situation itself. One of my first and repeated questions (based on the interview
questions used by the visiting photographer) was “what are you?” Students responded to
this in varying ways, some of them racial (“a white girl”) some of them not (“someone
who works hard”). Lashay responded, “a girl.” Following up as the visiting photographer
had, I asked, “What do others see when they see you?” Lashay responded, “An African
American female.” This omission of race the first time she answered harkened back to an
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earlier interview with Lashay where she explained to me that she did not think of herself
as African American. She explained:
I mean, that’s what my background is but I don't really describe people as
Somalian, Mexican, African American because we are the same people. We wear
the same clothes, we just don't wear the same clothes the same way but we're
doing the same thing so basically we're just one race, just different colors. That's
how I see it. (Interview, May 20, 2010).
Lashay’s discourse is decidedly color-blind. Indeed, her words represent those of many
students who wanted to make clear to me that race did not matter. At these moments,
Lashay tapped into a fear about race talk—that even mentioning race, including her own,
could mark someone as racist. Pollock (2004) described this as a “trap of discourse” (p.
4), because whether speakers in her study used or omitted race terms, they made each
other racial in consequential ways. Lashay, too, fell into this trap. While she omitted race
labels for herself and others at times, she also used race labels to identify friendships with
Somalian students or wonder aloud about the Muslim religion. In this way, Lashay was
both curious about difference and afraid to explore it with the language it would require.
As I finished my final interview with Lashay, I thanked her for her time and honest
answers. She responded, “I wasn’t trying to make it sound like I was racist in some of
them?” No. I assured her. “Not at all.” (Interview, May 20, 2010).
Another way students denied that race mattered in their lives “only minutes before
speaking matter-of-factly as if it did” (Pollock, 2004, p. 46) was when speaking about
racism in their school and communities. Despite being worried about sounding or being
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racist, many focal students denied that race or racism affected their lives. Given the colorblind frame surrounding them (Bonilla-Silva, 2010), if they did not see race, they could
not see racism (Raby, 2004). When I asked another question from the guest photographer,
“How has race affected you?” Lashay answered this way: “It really hasn’t. I mean it’s
probably affected me – it’s probably affected my mind culture or whatever but it hasn’t
really affected me as a person.” While Lashay acknowledged that race had probably
affected her “mind culture,” an apt way of describing the socio-cognitive impact of race,
she could not determine how it had affected her day-to-day. Yet she also described a
double standard related to youth clothing and race when she shared,
If I was to walk in a place people look at me like – like if I walk in a place with
some baggy clothes on, they’re gonna look like, ‘Oh, yeah. She’s trouble right
there. She’s – she’s African American too. She’s trouble.’ But if a Caucasian male
– female or male was going there dressed like that, they’ll – they probably
wouldn’t have as much to say. Like they’ll probably be like, ‘Okay. She’s white.
But why is her clothes dressed like – why is she dressed like that?’” (Interview,
May 20, 2010).
The denial of race’s significance, despite being able to locate moments when it mattered,
demonstrates Lashay’s desire to frame her life in agentive terms. She was, after all, a
successful student who would graduate on time and with enough credits while raising a
young daughter. To say that race affected her would be to admit victimization and a lack
of control over her own fate.
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Other students were open about the ways in which race and racism had affected
their lives, albeit outside the school. Shawn, for example, described a time he witnessed a
“white male” come into his parents’ store and tell his father, “You’ve got to go . . . this
country is not for you. It’s not meant for you. We don’t need people like you. Get you
and your family out of here” (Interview, June 1, 2010). Shawn described feeling
“helpless” as he witnessed this scene but that this incident of racism also strengthened his
pride in his family’s heritage. “My family is a proud family,” he told me. “We’re proud
of being Hispanic,” and that people could say what they had to say, because “it’s just
what they think.”
When asked how race affected his life, Montay shared the story of an encounter
with a white person as well. His retelling went like this:
Montay:

So one day I was walking home, and like I saw a lady, her car
seemed messed up or whatever and I went to go see if I can help
her. She got in the car and like tried to –

Jessie:

Was she a Caucasian woman?

Montay:

Yeah, she was scared, so I just laughed and walked away, like,
“Okay.” But yeah, it kind of made me feel bad, like, “Dang!”

Jessie:

‘Cause you wanted to help.

Montay:

Right, “I wanted to help you, not” – because my dad, you know, he
– we work on motor bikes . . . So yeah, so I was thinking, “You
know, maybe I could help her.” But yeah, she got in the car,
closed the door, looked at me like I was gonna rob her or
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something, so I just walked away and I laughed. (Interview, May
7, 2010).
While Shawn used the incident he described to build pride in himself and his family,
Montay dismissed the actions of the white woman in his story by laughing it off. In both
stories, the young men were able to put distance between themselves and the racist
actions of the white people they encountered. This ability to not take race personally
echoed throughout interviews with students. Ellis (1989, cited in Carpio, 2008, p. 20)
described this as a “post-soul” attitude; that is, people of color are neither shocked by the
presence of racism nor preoccupied with it (p. 20).
Abdi stated outwardly that race and racism had never affected him personally
despite the racially motivated fights he witnessed his freshman year at Cedar Lake. He
explained:
I never experienced, me personally. I don't know other people. I never – I had
friends who went through everything. I was at this – my freshman year was so
many fights between my people and the African Americans. But I was at this
school; I never got into a fight with nobody else. I think I’m a social person.
That’s why I never got into a problem. (Interview, May 5, 2010).
Abdi’s story about avoiding fights related to another story he told during an interview
where race mattered. In this excerpt, he explained that Lashay, someone he now
described as a “best friend,” hadn’t always liked Somalian students. He described an
incident with her the previous year this way:
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Lashay, I consider her my best friend. I remember I was in my sophomore year
or junior year, we – Ms. Haas was asking us about like how did you decide to
come here to this school? Lashay said she didn’t want to come to Cedar Lake
because she heard there were a lot of Somalians go here. I think it was Warsame
who said, he said, “What’s wrong about Somalians?” . . . They had arguments,
they yell at each other but, at the end, Lashay said, ‘There is nothing wrong about
Somalians, but the fact that I didn’t know their culture and I didn’t know them
and I didn’t know how good they were, I thought they were bad people.’ That’s
what she said.” (Interview, May 5, 2010).
Abdi felt that one of the benefits of being at a school like Cedar Lake was that sentiments
like this one could be aired and discussed in certain classrooms. “If a person say[s] he
doesn’t know about your culture,” he explained, “there’s nothing wrong with that. Teach
him how your culture is. He can teach you his culture” (Interview, May 5, 2010). With
Lashay, in particular, he felt that by getting to “know” each other culturally, they came to
be friends. In fact, during the time of this study, Lashay and Abdi went out for lunch
together several times each month.
Talking About Race at Cedar Lake High School. Students described an open
atmosphere at Cedar Lake where, because of its diversity, they could learn about each
other and prepare for life in the world. I wondered, then, how talking about race in
classrooms contributed to or detracted from an atmosphere where diversity was honored
and embraced.
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Arianna felt that because diversity was such a part of the fabric of Cedar Lake,
students, teachers, and administrators did not think or talk about it in explicit terms. “I
just feel like people don’t notice or really think about diversity,” she told me. “I mean,
because you’re so used to it that I just becomes natural, like – and then when you go to
somewhere else that it’s not diverse it just – it seems so odd and different. Like, this is
not how it should be” (Interview, May 17, 2010).6 There were, however, times when race
became the topic of conversation in Arianna’s classes. During those times, Arianna felt
she had to think more carefully about what she planned to say for fear of offending
someone. One particular discussion was when students viewed Dances with Wolves as
part of a western genre study in the documentary film class. Arianna said she felt the
whole movie was “about race” because John, the main character, was a white man who
came to think of himself as Native American. Arianna described her positioning during
the discussion this way:
I feel like I have a lot to say about [race] because I did think it was important in
the movie but I don’t want people to – like there’s always that little thing like you
know how they’re like, ‘Well, you’ve gotta be careful what you say about this,’
but at the same time it’s like, I don’t think anybody in the class would take
offense to it. I mean because you’re talking about a movie but … I always have to
think about what I’m gonna say, like, more times than I usually would just
6"Arianna

shared a couple of stories where a lack of diversity was apparent to her. One was when
taking the ACT in a group of other white students. The other was when she attended an assembly
for a girls’ group and was the only white student there. The woman leading the assembly pointed
this out and thanked Arianna for coming. Arianna, who said she “stood out a lot,” decided not to
return to the girls’ group despite liking the program (Interviews, April 19 and May 17, 2010).
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because I don’t wanna offend anybody and I don’t wanna be disrespectful because
I’m not that type of person. But you know I think it’s different talking about
race. (Interview, May 17, 2010).
This statement reveals Arianna’s anxiety about talking about race as well as her feeling
that it was important to the content of the film. Arianna suggests that because her
comments about race would be mediated by film content they could be safely distant
from her own beliefs about race. Arianna was, after all, one of the most vocal students in
the class and felt that her participation in all topics was merited. At the same time, talking
about race was somehow “different” and required extra care.
Shawn also had ambivalent feelings about bringing race into class discussions. On
one hand, he felt strongly about topics like immigration and said he could “talk about
[them] all day” (Interview, June 1, 2010). He also felt that talking about his culture was
“no big deal,” and he would happily answer questions from other students about being
Hispanic because he felt he could “trust” them. He explained, “I think it’s mostly trust,
because if, for example, a person came up to me that I didn’t know and asked me about
what I am and why is this and why is that, I would tell them because it’s no big deal”
(Interview, June 1, 2010). On the other hand, Shawn worried that, in making his own
film, overt racism might be taken the “wrong way.” Despite being influenced by the
documentary style of the film Roger and Me, which, according to Shawn, showed the
harsh “reality” of people’s lives, he felt it best to steer away from confrontation in his
own film. He explained,
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Yeah, honestly, to tell the truth, I wanted to do something like [Roger and Me] for
the movie. But it’s immigration. I think people would take it wrong way to
actually show somebody racist. Or to say oh, no, they don’t belong here or
something like that. But I don’t know. If I would have the chance to do that, I
would. But I guess not right now.” (Interview, June 1, 2010).
Shawn refers, in this statement, to the fact that many of the participants in his film were
adults teaching and working at Cedar Lake High School. While he sensed that there were
individuals who might say, “you don’t belong here,” he felt anxious about seeking out
and then including those individuals in the film. Shawn tapped into something important
about Cedar Lake and the documentary film class here. While it was no big deal to talk
about race in polite terms, such as sharing one’s culture in order to better understand each
other, it was a big deal to talk about race in terms that might make someone
uncomfortable, such as airing negative comments about a particular group of people.
Shawn was a politically aware young man with a passion for immigrants’ rights, but even
so, he didn’t want to offend anyone by suggesting that racist sentiments existed at the
school—even if it was the harsh reality of his world.
When I asked Emily the same questions about the experience of talking about
race at school, she described race as a “touchy subject” for her (Interview, May 28, 2010)
and attributed her discomfort to a science class during her freshman year in which “some
Hispanic kids” made fun of her. As I pressed Emily for more details about her
participation in discussions related to race, her answers were abrupt and her tone
annoyed. “I feel a little uncomfortable,” she told me, “and I don’t take part,” adding that
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if she did, she would “start using very foul language.” I was surprised by Emily’s strong
feelings and pointed out that she had told me, previously, that she liked the diversity at
Cedar Lake. Her response was, “I like the diversity, but I hate conversations about what
race is best . . . Race does not matter” (Interview, May 28, 2010).
Initially, I interpreted Emily’s loathing for race talk as a possible backlash against
accusations of white privilege, that is, to an I-didn’t-do-anything-to-you attitude
recorded, over and over, in studies of white students in discussions about race (see Beach,
1997; Trainor, 2005). As I continued to listen, however, Emily revealed another reason
for her discomfort. For her, talk about race in school always reduced into a competition
between races with one group touting its superiority over another. On those occasions,
Emily checked out. “I just keep chanting it in my head, ‘no race is better than the other
one. No race is better than the other one. No race is better than – and it eventually blurs
into one word” (Interview, May 28, 2010). I wanted to press Emily further on this, to
understand what that conflict between races looked like, but it was clear she wanted to
move on—to check out of the interview as she checked out during such discussions.
Yet when we began talking about media, Emily described a passionate
engagement in the documentary course, even when the topic had returned to messages
about race. She was disturbed, for example, by the racial content of the film, Pocahontas,
where she determined the message to be, “Whites are superior and everyone else can go
to hell” (Interview, May 28, 2010). After seeing and analyzing that movie in class, Emily
went home and broke her own copy of it with her dad’s hammer. She was moved,
however, by Dances with Wolves and described the message of that film as, “Learn to
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live with those there,” and “If someone was there before you, let them stay there, dang
it.” After analyzing Dances with Wolves in class, it remained one of her favorite movies,
despite the “tense” conversation she perceived to have taken place around it during the
discussion.7 Interestingly, Emily believed that Dances with Wolves portrayed “how stupid
white people are,” and on that, she “couldn’t agree more.” “We’re stupid,” she told me.
“We’re a stupid race” (Interview, May 28, 2010).
For Emily, the discomfort she felt during talk about race in class stemmed both
from her perception that some students were vying for a superior position and from anger
about the superior position of whites in the media representations they had viewed.
Emily’s reaction to race discussions was an embodied one. She talked about putting her
“fingers in the ears” and head “down on [the] desk” during these moments (Interview,
May 28, 2010), as well as the very physical act of destroying her copy of Pocahontas.
Despite such strong feelings—and actions—Emily said nothing during the race-related
discussions that took place that year. And yet, when I asked Emily how race might be
significant in the film she and Abdulleh were making about the changing bus options in
the district, she answered that race was a “very important question” in their film. She
explained:
Well, we’ve been asking that question. We’ve been bringing out the public
schools is known as one of the most diverse school districts in the nation, and will
this affect this? And will it create segregated schools? And a lot of people have
7

Several other focal students could not recall a time that race was important to a class discussion
or came up during the viewing of a film.
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said it might, it might not. We don’t know. We'll find out next year. (Interview,
April 21, 2010).
Emily did not want to discuss matters of race in her classes, but she did want to bring
hard questions about segregation to the public officials she and Abdulleh interviewed for
their film. In fact, the two of them presented very difficult questions about race, class,
and achievement to district personnel, including a school board member, and edited their
film beautifully to highlight the competing discourses surrounding school choice and
opportunity in their district.
The discourses at work related to diversity and race at Cedar Lake High School
were often in conflict with one another. Although the students I spoke with heralded
diversity as a positive aspect of their school, a stance intensified by the school’s
marginalized status, they also struggled to know how to act and talk within that space.
Students were hesitant to name the significance of race in their interracial friendships, or
to name those relationships as friendships at all. Anxiety about being perceived as or
being racist in a diverse school also permeated students’ discourses. And while race was
a source of pride for some students, the notion that “race doesn’t matter” or is “no big
deal” overwhelmed their responses. For some, this meant that race need not be a topic of
conversation in school, and for others, this meant it was too much of one. All of this
shaped a space in which talking about race was legitimate and acceptable in certain ways,
and shocking in others.
Students interviewed for this study demonstrate the myriad ways in which race is
complex at Cedar Lake High School. Their desire to experience diversity while lacking—
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or shunning—the words needed to speak about race creates an inherent and ambivalent
tension. Students were curious about and desired difference, but ran into the pitfalls of a
color-blind discourse in their attempts to speak about it in their classes or interviews with
me. At the same time, Pollock (2004) reminds me that race talk—including those
moments when race goes unnamed—is always strategic even as it contends with “the
pervasive American ideology that race should not really matter, or matter only at certain
times” (p. 51). Students’ anxiety about being perceived as racist, even as they sought
interactions with cultural, linguistic, and racial others, shaped their actions, words, and
interactions. In this way, the young people in this study strategized racial ways of being,
understanding, and connecting in their day-to-day interactions at Cedar Lake High School
in spite of—and because of—fear and desire related to race.
Race in the Documentary Film Class: The Interaction Order
In this last section, I focus on another important aspect of nexus analysis: the
interaction order. The concept of interaction order, which builds on Goffman’s (1983)
work to show how social actors organize interaction through speech, movement, and
gesture, and place semiotics, which focuses on how social spaces are organized in
relation to the interaction order (Scollon & Scollon, 2003), are important to nexus
analysis. It is difficult to capture an entire year’s worth of interaction order, but I attempt
to capture some of the significant shifts that took place and to highlight elements of the
interaction order that played a role in shaping the site of engagement analyzed in the
chapters that follows.
Race was a topic of conversation early in the year. One of the first units of study
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explored the relationship between truth and history, understanding through inference, and
detecting bias. As part of that study, Ms. Callahan had students read Brent Staples (1986)
article, Black Men and Public Space. In that piece, Staples reflects on race, gender, and
class as he describes how his presence, as a Black male, instills fear in white woman. Ms.
Callahan wanted students to determine the messages in the text. She told them, “You are
the intellectual. You are the scholar. You are going to dig deeply . . . and defend with
evidence” (Field notes, September 9, 2009). Ms. Callahan thought this particular text,
while challenging, would engage students and prompt discussion. Yet from the first
mention of race, when Ms. Callahan read the title, a small group of boys laughed. From
there, each mention of race prompted a “hey” or a laugh from one of the African
American boys in the class. Although this reaction was not representative of all students,
it demonstrated a challenge to Ms. Callahan’s attempt to name race and make it a topic of
what she hoped would be a deep discussion.
A similar reaction took place when students viewed and analyzed a documentary
about Black masculinity. The first mention of race received a joking accusation of
“racism,” while at the same time, many of the Black young men in the class were very
engaged in the discussion about the intersection of race and gender. Ms. Callahan said
she “loved” both of these early discussions about race because they allowed students to
“talk about masculinity and race and sexuality in such an academic way” and that it gave
students the “language to talk about it” (Interview, June 30, 2010). The balance of joking,
which was sometimes intended to derail a new teacher, and serious engagement marked
the class when race came up.
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During discussion times, students often sat within affinity groups, separated, for
the most part, along racial lines. There were exceptions to this. The three white students,
for example, never sat together, and Ms. Callahan also grouped students into various
seating charts in an attempt separate some of the most talkative young men and
encourage students to work with others they did not know well. During discussions,
desks were in a semi-circle with the teacher at the front of the room. Patterns of talk most
often resembled the typical IRE (initiation, response, evaluation) pattern, but at times,
students would take multiple turns speaking to one another. In terms of interaction order,
it was common for students to have their heads down or hoods up, to ask to get a drink of
water or use the bathroom at inopportune moments, and to come to class tardy. On Ms.
Callahan’s part, she remained upbeat despite frustration and repeated requests for
students to put phones away and be on task and on time. As example of her talk, she told
students, “What I'm saying is worthwhile,” “No side chatter,” and “Be responsible for
yourself” (Audio file, January 8, 2010). Early in the year, this class was a challenge for
Ms. Callahan, and at times, she “hated going” (Interview, June 30, 2010).
Students began their first production project in late November, and many
described this as a time they began to feel invested in the course. The podcast/
photography project drew upon students’ personal experiences and identity affiliations as
it asked them to tell someone’s story through image and sound in the style of the National
Public Radio production, Ghetto Life 101 (Jones, Newman, & Isay, 1993). Students’ own
podcasts reflected the personal nature of this example and included interviews with
people in their lives as well as their own experiences. Topics included teenage
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motherhood, gang life, Somali culture, the effects of alcoholism, and pride in school.
Although successful completion of the podcasts varied among students, engagement and
effort during the days of work on this project was noticeably increased.
The photography aspect of the podcast assignment also engaged students’
interests. A local photographer who visited class on four different occasions shared his
own project where he had taken pictures of local residents and asked them five key
questions: (1) What are you? (2) What do others see? (3) What don't others see? (4) What
is your favorite word? and (5) How has race affected you? On the day the photographer
introduced these questions, Ms. Callahan asked students to pair with someone they did
not know well. This took some prodding, but Ms. Callahan attributed the success of the
unit to students’ own connections to the topics of their projects as well as the profound,
intimate, and accessible questions they asked each other during the photographer’s visit.
Around this point in the school year, a number of students began leaving the film
class. The population of students at Cedar Lake High School was a mobile one. Students
often moved from one school to another or left to attend an alternative school, often
without warning. By the time film production began in March, the class size had gone
from twenty-two to sixteen students, and three of the four students who most often tested
Ms. Callahan had left. These movements created a smaller class just as students were
entering units where they would spend extended time in small groups—particularly
during film production where they would spend three months working closely with the
same students.
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Pitch day was the first step in beginning the end-of-the-year film projects. In
preparation for presenting their pitches, students needed to look outside their classroom
for stories that they could bring back to analyze, evaluate, and incorporate into their
documentaries. Students were encouraged to choose topics that they were authentically
curious about or on which they had a fresh perspective that could be supported and
expanded through research and interviews. Only five films would be made overall, so
students had to convince others to join them on their projects.
On pitch day, some students had clearly struggled to come up with an idea, while
others took the event seriously, eager to share a detailed description of their documentary
and a tentative list of people to interview. Notably, students did not choose their film
groups through their social or racial affiliations, despite the fact that some students
maintained close ties with others in the class throughout the year. Instead, students chose
their film groups based upon the topics laid out during the pitch process. This, too, came
with compromise on the part of some students who settled on their second or third
choices, but after brainstorming and idea mapping for a week, students seemed pleased
overall with their groups. The final film topics included: immigration, cultural markets in
the local area, changing busing options in the district, the local hip-hop music scene, and
women and the media (Artifact, March 8, 2010).
Dynamics within the groups varied throughout the three months of work. Arianna,
for example, was the self-appointed and member-approved leader of “Women and the
Media.” She delegated tasks, conducted most of the interviews, and edited the film. One
group member, Stephanie, shared at the end of the project, “I just did what Arianna told
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me to do.” In other film groups the sharing of tasks was more evident. Montay, Abdi, and
Shawn, for example, each took turns editing film footage. When one group member felt
that he was doing more than his share, he would get up from the keyboard and force
another member into the driver’s seat. Over time, this group began to work quite closely
together, consulting each other about the smallest details of the film. For yet others,
collaboration meant becoming a leader in unexpected ways. Abdulleh, a quiet and
scholarly Somali student, often had to call or text his partner, Emily, in order to remind
her to return equipment or conduct an interview.
During the three months of film production students were given a greater degree
of freedom than earlier in the year. The class became a two-hour block, with Mr. Nash
joining the class for the second half. Although a break could be taken between classes,
not all students would break at this time but might step out at others. Students worked on
laptops and desktop computers around the room, one group taking over Ms. Callahan’s
worktable near her desk while others found spaces in the back. There was little
instruction given, if any, at the beginning and end of class; students merely grabbed
laptops and began work. Although the film was usually produced on just one computer, it
was common for all group members to have laptops. Students not on iMovie might be
conducting research, searching for music, emailing potential interview participants, or
surfing pages of interest to them. The size of the class varied from day to day as entire
group or individual students would leave to conduct interviews across the city or just
down the hall. On certain days, students recorded voiceovers in the hallway or in other
classrooms. Students wore headphones as they listened to and edited film, stopping to
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pass headphones from one group member to another.
Talk could be casual, focusing on boyfriends and weekends, or it could be a
serious consideration of a film’s message. Students argued with each other over content
or who was doing more work or who had forgotten to bring the microphone to an
interview. A group might gather to watch another groups’ footage or accuse another
group of losing the only audio input/output cord. Ms. Callahan and Mr. Nash moved
between groups, sat with students, questioned their plans, wrote out their outlines, and
generally pushed students to articulate and execute their plans for the film. On certain
days, the teachers were frustrated with students’ progress and made that known. And on
other days, students were frustrated with their teachers and made that known. In terms of
interaction order, this period was marked by mobility, concentration, investment, casual
interactions, displays of frustration and excitement, and laughter.
When I look back over the year spent in the documentary film class, I am
surprised and pleased by the community that had developed by the months of April, May,
and June. Ms. Callahan, too, spoke of this community in her interview.
I think about, like, in the film class, like, the community that I think of now, just
how they interact, like today when Nicole leaves for her track meet Emily is, like,
‘Bye.’ Like, I don't really know that that would have happened six months ago,
just that small little interaction. (Interview, June 30, 2010).
I, too, was interested in the “small little interactions” that characterized this diverse group
of students. In the chapters that follow, I zoom in to describe and analyze those
interactions among three young men—Montay, Abdi, and Shawn—in order to better
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understand how laughter mediated and raced their interactions as they produced a film
about immigration.
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Chapter 5
Inside the Joke: Racist Humor in the Immigration Film Group

[W]e weren’t real friends at the beginning but as the process [got] going we got
to know each other very well, joke around, made some racist jokes at each other
and at the end of the day, it wasn’t like we [were] serious about it or meant what
we were saying.

—Abdi

In this chapter, I analyze two scenes—or engagements, in MDA terms—where
Shawn, Montay, and to a lesser extent, Abdi exchanged “racist jokes” within the
boundaries of their group and examine the mediating significance of their humor and
laughter. To do so, I adapt a microethnographic approach to discourse analysis developed
by David Bloome and his colleagues (2005), which focuses on intertextual,
intercontextual, and interdiscoursive relationships in order to determine how
interpersonal connections at the micro level contribute to social identities at a macro
level. Scollon and Scollon (2004), in what they call a “practical field guide” (p. 152),
articulated the need for discourse analysis as a key step in nexus analysis. Discourse, for
them, is present in several forms including speech, texts, and images, as well as those
discourses submerged in the historical bodies of participants and the built environment
(Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Although the form of microanalysis developed by Bloome
and colleagues focuses primarily on language, and not action, it does afford a close
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analysis of how social identities are formed through interactions. On this, the authors
wrote:
What people do in interaction with each other is complex, ambiguous, and
indeterminate, and it often involves issues of social identity, power relations, and
broad social and cultural processes. At the same time, every event provides
opportunities for people to create new meanings, new social relationships, and
new futures that eschew the reproductive tendencies of what is and what was.
(Bloome, Carter, Christian, Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005, p. xvi)
For me, this microethnographic approach aligns with an examination of the social
identities and statuses produced and claimed through the mediated action of racist joking,
as well as the discourses that circulate through it (Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The analysis
in this chapter represents a close analysis of the moment-to-moment interactions at the
site of engagement, and in this particular case, seeks to understand how language and
laughter produce raced identities over time.
Like others, Abdi, Shawn, and Montay formed their film group around an interest
in a particular topic: immigration. Shawn, who identified as Hispanic, and Abdi, who
identified as Somali, shared personal connections with the topic, and with the gentle
pressuring of Mr. Nash, the two boys decided to work together on a film that would
explore the success stories of new immigrants to the United States. The main research
question of the film was “Does America need immigrants?” and the three young
filmmakers hoped to prove through interviews, statistics, and other footage that the
United States is stronger for its immigrant population.
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Abdi was open about his older brother’s story of emigrating from Somalia to a
Midwestern state where he laid the groundwork for the rest of his family to join him. On
pitch day, Abdi expressed interest in a film about “accomplishment and immigration and
starting again,” and wrote on his film pitch assignment sheet, “This is me. This is my life.
I come from [a] different country” (Classroom artifact, March 5, 2010). At the time of
producing his documentary film, Abdi’s brother ran a successful coffee shop and cellular
phone store in the local metropolitan area, and Abdi expressed confidence in pulling
together a compelling film that would feature his brother’s story at its core.
Shawn, on the other hand, was less vocal about his connection to the topic of
immigration but was drawn into Abdi’s ideas for the film by Mr. Nash. While he openly
stated that he knew Mexican immigrants in the United States who were successful in their
careers, he seemed hesitant to make the nature of those connections known to others. At
the same time, Shawn was personally and politically engaged with immigration issues.
He shared in an interview, for example, that immigration was a daily topic of
conversation in his home. When asked about choosing immigration as the film topic, he
explained:
I guess it was mostly my parents, because on the news, like almost every day all
they see or hear about immigration and Obama and like the new law8 and stuff. So
it’s been really around my house; my parents, my uncles and me and my whole
families have been talking about it and kind of getting freaked out about it
8

In April of 2010, Arizona passed bill SB 1070, a strict anti-illegal immigration law that made
failure to carry immigration documents a crime and gave law enforcement greater power to arrest
and detain individuals thought to be in the United States illegally.
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because they’re thinking about putting the same law in another ten states and one
of those ten states is [this state]. So yeah, they’re starting to get more worse and
worse. So I was like, you know what if we can actually do something about this
and actually, as teenagers we can at least do something to let people hear about
what’s been going on. And why immigration’s not a bad thing (Interview, June 1,
2010).
Despite his personal connection to immigration law and immigrants’ lives, Shawn was
often careful to not name his own family’s legal status.
Montay, who identified as African American, had a tenuous connection to the
film topic and recalled being surprised when Abdi invited him to join the group.
Students’ claims on film topics often revolved around being able to make a personal
connection, and Montay struggled to find a connection to the film as meaningful as those
shared by Abdi and Shawn. As such, Montay had to defend his contributions to the film
group against Shawn and Abdi’s ridiculing him for not doing enough throughout the
process.
Although Abdi, Shawn, and Montay did not know each other well or have
sustained interactions throughout the early part of the course, the friendship among the
three young men became an identifying feature of the group’s interactions as commented
on by their teachers and other students and as noted in my observations and field notes.
The most prominent feature of their interactions throughout the process of filmmaking
was joking and laughter, and in particular, Shawn and Montay engaged almost daily in
teasing each other about race. I first wrote about this phenomenon in my field notes in
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mid-April, and three weeks later Ms. Callahan shared with me that she had observed
Shawn and Montay telling “racist jokes” in their group (Field note, May 14, 2010). In the
examples that follow, I refer to the mediated action of joking about race as “racist
joking.” Ms. Callahan used “racist joking” to name to this action among Montay, Shawn,
and Abdi, and the three young men made clear to me in interviews and in response to
teachers and other students that “joking” or “teasing” was their intention.
These “racist jokes” soon became a focus of my analysis and writing. To give an
understanding of the trajectory of “racist jokes” across time within the immigration group
and classroom as a whole, Table 5 displays examples of scenes in the classroom where
race was named and joked about as noted in field notes and audio files.
Table 5: Scenes of “Racist Joking” in the Immigration Film Group
Date
April 21, 2010

Source
Field notes;
audio transcript

May 4, 2010
May 13, 2010

Field notes;
audio file
Field notes

May 14, 2010

Field notes

May 17, 2010

Field notes;
audio transcript

Description
Shawn laughs at the racial implications of Montay’s story about
drinking Kool-Aid from a pitcher.
Montay calls Shawn “taco.”
Montay accuses Shawn of calling him a “Black monkey.”
Montay says that Shawn starts the racist jokes each day.
Montay says they should put “crazy Hispanic” under Shawn’s
name in the film.
Shawn says, “Man, you are Black,” when Montay spells a word
wrong.
Shawn says that Montay eats too much chicken.
Ms. Callahan tells me that Shawn and Montay are telling “racist
jokes.”
Shawn says to Montay, “You’re being racist again. Racial
comments.” Montay looks at me and says, “He did it first.”
They both laugh. Shawn says, “I’m tired of racial comments.”
Shawn says if he let Montay play his guitar, Montay would “get
it dirty and shit.” Montay says Shawn probably has graffiti all
over it already.
Shawn accuses Montay of not doing enough film work. Montay
says, “Shut up, shut up. I’ll shove a chalupa down your throat.”
Shawn says, “You’re Black.” Montay responds, “Hold on, hold
on, hold on. Hola, hola, hola. What you trying to say here? Why
you trying to disrespect me? What’s with this animosity you are
bringing now?” Shawn laughs at this.
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May 18, 2010

Field notes

May 21, 2010

Field notes;
audio transcript

May 25, 2010

Field notes;
audio transcript
Field notes

May 27, 2010

Arianna says to Shawn in a sarcastic voice, “Yeah, it’s because
you are Mexican. I’m racist.”
Montay accuses Stephanie of being racist because she asks him
to move to another spot.
Shawn and Montay keep score on who can offend the other with
racist jokes.
An audio cord is lost and Shawn and Montay say they are being
accused because of race.
Carl sings a song about Shawn being Mexican.
Ms. C asks, “Is this whole class for Jessie now or what?”

Engagement 1: From Chilidog to Taco
The first recorded incident in my field notes of “racist joking” among the
participants of the immigration group was in the third week of April, approximately four
weeks into film production. Shawn had conducted an interview the previous day with a
man named Hector, a youth leader with whom Shawn had developed a close relationship
and his primary interviewee for the film. The interview with Hector required several
takes due to Shawn’s technical mistakes and Hector’s subtle teasing of Shawn in the
interview process. My field notes from that day describe the interactions among Shawn,
Montay, and Abdi around this particular interview footage:
Shawn, Montay, and Abdi listen to Hector making intentional mistakes and being
funny in the footage. Shawn says, “Hector was making me so mad.” They watch the
footage of Hector, and I watch with them. The boys laugh when Hector says he was
looking forward to seeing the snow. At one point, Hector says, “Let's go back to the other
question. Cut.” They laugh at this. It's interesting that they are all watching together . . .
Hector is funny and making Shawn mad . . . Montay keeps saying, “Go back, go back, go
back.” Shawn says, “God dammit,” on film. They watch this scene a couple of times.
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Shawn asks what was the first thing Hector did when he got here. He says, “I ate
a chilidog.” They laugh at this, and at Hector's expression when he answers the question.
Abdi says, “This is funny as hell.”
Shawn tells Abdi which video to import. When Ms. Callahan comes over, Abdi
tells her, “This guy is funny.” Montay says, “Hilarious.” In the footage, Shawn asks,
“So, what's your name?” Hector answers, “So, I'm Hector. So, I'm from Guatemala.”
Shawn’s says “What the hell?” after Hector answers this way. Ms. Callahan laughs
really hard with the boys. Emily comes over and asks, “Is this a comedy here?” Montay
says, “It's not supposed to be.” Ms. Callahan says, “This is great.” She also
compliments the sound quality. The footage becomes more serious as Hector gets into
his immigration story and Shawn asks great follow-up questions about his regrets and
life for Hector now. Shawn also interviews Hector's wife in Spanish. Shawn does some
translating for his group. “She got pregnant at 18,” he says, and “she got kicked out”
(Field note, April 21, 2010).
Shawn, Montay, and Abdi were excited by this footage of Hector. Because it was
funny, it demanded the attention of all group members at once and drew in Ms. Callahan
and Emily, a student from another film group, as well.
This incident also came shortly after a conversation the group had with Mr. Nash
where he suggested that they focus solely on Abdi’s brother and his success story in the
film. Mr. Nash made this suggestion because Montay and Shawn had not, up to this
point, collected any interviews. Shawn was upset by this suggestion and was adamant
that a Latino perspective be included. He vowed to come with footage the next week, and
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he did. For me, this incident of the boys, their teacher, and another student being so
excited about the footage of Hector was significant because it brought Shawn into the
filmmaking process in the a way that he hadn’t been before, and it pointed to an
interaction pattern related to humor that would continue to demand attention.
Because of its humorous quality, Shawn felt proud of his interview with Hector
and appreciated that his group members were able to see what made Hector a fun and
important figure in his life. In fact, as a group, the boys became so proud of this footage
that a week after viewing it in class, Shawn, Montay, and Abdi selected the outtakes from
this interview to share with students in the nearby educational studies course where they
had been invited to speak. In explaining the footage after viewing it, Montay said to the
group of college students and their professor, “Okay, that was some of the, some of our
documentary. It seems kind of boring until you get to, like, the funnier people. Like, you
wouldn't think that it would be a fun documentary with such a serious topic, but it is
pretty funny” (Audio file, May 29, 2010). Following up, Shawn explained the outtakes
this way:
This was a good friend of mine. I met him, uh, last summer cause uh, I had a few
problems with my family and stuff and he is a leader of the youth group at my
church. So I joined the group and I thought he was gonna be a good person for the
project. And this is a few clips where like I'm trying to talk to him with the most
serious face and he would do the dumbest things like laugh or just stare at me like
I'm an idiot. It took us like two hours just to say like half of the questions” (Audio
file, May 29, 2010).
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Despite the fact that the comedic outtakes in Shawn’s footage required that he interview
Hector three different times to gather more serious and appropriate footage for their
documentary, Shawn characterized this footage as some of the most interesting and
exciting that his group had collected (Interview, June 1, 2010).
Once Shawn, Montay, and Abdi finished reviewing the footage of Hector
described in this section, Abdi and Ms. Callahan turned their attention to selecting and
importing footage while Montay and Shawn sat slightly behind them and engaged in
conversation. The following transcript9 captures the first scene of racist joking included
in this chapter, which revolved around food. The exchange began:
1

Shawn:

((recalling Hector’s statement)) I ate a chilidog. ((Laughs))

2

Montay:

Why because he really liked chilidogs a lot?

3

Shawn:

No, because he didn’t eat for like two days. Like, the first
thing he ate is/ he ate like these two quesadillas with like a
cup of juice and after that he got a like (

4
5

).

…
Shawn:

And then when he first got here he bought a chilidog and he
didn’t know what it was.

6

Montay:

((Laughs))

7

Shawn:

He ate it because he (
though.

9

Transcription conventions can be found in Appendix D.

"
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). That was cracking me up,

In this interaction, Shawn underscores the significance of laughter in cultural
understanding. He repeats Hector’s statement, “I ate a chilidog,” and cues that this is
funny to Montay by laughing, even though Montay does not grasp what makes this so
funny to Shawn, as indicated in his asking, “Why because he really liked chilidogs a lot?”
in line 2. Montay laughs himself once he understands that Hector, a recent immigrant
from Guatemala, would never have seen the distinctively American chilidog before.
Shawn closes this interaction with, “That was cracking me up,” and thereby constructs
the conversation around laughter. In doing so, Shawn harkens back to the earlier moment
in the group where Hector’s humorous outtakes in the film brought members of his
classroom together around the footage he had collected. At the same time, he establishes
a discourse of the naïve immigrant (Hector) in a culturally confusing situation
(encountering and eating a chilidog) as funny.
Following this there is a pause in Shawn and Montay’s side conversation as they
listen to Ms. Callahan and Abdi talk about importing and logging footage. Ms. Callahan
leaves the group, and Shawn initiates the following interaction with Montay:
8

Shawn:

I was boxing with my brother yesterday and (
the shit out of me.

9

Montay:

With your little brother?

10

Shawn:

He’s fifteen.

11

Montay:

Oh. (5.0)

12

Shawn:

(

13

Montay:

I wish I had a brother that (lived with) me.

) (15.0)
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) he beat

14

Shawn:

Why, cause he sneak behind you and beat the shit out of
you? Or start to?

15

Montay:

He's like older than me. Like 20 something.

16

Shawn:

Yeah.

17

Montay:

(

18

Shawn:

He big like that?

19

Montay:

Fat.

20

Shawn:

Is he built?

21

Montay:

He used to beat me all through my life. That’s why I'm

) I hate boxing. He's like 300 pounds.

happy I moved.
22

Shawn:

((Laughing))

23

Montay:

And then he reminded me, one day I was like (

) and

he beat on me, Yo! I remember when I was little he
snitched on me for drinking at the Kool-Aid pitcher. I'm
like ((in a high pitched voice)) (

).

24

Shawn:

((Laughs))

25

Abdi:

Guys, we

26

Shawn:

((Laughing)) [It had to be Kool-Aid.

27

Montay:

((to Abdi)) We don't need none of that do we?

28

Abdi:

Yes we do.

29

Shawn:

Some of it is good, he thinks. So, (

30

Abdi:

That’s a lot.

[gotta import this. We gotta log this, man.
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) a few footage.

31

Shawn:

The other two of mine, then his. (5.0)

32

Abdi:

We gotta do this.

33

Shawn:

I'm callin’ you (ish).

34

Montay:

Ish? What do you mean? What do you mean I wasn’t doin’
nothing? Last time I checked, you was too scared to
interview the people who thought that (

).

35

Shawn:

Last time I checked you was (

36

Montay:

Whoooh. (Taco).

37

Shawn:

((Loudly, as if tattling)) HE RACIST AGAIN!

38

Montay:

What are you talking about?

39

Shawn:

He called me taco.

40

Montay:

What?

41

).

((Both laugh))

In this exchange, it is again Shawn who initiates a conversation with Montay, this
time about his younger brother beating him in a boxing match. Montay’s response, “Your
younger brother?” indicates that he knows something already about Shawn’s family, but
the long pauses in lines 11 and 12 suggest that neither is entirely enthusiastic about the
topic. In line 13, Montay finally takes up Shawn’s subject, saying he wishes he had a
brother who lived with him. Yet, it is Shawn who frames the conversation again as being
about physical violence among brothers with his question in line 14, “Why, cause he
sneak behind you and beat the shit out of you? Or start to?” When Montay finally
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responds in line 21, “He used to beat me all through my life,” Shawn laughs. This move
reveals Shawn’s intention for the conversation all along—that talking about getting
beaten by brothers is funny. In line 23, then, Montay begins to animate, through change
in pitch and volume, his brother snitching on him for drinking Kool-Aid out of a pitcher.
Shawn laughs at this idea and shifts the focus from the brother beating to the fact that “it
had to be Kool-Aid” in line 26.
Shawn, I believe, was tapping into a cultural stereotype about Black people
drinking Kool-Aid here.10 Shawn makes this comment while laughing and intends for it
to be funny, but Montay doesn’t verbally respond to the comment. Instead, in line 27, he
turns his attention to Abdi and the footage he has selected to import, “We don't need none
of that do we?” It is possible that Montay did not connect Shawn’s comment about KoolAid to race, or if he did, that he chose to ignore it. Either way, it is significant that Shawn
makes the connection, assumes Montay will understand it, and laughs about it.
Talk turns, then, to necessary footage for the film and responsibilities for group
members, and as is typical to Abdi’s positioning in the group, he reminds Shawn and
Montay, “We gotta do this” (line 32). Abdi attempts to keep Shawn and Montay in check
and seems to perceive their side conversations, characterized by laughter, to be off-task
and neglectful of the film work. Yet in line 33, Shawn breaks a more serious focus to call
Montay some inaudible name that Montay seems to repeat as “Ish.” Montay interprets
this to mean that he is being accused of doing nothing, a sensitive topic for him
10

A Google search on “Kool-Aid and Black people” revealed a number of sites, including Urban
Dictionary and Stuff Ghetto People Like, which addressed the stereotypical connection between
Black people and Kool-Aid. Urban Dictionary, for example, defined Kool-Aid as “the water of
the ghetto.”
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throughout the production of the film. Even though Montay allows the Kool-Aid
comment to fly under the radar or simply doesn’t connect it to race, when Shawn
suggests that Montay is lazy, apathetic, or disinterested in the film, Montay is quick to
return the insult with “Last time I checked you was too scared to interview the people
who thought that (

).” Then, in line 35, Shawn returns with what I would guess, given

Montay’s response, is a bash against Montay’s culture despite its being inaudible on the
recording. Montay returns the insult with “Whooh. (Taco),” and Shawn sees this as an
opportunity to call Montay out as racist in line 37, a characterization that Montay
questions. The scene ends with both boys laughing—which was arguably Shawn’s goal
for this exchange from the start, despite Montay’s moments of seriousness when
characterizing his relationship with his brother.
Identity and Intertextuality. From a social semiotic perspective, intertextuality is
based on the idea that language is inherently dialogic. Every utterance anticipates a
response while also responding to previous utterances (Bakhtin, 1981) and does so at
varied levels of explicitness. When Shawn, for example, begins the interaction with “I ate
a chilidog,” he reports Hector’s words from the interview footage and, laughing, gives a
particular, humorous significance to them within the context of his work in the small
group with Montay and Abdi.11 His words are intertextual in the sense that he references

11

Bakhtin’s (1981) writing on reported speech is also significant in this context, although I focus
on the related idea of intertextuality in this chapter. Reported speech is the idea that speakers use
the words of others and “report” them either directly (as someone else’s words) or indirectly (as
their own). In both forms of reported speech there is an inherent evaluation of the reported
utterance by the author as he/she reports it. Shawn, for example, reports Hector’s words and
evaluates them as funny.
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another text, but they are also intercontextual as he brings them into a new context—or
recontextualizes them (Bauman & Briggs, 1990) with new meaning. Discourse theorists
(Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 2005) have used intertextuality to refer to the explicit or implicit
juxtaposition of texts for ideological and identity-shaping purposes.
Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) take this even further and argue that
intertextuality is a social construction located in the interactions that people have with
each other, which “create[s] and reflect[s] a cultural ideology” (p. 305). Consequently,
intertextual manifestations have social and material consequences and social actors may
“contest the legitimacy” (p. 312) of proposed intertextual relationships. Bloome and
Egan-Robertson (1993) argue that in order for intertextual relationships to have social
significance and substance, they must be proposed, recognized, and acknowledged by
individuals in interaction. When intertextual relationships are successful, they have social
consequences related to identifying a social actor as a certain kind of person, forming
social groups, defining and validating sources of knowledge, and constructing and
maintaining cultural ideologies (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993).
I focus on intertextuality in the exchanges between Shawn, Montay, and Abdi
because it signals the ways in which their actions become practices across time and space
while also connecting with and speaking back to broader discourses related to race.
Noting the intertextuality of their utterances also allows for a microanalysis of language
as it relates to identity in the moment and helps me see how humor evolves as key a
mediational means across contexts. I opened this section with a brief review of the
concept of intertextuality, but I also use the concepts of intercontextuality and
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interdiscoursivity (Fairclough, 1992) as modeled by David Bloome et al. (2005) in their
approach to microanalysis of language and literacy events. The concepts, which overlap
at times, can be defined as:
•

Intertextuality: the juxtaposition of texts; one text refers to another

•

Intercontextuality: the construction of relationships between social events and
among contexts, past and future

•

Interdiscoursivity: the relationships among institutional discourses, “most notably
the penetration of one discourse into another or the encapsulating of one discourse
within another” (Bloome, et al., 2005, p. 144).
Table 6 is modified from Bloome et al. (2005) and captures the moment-to-

moment interactions situated at this site of engagement in order to understand how
identities are constructed in the action. The table also identifies the intertextual,
intercontextual, and interdiscoursive links to other utterances, contexts, and broader
discourses. The table is divided by key turns in the transcript and names the identities
signaled and claimed, the proposed intertextuality, intercontextuality, or
interdiscoursivity, and the significance of those details to the analysis.
Table 6: Identities and Intertextuality in Engagement 1
Line
#

Speaker

Talk at Key Turns

Identities
Signaled

1

Shawn

I ate a chilidog.
((Laughs))

Someone who
appreciates
humor.

2

Montay

Why because he
really liked
chilidogs a lot?

Interested
listener
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Intertextuality,
intercontextuality,
or interdiscoursivity
Intertextuality:
Shawn refers to
Hector’s statement in
the footage earlier in
the class period.

Commentary/
Significance
Shawn recalls Hector’s
statement and laughs.
He is proud of this
footage because he
made others laugh
while viewing it.
Montay asks a genuine
question; he doesn’t
initially understand

why this is funny.
3/5

Shawn

No, because he
didn't eat for like
two days. Like, the
first thing he ate is/
he ate like these two
quesadillas with like
a cup of juice and
after that he got a
like (
). And
then when he first
got here he bought a
chilidog and he
didn't know what it
was.
((Laughs))

Storyteller
and friend to
Hector.

6

Montay

7

Shawn

He ate it because he
(
). That was
cracking me up,
though.

Someone who
appreciates/
understands
humor.

8

Shawn

13

Montay

I was boxing with
my brother
yesterday and (
) he beat the shit out
of me.
I wish I had a
brother that (lived
with) me.

14

Shawn

Why, cause he
sneak behind you
and beat the shit out
of you? Or start to?

Younger and
weaker
brother.
Storyteller.
Masculine.
Storyteller.
Brother, but
wanting in
that regard.
Interested
listener, but
also topic
director.

21

Montay

He used to beat me
all through my life.
That's why I'm
happy I moved.

Younger,
abused
brother.

22

Shawn

((Laughing))

Someone who
finds things
funny.

23

Montay

And then he
reminded me, one
day I was like ( )
and he beat on me,

Skilled
storyteller.

Interested
listener
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Shawn knows Hector’s
story well. The details
about food are
culturally significant
to Shawn.

Intercontextuality:
They laughed at the
footage of Hector
earlier.
Intercontextuality:
This made Shawn
laugh when he first
heard it and made
him laugh again
while watching the
footage in class.
Interdiscoursivity:
Boxing between
brothers and getting
beat up.
Intertextuality: Picks
up Shawn’s topic and
begins his own story
about brothers.
Intertextuality/
Interdiscoursivity:
Shawn uses details of
his own story—or
details of all brother
stories—to
understand Montay’s.
Intertextuality:
Montay takes up
Shawn’s story about
being beaten by a
brother.
Intertextuality/
Interdiscoursivity:
Shawn reframes
violence between
brothers as funny in
this context.
Intercontextuality:
Montay uses changes
in volume and pitch
to tell stories and

Montay responds
appropriately
(laughter) to Shawn’s
cues.
Hector’s immigration
story has now been
established as funny
within and across
contexts.
Violence between
brothers is accepted.
The use of “shit”
signals a masculine
element to the talk.
Shawn and Montay
compare details of
each other’s lives.
Shawn assumes a
violent aspect to
Montay’s story about
his brother based on
his own experience.
Montay is potentially
serious about the
violence between
brothers.
Shawn laughs at this
even though the
beatings were enough
to make Montay move
away.
Montay is animated in
telling the story
(evidenced in volume
and pitch).

Yo! I remember
when I was little he
snitched on me for
drinking at the
Kool-Aid pitcher.
I'm like ( ).
Guys, we
[gotta
import this. We
gotta log this, man.

interact with other
students often in this
class.

25

Abdi

On-task
student.
Enforcer

Intercontextuality:
Abdi often plays the
role of enforcer in the
group.
Interdiscoursivity:
Shawn refers to the
cultural/racial
significance of a
Black man drinking
Kool-Aid.

26

Shawn

((Laughing)) [It had
to be Kool-Aid.

Cultural
commentator.

27

Montay

((to Abdi)) We
don't need none of
that do we?

33

Shawn

I'm callin' you (ish).

On-task
student.
Relevant
group
member.
Accuser and
name-caller.

34

Montay

Accused and
offended by
implication of
being lazy.
Then,
accuser.

35

Shawn

Ish? What do you
mean? What do you
mean I wasn't doin'
nothing? Last time
I checked, you was
too scared to
interview the people
who thought that (
).
Last time I checked
you was (
).

36

Montay

Whoooh. (Taco).

Name-caller

37

Shawn

((Loudly, as if
tattling)) HE
RACIST AGAIN!

Tattler

38

Montay

Injured

39

Shawn

What are you
talking about?
He called me taco.

40

Montay

What?

Injured

Accuser and
name-caller

Intercontextuality:
Montay understands
what Shawn is
getting at when he
says “ish.” Montay is
often accused of
doing nothing for the
film and is sensitive
about this.
Intertextuality: Uses
Montay’s words to
frame his own
utterance.

Intercontextuality:
Use of “again”
suggests this has
happened before.

Tattler

Abdi doesn’t interrupt
the interaction Shawn
and Montay until it
becomes animated.
Montay had intended
for Shawn to laugh at
a different part of the
story, but Shawn
focuses on this racial
detail.
Montay doesn’t
address Shawn’s KoolAid comment but turns
his attention to the
film.
Shawn changes the
subject with a direct
and clear accusation
intended to make
Montay react.
Montay’s dedication to
the film is brought into
question and he reacts
strongly. He is
defensive and
questioning.

The repetition of key
phrases (“Last time I
checked…”) signals
word play.
This is not a
sophisticated or even
personal insult.
Shawn speaks loudly,
but doesn’t try beyond
that to bring the
teacher in.
Montay’s tone is one
of an injured person.
Shawn continues to
feign tattling to an
outside audience.
Again, Montay feigns
injury.

Intertextuality is socially significant in multiple ways here. Shawn’s intertextual
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reference to Hector’s story about the chilidog establishes laughter as a prominent mode in
the interaction and establishes a link to foods that carry throughout the exchange (e.g.
chilidog, Kook-Aid, taco). Additionally, laughter is given value across contexts as it
connects to Shawn’s laughter when first hearing Hector’s immigration story and to the
humor enjoyed while viewing the footage of Hector’s interview. Most importantly,
though, is Shawn’s ability to maintain “entitlement rights,” what Bloome & EganRobertson describe as the “rights for what texts a particular person may choose to
juxtapose and to the ways of making juxtapositions that a particular person may employ
at a particular time and place” (p. 312). Entitlement rights are not distributed evenly in
this exchange; not only does Shawn maintain topic control here (Montay takes up a story
about brothers only after hearing Shawn’s), but he also maintains interpretive control
through linkages across texts, contexts, and discourses at key moments. Montay, for
example, seems serious in his telling of the story about his brother in line 21 (“He used to
beat me all through my life. That’s why I’m happy I moved.”), but because Shawn makes
an intertextual relationship between Montay’s story and his own, as well as an
interdiscoursive relationship between Montay’s story and discourses of violence between
brothers, he controls the interpretation through laughter. In that moment, he evaluates the
utterance as funny, responds with laughter, and reshapes future utterances.
For Shawn, humor is base and connected to the body. He laughs when Hector,
who has not eaten for days, must eat the strangest of possible foods: a chilidog. He
laughs, too, at stories about older brothers beating younger ones, despite the possible pain
hinted at in Montay’s telling of this tale. His laughter at these moments when the body is
146

vulnerable is, in its way, carnival laughter. As Bakhtin (1968) explained it, such laughter
is “universal in scope . . . directed at all and everyone” (as cited in Stallybrass & White,
1986, p. 8). Carnival laughter suspends hierarchical rank and makes all things, high and
low, a possible subject of derision and humor. When Shawn laughs at the physical
vulnerability of Hector and Montay, he gives emphasis to something common between
them and begins to structure a relationship with Montay where all topics are open to
laughter.
Still, Shawn’s attempt at humor is contested when Montay does not respond to his
joke about Kool-Aid. Whether Montay misses the interdiscoursive relationship Shawn
makes or ignores it, Shawn’s proposed link fails in this instance, and so does the joke.
Shawn cannot carry out the action of naming racial stereotypes and playing upon them if
Montay does not take up his proposed relationship. Shawn laughs alone.
Shawn is unwilling, however, to allow the shift from joking and telling funny
stories to the action of filmmaking in this moment. As a teacher, I might have viewed
these moments of joking and laughter as off-task, and like Abdi, I would have
encouraged Shawn and Montay to be more productive during work time. As a researcher,
I began to wonder if these moments of laughter were connected in important ways with
learning. Shawn and Montay often moved fluently from joking to working on the film,
and the fact that Montay did not comment on Shawn’s Kool-Aid statement could be just
that kind of movement.
Next, when Shawn brings Montay back to name-calling and joking in line 33,
Shawn clearly names his action for Montay saying, “I’m callin’ you (ish),” and claims his
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identity as name-caller and accuser. Although I did not understand (or hear correctly)
Shawn’s name for Montay, Montay reads this as an accusation of being lazy and lacking
dedication to the film work. This understanding between Shawn and Montay indicates
what Huuki, Manninen, and Sunnari (2010) refer to as “social play,” which includes
“self-made abbreviations and words” (p. 376), the meaning and use of which is unclear to
outsiders. Whatever Shawn means by “ish,” Montay does not let this comment go by, and
accuses Shawn of being afraid to conduct an interview. Quickly, Shawn uses Montay’s
words, “Last time I checked,” to return the insult, and Montay’s response (“Whoa.
Taco.”) implies that Shawn initiated racial name-calling. Regardless, both Shawn and
Montay accuse and name-call in this moment, but it is Shawn who calls Montay out as
racist. When Shawn tattles on Montay for calling him a taco, both boys laugh, never
expecting Ms. Callahan to hear or respond to the tattling. Instead, they renew their
affiliation with each other as they link texts, contexts, and discourses through laughter.
The two instances of “racist joking” in this scene—“It had to be Kool-Aid” and
“taco”—circulate as different discourses. The “Kool-Aid” reference signifies a subtle
social class distinction as much as a racial one while “taco” is a more obvious stereotype
of Latino identity. When Shawn and Montay laugh at “taco,” they give new meaning, or
resemiotize, the sign of racial stereotyping (“taco”) into one of social affiliation. At the
same time, Shawn’s comment about Kool-Aid falls flat, and Montay openly contests
Shawn’s insinuation that he is lazy. While all three insults carry racial implications, the
accusation of being lazy—which has historically been attached to the Black race (Carpio,
2008)—has for a vision of Montay’s potential and future choices.
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Laughing about race, cultural understanding, and physical violence is embedded
differently within the historical bodies of participants in this site of engagement, and the
intertextual, intercontextual, and interdiscoursive relationships they propose related to
humor offer one way to glimpse this. In the next section, I explore another engagement
with race and humor as the young men establish firmer boundaries around the “game” of
racist joking as they continue production on their film.
Engagement 2: The Game
This second incident of “racist joking” took place four weeks after the first. On
this particular day, Abdi, Shawn, and Montay again worked in a small group on their
immigration film. Abdi and Montay started the hour by talking about girls until Ms.
Callahan came over to check in and ask how the work was progressing. Abdi shifted,
then, to playing the film footage of a recently recorded voiceover introduction. The
footage was collected by Shawn and captured a recent protest in the metropolitan area
against the Arizona immigration law. Montay’s voice can be heard over protest chants of
“Si se puede”12 in the background. As it plays, Montay says that he sounds “stupid”
(Field note, May 21, 2010), and Shawn offers to do the narration instead. There is a pause
in the conversation, and Montay begins the following interaction:

12

1

Montay:

I had a dream. I was like/

2

Shawn:

Everybody has a dream.

3

Montay:

((in a deep, melodic voice)) I have a dream.

4

Shawn:

Fuck you in the ass.

Yes you can.
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5

Montay:

Oh, you racist. (.)
((Shawn and Montay watching Abdi manipulate the footage
on iMovie)).

6

Shawn:

You are the African (monkey).

7

Abdi:

((Calls Ms. Callahan over))

8

Shawn:

Score one for the Mexican.

9

Montay:

You were probably listening to that in your low-rider, huh.
Score one for the Black guy.

10

Abdi:

((Continues to try to call Ms. Callahan over))

11

Shawn:

How is that racist? Black people have a low-rider too.

12

Montay:

I know, but you Mexican.

13

Shawn:

((Seems to accuse Montay of not making a racist enough
joke))

14

Shawn:

There's Black people with low-riders too.

15

Montay:

((Laughing)) They were brainwashed by y’all.

16

Shawn:

Until I get offended, if I feel offended, I'll get a score for
you.

17

Montay:

I wasn’t offended when you said I had a dream. ((Laughs))
Okay, I was.

18
19

((Shawn and Montay laugh))
Shawn:

Shit, I’d be happy in that low-rider.
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The first observed incident of racist joking analyzed in this chapter established an
interactional pattern between Shawn and Montay that is, in some ways, carried over into
this scene as well. Here, however, Montay initiates what seems to be the beginning of a
story about a dream, and before he can even finish the thought, Shawn interrupts him in
line 2 with “Everybody has a dream.” Without moving to complete his thought, Montay
follows this, in line 3, with “I have a dream,” which he says in a deep and melodic voice
reminiscent of the speaking pattern of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in his famous “I Have
a Dream” speech. Spoken by Montay as a Black young man, “dream” becomes an
interdiscoursive link to race in this move and circulates a larger discourse of racial
equality and a fight for civil rights—a discourse already circulating given the protest
footage playing in the background as this conversation takes place.
There is a shift, however, in line 4 with Shawn’s comment “Fuck you in the ass.”
For me, this is a jarring and disturbing statement. Yet, without a pause, Montay labels
Shawn’s statement, “Oh, you racist.” This suggests, perhaps, an intercontextual
relationship to utterances not captured in my research data but one that Shawn and
Montay implicitly understand—namely, that their statements about race link up with
statements about sexuality in a way that need not be explained at this moment.
While Shawn’s sexual and homophobic humor does not play on the semiotic sign
of race in the same way that “dream” does, Shawn doesn’t deny Montay’s
characterization of the statement as racist, but instead, takes up a “game” of racist joking
with line 6, “You are the African (monkey).” In this move, Shawn establishes a discourse
that can only be understood as racist and offensive to Montay, and therefore, declares that
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he has earned a point, “Score one for the Mexican.” The game has begun, and Montay
takes his turn by accusing Shawn of owning a low-rider and declaring that “the Black
guy” has scored one as well.
Up to this point, it seems that the “game” of racist joking requires that Shawn and
Montay make racist statements to each other in order to earn points. But Shawn
demonstrates in line 11 that players in the game can also protest a given point for a
statement that is not “racist” enough, and until an opponent feels offended, a player
cannot earn a point: “Until I get offended, if I feel offended, I’ll get a score for you” (line
16). Naming that offense is up to the individual who has been insulted, as shown in line
17 when Montay declares that he wasn’t offended by Shawn’s cueing the racial
significance of having a dream, and then states, “Okay, I was.”
In comparison with the first scene of racist joking analyzed in this chapter,
Montay does the majority of the laughing here (lines 15, 17, and 18), while Shawn laughs
only once (line 18) and only after Montay has confessed Shawn’s skill in the game. In
fact, throughout the exchange, Shawn’s role is one of policing the “rules” of the game
(lines 8, 11, 14, and 16). The exchange ends with Shawn negating, one last time,
Montay’s attempt at scoring in the game by saying he’d be “happy in that low-rider,” and
thereby, cannot be offended by Montay’s accusing him of having one. In fact, later in the
hour, Montay confides in Shawn that he uses words like “taco” and “low-rider” in the
game because, “I don’t got no good comebacks” (Audio file, May 21, 2010).
In order to better understand the significance of racist joking in the interactional
order of the group, I include one more aspect of this scene that took place later in the
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same two-hour block. Again, Abdi was working on the computer while Shawn and Abdi
sat at desks behind him and talked. This time, Shawn began a story about attending a
number of quinceañeras recently for family and friends. Montay doesn’t know what
Shawn is referring to and the exchange begins:
20

Montay:

Quinces?

21

Shawn:

Do you know the quinceañeras?

22

Montay:

I don’t even know that language!

23

Shawn:

Okay, you know what the cultural thing is when the girl
turns fifteen and then there’s a big party cause that’s when
she’s like a young woman? Because at fifteen, yeah, girls
that turn fifteen they wear a long dress, they have a big
party, and with that she has like one of her closest friends
to be like part of it.

24
25

…
Shawn:

Yeah, and they dress up like in the same way.
((Video footage plays in background))

26

Abdi:

That’s where you gonna be?

27

Shawn:

That’s why (

), and then, um, two of my friends want

me to be in it.
28

Abdi:

So you going to a party?

29

Shawn:

(Yeah).

30

Abdi:

Here? Is it gonna be a big party?
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31

Shawn:

(Yeah).

32

Abdi:

You should invite us.

33

Shawn:

That’s what I said, I was gonna invite him, but he’s being
racist.

34

Montay:

Oh, I’m being racist?

35

Shawn:

He said [(

36

Abdi:

37

).

[You should invite me then. Invite me.
((All three laugh))

38

Shawn:

((Laughing)) That’s good.

39

Montay:

((to Abdi)) You’re no longer Black.

40

((Shawn and Abdi laugh))

Several aspects of this scene stand out in terms of the complexity of social
interaction within the group. First, when Montay expresses a true lack of knowledge
related to the culturally significant quinceañeras, Shawn takes a long turn (line 23) to
explain the event to Montay. His tone takes on a didactic quality as he genuinely tries to
make this event understood. Montay doesn’t ask any follow-up questions but listens to
Shawn’s explanation. This instance demonstrates that culture could also be talked about
within the interactional order of the group without resulting in “racist jokes.”
Second, this exchange demonstrates the social and material goods at stake when
racist jokes are made. Abdi, who tended, in the examples shown so far, to stay out of the
culture and race-related exchanges between Shawn and Montay, expressed interest in
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Shawn’s explanation specifically because it might get him invited to a party. Abdi’s
participation at this moment is supported by other examples in field notes where Abdi
was particularly involved in exchanges with Shawn and Montay when girls and parties
were being discussed (Field notes, May 4, 2010; May 21, 2010). When Abdi says that
Shawn should invite him and Montay to the quinceañeras, he states, “I was gonna invite
him, but he’s being racist” (line 33). What is significant, then, is the way in which the
telling of racist jokes determines or negates a social reward. Montay can earn points for
telling racist jokes—if they are offensive enough—but in doing so, he is also labeled
racist and loses opportunities related to meeting girls and the status attributed to that by
individuals like Abdi.
A third significant element in this example is the shift in positioning that takes
place in line 36 when Abdi says, “You should invite me then. Invite me.” All three boys
laugh at this idea, and still laughing, Shawn says, “That’s good.” Their laughter and
Shawn’s statement signal that Shawn and Montay have developed a strong bond, one that
Abdi has not, to this point, wholly participated in, and that taking Abdi to the
quinceañeras would be a good way to “get” Montay.
Finally, given the context of the game analyzed in the first episode in this scene, it
is significant that Shawn accuses Montay of being racist here (line 33). Fittingly, Montay
responds, “Oh, I’m being racist” (line 34), because so far during this class period, Shawn
has made clear that he is the better player in the game of “racist joking.” Montay, after
all, has been offended and he has not. When even Abdi turns against Montay for his own
social gain (an invitation to a party), Montay has no alignments at this interactional
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moment and breaks the one tie that tentatively bound him to Abdi saying, “You’re no
longer Black”—which, within this nexus, is hilarious to Shawn and Abdi.
Humor, Ritual Play, and Masculinity. Shawn and Montay engage in ritual game
play exemplified in the second scene in this chapter, and Geneva Smitherman
(1999/2000) and Henry Lefever (1988), who both write about the African American oral
tradition of “snaps” or “playing the dozens,” offer insight into the potential social
meaning behind the game. In the game of “playing the dozens,” where participants
typically insulted each other’s mothers, participants make disapproving sounds at the
other’s comments; the one who has been insulted replies with something clever; both
participants are present in the back-and-forth aspect of the ritual; and the game ends when
both participants are bored or there is an interruption (Lefever, 1988). Although Shawn
and Montay seem to be in the process of defining their rules for “racist joking” as they
go, some of the same rules hold true. Shawn and Montay never insulted each other, to my
knowledge, when the other was absent and the game was dialogic in its form. For Shawn
and Montay, however, the game could end, and often did, when one participant declared
in a tattling tone directed at the teacher that the other interlocutor was “racist.”
In his interview, Montay shared two examples that capture the ritual quality of the
game:
Okay, so we’ll all be sitting down and we’ll be brainstorming. This is just one.
There’s a thousand ways to start. So we’ll all be sitting down brainstorming and
then Shawn will come up with a good answer, and I’m like, oh, and try to give
him a pound, and he’s like, ‘Don’t touch me, Blackie.’ And I’m like, ‘Oh,
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Shawn!’ and then I try to give him trouble. And then he’s like, ‘You’re ugly.’ And
I’m like, ‘You’re Mexican.’ And it’ll just be a joke though. (Interview, May 23,
2010).
And later:
Another way it gets started, I won’t say anything. I’ll just shut up because I know
that it’s going to come. I basically wait for it to come. I love that. So I just sit
down at my desk and not say anything to anybody, and then, boom, [Shawn] just
hits me, not a punch, but like with the joke. I’m like, ‘Oh, here we go again.’
Lately it’s been getting kind of old so he’s like, ‘Oh, I’m going to have to get
some new material.’ But it’s just funny. (Interview, May 23, 2010).
Through this ritual play, Shawn and Montay constructed a space where language was not
and could not be taken personally (Lefever, 1988). The unspoken rules of a game with “a
thousand ways to start” circulated in the space-time of film production, and thus, Montay
could simply wait for the jokes to come, something that gave him great pleasure. In
talking with me about their jokes in interviews, all three young men made clear that the
ritual of joking was “just funny” (Montay, May 23, 2010), “all about having fun” (Abdi,
May 24, 2010), and “no big deal” (Shawn, June 1, 2010).
Masculinity is also a significant aspect of this game play, and it signals the ways
in which the young men used humor and insults as a way of bonding (Hansen, 2012;
Hewitt, 1986; Newkirk, 2002; Smitherman, 1999/2000). Montay characterized this aspect
of his relationship with Shawn on a day when Mr. Nash called them out on their “cultural
bashing” (Audio file, May 25, 2010). Montay explained, “Cause, that’s what we do.
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Some people punch each other, other people make fun of each other’s cultures” (Audio
file, May 25, 2010). “Racist joking,” as a form of verbal violence, is a “mode of
friendship” (Newkirk, 2002, p. 121) where the boys play with racial stereotypes, and in
so doing, grow closer to one another in friendship and, perhaps, understanding. It is just
what they do.
At the same time, violence through comical insult is not without potential harm
(Billig, 2005/2009). One aspect of joking among the boys that was less developed, albeit
present in several interactions, were humorous exchanges related to heterosexual male
identities. Shawn’s statement from the second example, “Fuck you in the ass,” indicates
how raced interactions are also gendered in complex ways (Connolly, 1995; Huuki,
Manninen, & Sunnari, 2010; Kehily & Nayak, 1997). The ritual of racist joking shown
here is also a struggle over masculinity. Connolly (1995), who studied the construction of
masculine identities in boys as young as five, found that race and sexuality were
intertwined in boys talk and that power, violence, and domination were ever-present
themes. Similarly, Kehily & Nayak (1997) point out that competitive male rituals similar
to those in this study produce anxieties among players and emphasize a dominant version
of masculinity. While their humor is a mode for resemioticizing the sign of race into one
of membership, it is also “a compelling mode for sex/gender conformity” (Kehily &
Nayak, 1997, p. 70). Humor is simultaneously resistive and oppressive (Carpio, 2008).
Viewing the “racist joking” highlighted in this chapter through the lens of
mediated discourse analysis, it is clear that Shawn, Montay, and Abdi constructed their
language as funny in the actions and practices of the space-time they created. The first
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engagement in this chapter demonstrates how humor became valued through intertextual
relationships within the group while also pointing to the ways it could alienate and
silence certain members. The second engagement illustrates how laughter was ritualized
over time and took on complex relational meanings. Laughter mediated interactions
related to race as Montay, Abdi, and Shawn negotiated positions, identities, and
meanings—and produced a film about immigration.
Humor and the Immigration Film
Soep & Chavez (2010) wrote, “young people form some of their most nuanced,
persistent, and consequential relationship to texts and narrative . . . deeply inside
interactive contexts” (p. 23). All students in the documentary film class worked closely
with others in the three months of film production, but Shawn, Montay, and Abdi could
best be described as “deeply inside” an interactive context which shaped a consequential
relationship to a text and narrative about immigration which they produced through their
film.
The film, however, was not funny. Instead, like other films produced that year, the
immigration film was serious in its intent and content. Footage of Hector, for example,
which made the boys and others in the classroom laugh, did not make it into the film, nor
did any semblance of the “racist joking” that circulated within and through the
immigration group across weeks of film production. Montay, Shawn, and Abdi all told
me in interviews that “fun” was a key aspect of their filmmaking process, one that
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allowed them to work quickly and enjoy their time together but producing a funny film
was not their goal.13
Humor did play a role in the film’s outcome, however, because the boys wanted
to come to class and engage with each other daily. They used humor to bring each other
close in an intense and short period around a topic that was both personally and
politically charged. Humor made their interactions socially easy and provided a release
that allowed them to work out complicated issues (Boskin, 1986). Additionally, just as
the youth in Hewitt’s (1986) study could not ignore the existence of racism
overshadowing their interracial friendships, Montay, Abdi, and Shawn could not ignore
that race was present in their daily interactions, despite the fact that discourses circulating
in the school taught them to notice only positive, celebratory aspects of each others’
cultures without necessarily naming race itself. Rituals of humor allowed the young men
to notice negative aspects of racial stereotypes, name them, laugh, and move on to the
positive representations they framed in their film. Shawn summed it up this way: “We
just understood each other real quick after a while . . . We just got to know each other and
started cracking jokes” (Interview, June 1 2010).
In the next section, I describe the final immigration film. Then, I move to an
analysis of the discourses that circulated through it and key interactions among Shawn,
Abdi, and Montay around it. The goal of these final sections of the chapter is to

13

Montay entertained the idea of producing a “funny” film after seeing Shawn’s footage of
Hector. Earlier in the year, he worked with another student to produce a podcast about a drunk
man on a city bus. He later told me in an interview that he realized in that process that he had to
be careful about humor because they had represented the man as a fool when they had hoped to
portray the sad effects of alcohol and poverty.
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demonstrate how key aspects of the film and the process of making it relate to the ideas
explored through humor as well—namely, the complexity and ambivalence of racial
identity positions.
The Film: “One City, Many Worlds.” The white letters of the title, “One City,
Many Worlds,” fades into a black screen as a crowd chants “Si Se Puede, Si Se Puede.”
The backs of protestors, marching along an urban street, come into view. Many hold
American flags. Montay’s voice comes in over the protestors’ chants: “In the spring of
2010, Arizona passed a law that gave police the right to profile any one who looked
illegal and to arrest anyone without their papers. However, not all Americans feel this is
right.”
After this introduction, upbeat music kicks in and the question, “How do you feel
about immigration?” appears on a blue, sparkling screen. This slide transitions into a
series of interviews with individuals the filmmakers referred to as “non-immigrants.”
Interviewees include a science teacher, the principal, the basketball coach, and two hall
monitors. All are men.
The transition to the next part of the film includes a change in music, although it
is still upbeat and instrumental, and a text slide which reads, “Getting Down to the Real
Deal: Immigrants Speak Out.” A series of interviews with immigrants makes up the next
part of the film. The interviewees include Abdi’s brother, Hector and his wife Elena, and
a Somali businessman. At various moments, Shawn and Abdi can be heard asking
interview questions including: Where are you from? What was the first thing you did
when you got here? How have you been treated since you came to the U.S.? and What do
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you do now? Music is present, but muted during these interviews, and at times it stops
altogether.
During the interview with Abdi’s brother, images of his cell phone store come
into view, while Hector’s interview does not include any overlaying images. Elena’s
interview includes images of her family, three pictures total of her with Hector and their
two children when they are young and then teenagers. The interview with the Somali
businessman includes professional images of him at various media events, which the
filmmakers took from his website.
The final montage of the film includes an shift in music which ends abruptly, then
images of a local street sign, students in front of the school, a boy on his bike, two people
leaving a grocery story, a man sitting on a taxi cab, two men talking over the counter in a
cellphone store, a man crossing the street, and an awning for a Latin restaurant. In each of
these images, the people included are of color. Over these images, Shawn’s voice says:
Coming to America is not easy. Sometimes even immigrants don’t realize how
difficult the journey will be. Once they arrive, their journey only becomes more
challenging. Yet the stories of [these people] prove that immigrants contribute to
America. They prove how far someone can go even when they don’t have
anything to their name. We live for the day when immigrants will be given the
opportunities our friends have and continue to ask, How long, America, will it
take for us to deliver on the promise of liberty and freedom for all people?
As Shawn speaks his last line, the chanting of protestors begins again. “Si se puede. Si se
puede.” The beat kicks in and the film fades to the rolling credits.
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Ambivalent Discourses. The process of multimodal composition is linked in
significant ways to identities in practice (Pahl, 2011; Rogers, Winters, LaMonde, &
Perry, 2010). Jewitt and Kress (cited in Pahl, 2011) argued that in the moment at which a
“meaning-maker decides the ‘best fit’ for the representation, modal choice is then linked
with identity” (p. 3). Similarly, Silverstein and Urban (1996) contended, “texts can be
regarded as traces of interaction” (p. 392). As such, the interactions and modal choices
among Abdi, Shawn, and Montay represent, to a degree, the identities in interaction as
they made decisions related to their film.
Often those decisions were made through tension and compromise, as Shawn,
Abdi, and Montay did not immediately agree on the vision for their film. Shawn wanted
to tell the “real” story of immigrants’ lives, which, to him, was a story of the hardships
and obstacles faced because of their immigrant status. Abdi, on the other hand, wanted to
demonstrate that immigrants could be successful in America, that is, they could make
enough money to support their families and purchase material goods. As part of
immigrant families themselves, Shawn and Abdi brought certain understandings about
immigration and immigrants’ lives to the making of their film. The contradictory
messages in the film were a trace of the competing discourses in their own lives and
became an artifact of their identities in the final product (Rowsell & Pahl, 2007).
Competing versions of the immigrant experience, for example, appear in the film.
The opening scene sets up a tone of struggle, hope, and change. Protestors march and
chant; one man carries a sign that reads “Latinos for Obama.” The footage used at the
opening of the film establishes a political tone, one connected to a recent powerful
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movement in the country. As the footage unfolds, the narrator explains the Arizona law
that the protestors are marching against: “In the spring of 2010, Arizona passed a law that
gave police the right to profile anyone who looked illegal and to arrest anyone without
their papers. However, not all Americans feel this is right.” This narration reveals to
viewers that the focus of the film is immigration and immigrants, but it does so in a way
that is open-ended and unclear. Viewers might assume the film is about the Arizona law,
and its creators assume viewers will understand terms like “illegal” and “papers,” both of
which require some knowledge of immigration issues.
The topic of the film is made clear, however, in the first text slide, which reads,
“How do you feel about immigration?” Music enters the film at this point; it is upbeat
and fun. The letters in the text slide have a sparkle effect, and subsequently, the tone
shifts from a political one to one significantly more lighthearted. The interviewees in the
next segment, who were asked how they feel about immigration, are all staff at the
school. Two of the seven interviewees are men of color; the rest are white. None, it
appears, are recent immigrants to the United States. The demographic of interviewees so
far in the film and the framing of the question, “How do you feel about immigration?”
connects the issue of immigration to non-immigrants, but at the same time, has the effect
of street corner interviews on the nightly news—that is, immigration as an opinion poll
topic instead of a personal story.
All of the respondents in this section of the film made an effort to speak positively
about immigrants in the United States. This bothered Shawn because he wanted the film
to be more like “real life,” and he told me in his interview:
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Well, I wasn’t that surprised because I know they didn’t want to say something
bad about it because it would look bad in the movie for them. But for me, it’s
going to be realistic, it’s real life. And that’s why I wanted to get as much as I
could of real life. I was waiting for somebody to say something bad so we could
put it in the movie thinking that people have different ideas on immigration
(Interview, June 1, 2010).
Realizing that no one would want to have a negative interview captured on film, Shawn
decided that it would be best for his group to “just make it positive.”
Five themes about immigration run through the responses from non-immigrants
early in the film: (1) It doesn’t matter where you are from; (2) anybody can contribute to
society; (3) immigration is part of what made the country what it is; (4) society is
evolving and we must accept that; and (5) immigrants are seizing the opportunity for a
better life for themselves and their families. Shawn is correct; each of these is a positive
spin on immigration in the United States, but at the same time, some of the discourses
that circulate through these statements are in conflict with the “real” stories of
immigrants presented later in the film. Shawn, Montay, and Abdi did not take an overtly
critical stance against the statements from non-immigrants, but they did offer an
alternative way of thinking about immigration through immigrants’ stories. In fact, the
film transitions to the next section with a text slide that reads, “Getting Down to the Real
Deal: Immigrants Speak Out.” This title slide gives weight to immigrants’ stories and
implies that the truth of immigration is in what they have to say.
Hector was the first immigrant interviewed, and the first question Shawn asked
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was, “So, can you tell us a little about yourself? Like, your name, and where you’re from,
and how’d you get here?” Hector answers, “Uh, sure. My name is Hector, and I’m from
Guatemala. And I got here with a stolen visa.” Although a simple question with a simple
answer, this exchange between Hector and Shawn signals a contradiction with a response
in the previous section: “It doesn’t really matter where you’re from. Anybody can
contribute to society. Any person can be a contributing member to society regardless of
they’re born in the country or born in whatever country. And any person can, you know,
help out.” Hector’s story is more complicated than that.
First of all, it does matter where Hector is from. Place is a significant part of
Hector’s identity in a way that Shawn understands when he asks the question. Secondly,
it does matter how he got here. Hector’s stolen visa colors the notion of contributing to
society and seizing opportunity, and it is his wife, Elena, who points out later in the film
that “immigrants are willing to do [hard] jobs even though they barely get paid.” While
Hector and Elena have chosen America to create a better life for themselves and their
families, Elena describes a life without insurance or government assistance and little
money. Yet, when Shawn asks if she regrets having come to the United States, she says
no, “this is a country with many opportunities.” Indeed, things are more complicated and
ambivalent for Hector and Elena than the circulating discourses about immigration in the
early part of the film capture.
Another individual featured in the film, Mo, came to the United States from
Somalia and spoke to his brother, Abdi, about his struggles: “I didn’t have any money. I
didn’t have any food . . . I didn’t know what I’m going to do. I didn’t know if I was going
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in the right direction or not. So I didn’t know what’s the consequence.” This part of Mo’s
story is similar to Hector’s, namely that coming to the United States was a struggle, but
as the interview turns to his life in the present, Mo explains, “I own my own business. I
can say I’m well established. I’m not rich. I’m not a billionaire, but I can buy whatever I
want.” Tripp, a second Somali immigrant featured in the film, describes yet another
version of the immigrant experience. “People do struggle to come here,” he explained,
“For me, I was the lucky one. What I call one of the ‘lucky people.’ So everything was so
easy for me because I came here [with a] visa.”
The interviews collected by Shawn and Abdi stand against one another to tell the
story of both hardship and success in the immigrant experience, a difference that was the
source of tension, at times, within the group itself. Abdi knew early on that he wanted to
tell his brother’s success story, but Shawn fought hard to keep his own view of
immigration, as one of struggle, in the film as well.
This tension between Shawn and Abdi was one that they could not always
articulate clearly as they, too, assumed a universal aspect to the immigrant experience
based in their own histories. In one of their first planning conversations, for example,
Shawn was surprised to learn that Abdi’s brother came to the United States on a plane.
He assumed instead that immigrants had to enter the country covertly, as was the
experience for many in his family. While Shawn expressed surprise at that moment, he
did not elaborate on his confusion or ask questions of Abdi to clarify how an immigrant
could fly into a destination country (Field notes, March 12, 2010).
Yet, two months later, Shawn was adamant that Abdi include an interview
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segment on the hardships experienced by all of the immigrants interviewed in the film.
On this particular day, as the three young men chose segments to edit into the film,
Shawn listened with the headphones while Abdi sat at the keyboard. Montay sat at a
nearby desk. Interview footage of Abdi’s brother, Mo, played on the screen. The
following is an excerpt from the audio file that day.
Shawn:

((to Abdi)) Pull the part with his obstacles in there. Or what he
went through. It’s kind of important also if you want to make it
big. He basically talks about his name, how he got here, how he’s
been treated, and does America need immigrants. I think we should
talk about his obstacles or what he went through, you know. Try to
fit that in.

Abdi:

I’m trying to/ since this is his wife, I’m trying to put what she went
through, you know, how she’s been treated because I’m trying to
combine them. You know what I mean. I’m trying to save time.

Shawn:

Well, how about with your brother. Does he talk about what he
went through?

Abdi:

I didn’t put that. I just put what I thought was what he went
through.

Shawn:

((Shawn puts the headphones back on and Abdi continues playing
footage of his brother)). Right there he’s talking about what he
went through! ((Shawn’s tone is elevated)). He didn’t have any
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money, he didn’t know anybody, he didn’t know how to get
around. Yo, so he’s not the oldest one?
Abdi:

He is, but he’s saying he’s the one who has to look out for them.
He’s the one in the United States and has money. What do you
think? What parts can we cut? Cause the reason that I’m saying
this is not what he went through. I’m trying to put what she went
through instead.

Shawn:

((handing the headphones back to Abdi)) What?

Abdi:

The reason that I’m saying this is not what he went through, I’m
trying to put what she went through instead. Cause she/

Montay:

But they don’t have the same story.

Abdi:

It’s right, though, right.

Montay:

But it’s not the same people. We interviewed two different people.

Shawn:

That’s what I’ve been trying to say. They’re two different people.

Abdi:

So what you trying to say? I should put what he went through?

Shawn:

Just a little bit.

Abdi:

All right. This is gonna make it 20 minutes.
(Audio file, May 12, 2010)

In this interaction, Shawn, with the help of Montay, is able to push Abdi to
include footage that he believes is important to the immigrant experience. This exchange
is an example of how, overtime, the relationship between Shawn and Abdi became one
where they could express their varied points of view in a way that valued clarity over
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confusion and respect for the film and its participants over saved feelings.
Moreover, this exchange stands out because Montay, whose experience was most
removed from the topic of immigration, was able to convince Abdi that he could not
allow one immigrant’s experience to stand in for another’s: “But they don’t have the
same story.” He demonstrates respect for participants that grew out of the process of
filmmaking, as well as respect for each other’s points of view. Multimodal composition,
in this way, affords an opportunity for all three young men to take on new, even
contradictory subject positions (Rogers, Winters, LaMonde, & Perry, 2010) and to
engage together to produce new forms of knowledge using one another’s resources
(Medina, 2010).
Joking about race helped to shape a space where the young men could both anger
each other over content and laugh about it at the same time—an example of humor
“paving the way for an uncomfortable conversation (Carty & Musharbash, 2008, p. 215).
At the same time, humor did not necessarily diffuse uncomfortable conversations.
Instead, respect for each other built out of that joking relationship often did. For example,
in another potentially tense interaction related to representation in the film, Abdi links his
experience to Shawn’s in order to articulate his understanding. In the following transcript,
Abdi is researching statistical information about immigrants in the state, and Shawn does
not like what he finds.
Abdi:

Damn. 175,000 Mexicans? 175,000 Mexicans?

Shawn:

((Loudly)) Why does it got to be Mexicans, dude? Look up some
other stuff. Why it always got to be us?
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Abdi:

No, I'm right here.

Shawn:

I don't care.

Abdi:

Somalians right here too.

Shawn:

Okay.

Abdi:

We only like 5000.

Montay:

Why are you always gettin’ offended?

Shawn:

Cause. I bet you anybody, if you said/ What does immigration
mean? Be like, "Mexicans."

Abdi:

True. We immigrated. Both of us. We only recent immigration
people. (Audio file, May 4, 2010).

Shawn gets upset here about the proposed assumption that all immigrants are Mexican.
Montay, interestingly, invokes the idea of being offended—a practice tied to the game of
racist joking they so often play. Yet, Abdi does not take the opportunity to compete in
this moment. Instead, he aligns his experience with Shawn’s, saying, “True. We
immigrated. Both of us.” Moments like this one reveal the work of humor. In the act of
bringing each other closer through laughter, the young men worked out a “new mode of
interrelationship . . . counterposed to the all-powerful socio-hierarchical relationships of
noncarnival life” (Bakhtin, 1984a, p. 123, as cited in Lensmire, 2011, p. 119).
These young men were moved in powerful ways by the interactions within their
group and because of them, they produced a film that was stronger for the conflict they
had worked through with both seriousness and humor. When I asked Montay what he had
learned from the experience of working with Shawn and Abdi, he described their
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symbiosis as “moving like a body.” In his words:
That, basically, which is crazy but true, divided we fall. Like at first, there was a
time where Abdi just wanted to do it his way, nothing else, and that’s kind of
what messed us up. Like at first we were just going to do success stories of
immigrants. That was the topic and that was it. He didn't want nobody to argue
with him about it, nothing, but that was only because his brother was so
successful. But then later on, after we’ve argued for a week or so about that, it
didn't work. It didn't work at all . . . Because, yeah, I just feel like neither one of
us, no matter how many immigrants we knew, no matter how many sources we
had, it wouldn't have worked out the same way. Maybe it’s because of just the fun
that we had, or I don’t know how to say it, but the mental combination that we
have. We basically move like a body. I can’t do this without Abdi, and Abdi can’t
do this without Shawn. (Interview, May 23, 2010).
The power of the film, in the end, comes from the narrative of immigrant experience not
as a monolith described by the non-immigrants at the film’s start, but from the diversity
of experiences lived by Hector, Elena, Mo, and Tripp and from the symbiotic relationship
among the filmmakers. Coming to this diversified story required intense interactions
among Shawn, Montay, and Abdi—interactions that were mediated by moments of
levity, laughter, and deep respect for one another’s contributions to the whole body of
their work.
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Chapter 6
“Y’all Are Racist”: Race and Humor Outside the Joke

Oh, just mashing each other, basically – just jokes about each other’s culture and
stuff like that. But you know I feel as if okay, I can say this, but because we’re
playing. Like I can say this about him, but nobody else can say this about him,
because then me and that person would have a problem. Like you can’t say that
about Shawn, because me and Shawn know that we’re playing with each other.
Like I don’t think I would feel comfortable if somebody said that about me, like
what Shawn says, you know? Stuff like that, I wouldn’t feel comfortable if
somebody else said that to me. But that’s only because he’s my friend.
—Montay
In this chapter, I explore what happens during incidents of “racist joking” among
Shawn, Montay, and Abdi when other people are present and play a role in the
interaction. The young men in this study play on cultural stereotypes in their jokes—
stereotypes they do not own and that “invoke the past history of their use each time they
are reiterated” (Carpio, 2008, p. 14). Despite the friendship that contradicts their racist
statements, the stereotypes appropriated into their jokes carry the possibility of reifying
racist beliefs (Billing, 2005/2009; Carpio, 2008).
As Shawn and Montay circulate racist jokes that have been uttered before them,
particularly by white people, they resemioticize language into a new sign of membership
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and belonging through laughter. Yet, when others are listening—teachers, other students,
and me—the script that they flip (Roberts, Bell, & Murphy, 2008) may not be fully
understood by those who are outside the joke. As they report stereotypical jokes about
race, “the boundaries between the speech reported and the speech which is doing the
reporting . . . are increasingly eroded” (Bakhtin, 1981). As such, Shawn, Montay, and
Abdi, whose jokes have non-racist intentions, risk being named racist through the actions
and practices within their group. Meaning, in this way, is transformed once again as other
social actors engage in talk—and laughter—with the young men and interpret their talk
through their own lived experiences and histories of participation. Can outsiders, who are
not in on the joke, decipher the meaning behind the “deep play” in which the boys
engage? This chapter examines one last engagement with racist joking in an effort to
answer that question.
Engagement 3: The Lost Cord
While the scenes of “racist joking” in chapter 6 set up the kind of interaction
between Shawn, Montay, and Abdi that became common among them, this last
engagement demonstrates the extent to which “racist joking” became appropriated within
social practices of the group, within the classroom community as a whole, and within the
habitus of individuals. This long scene, which I break up into smaller chunks for analysis,
takes place four weeks after the second scene described in chapter five and revolves
around a lost audio input/output cord that students use to import audio into their films.
Montay, Abdi, and Shawn had been using the cord at the end of the hour the day
before, but at the start of this class period, Ms. Callahan cannot find the cord and is
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moving from group to group to ask if anyone has seen it. Her tone reveals that she is
frustrated and frantic about this, as taking care of limited and expensive equipment is a
serious requirement of the course. When Ms. Callahan asks Abdi, Montay, and Shawn
about the cord, Abdi says that he thinks they gave the cord to another group working with
Mr. Nash, but that he didn’t know for sure. When Ms. Callahan walks away, Shawn
accuses Abdi of losing the cord. He emphatically answers, “I did not!” and Shawn
responds, “I’m kidding.”
As this takes place, Arianna comes in late to class. Stephanie, a member of her
group, asks Arianna why she is late, and loud enough for the entire class to hear, Arianna
explains that she had to walk around the whole school because the first door she tried to
get in after lunch was locked. Ms. Callahan asks Arianna if she knows where to find the
lost cord, and she says she never had a chance to use it the day before because the
immigration group had it. From there, the following exchange takes place:
1

Montay:

2

Shawn:

((to Arianna)) Why you always [tryin’ to blame us?
[I know, why you jump on
us?

3

Arianna:

Because you guys had ↑it.

4

Montay:

Oh, so just because/ (.)

5

Arianna:

Yeah, exactly, don’t even say it. Don’t even think about
saying it.

6

Montay:

Just because you number one in the class you get to blame
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all the rest of us? Cause we lower than you or something?
7

Arianna:

Yep.

8

Montay:

You hear that?

9

Shawn:

((laughing)) She says he’s Black.

10

Montay:

Cause of my academic performance. Obviously.

11

Abdi:

He always says that, man.

12

Montay:

I know. You always tryin’ to be racist. Dang, Shawn. Shut
your Mexican (trap). (Audio file, May 25, 2010)

Lines 1 and 2 of this scene demonstrate the extent to which Montay and Shawn
have mastered the practice of being offended. Although Arianna merely states the fact
that the immigration group had the cord the day before, something already established in
conversation before this, Montay and Shawn almost simultaneously perform “taking
offense”—“Why you always tryin’ to blame us?/Why you jump on us?” Again, Arianna
keeps things factual, stating with an upturned lilt at the end of her utterance in line 3,
“Because you guys had ↑it.” In line 4, Montay continues to perform his defense against
an accusation that Arianna never made (“Oh, so just because”), but taking advantage of
his one second pause, Arianna predicts his line of thinking and cuts him off, “Yeah,
exactly, don’t even say it. Don’t even think about saying it” (line 5).
Although neither Montay nor Arianna name her ‘it’ in line 5, I read this as an
intercontextual link between this utterance and others before it. Arianna predicts that
Montay is going to say, “Oh, so just because I’m Black.” Even without allowing him to
finish his thought, Arianna recognizes the social practices of the immigration group, and
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understands that joking about and making accusations related to race is an action
attributed to its members. A practice, according to Scollon (2001b), is “a historical
accumulation within the habitus/historical body of the social actor of mediated actions
taken over his or her life (experience) and which are recognizable to other social actors as
‘the same’ social action” (p. 149). Given the trajectory of the social (mediated) action of
laughing and joking about race over time within this film group, Arianna recognizes this
talk as a practice, one in which Montay engages at this moment.
Although Montay takes this in a seemingly different direction in line 6 (“Just
because you number one in the class you get to blame all the rest of us? Cause we lower
than you or something?”), the racial implications of Arianna, who identifies as white,
being at the head of a class of diverse students is still there. This is supported by Shawn’s
open naming of race in line 9 when he states, “She says he’s Black.” Again, Arianna does
not utter these words, but agrees to as much in line 7 when she says “Yep.” Shawn, like
Montay, is looking for a way to frame this exchange around race and humor, but unlike
Montay, he is more overt in his expression of it. In this example, Montay is far subtler in
playing with the social implications of race, as evidenced in line 10 (“Cause of my
academic performance. Obviously”). Montay articulates this statement slowly and with
pronounced diction instead of his more typical AAVE style in order to play on and flip
the idea that Black males are less academically successful than white students (Haddix,
2009/2010).
In this brief interaction, Montay and Arianna both reveal a double consciousness
related to race first articulated by W. E. B. Du Bois (1953/2003). Montay is able to see
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himself as Arianna might see him (as a Black male with poor academic performance),
and interestingly, Arianna can see herself as Montay might see her (as a white female
who harbors racist beliefs about Black people). Limon (2000, as cited in Carpio, 2008, p.
74) articulated this dual double consciousness, stating that whites “now see themselves
from the outside as well” (pp. 84-85) and lend themselves to Black comedy despite
laughing from a different position. Although Arianna does not laugh in this particular
moment, she lends herself to the joke when she affirms—in the realm of play—Montay’s
accusation.
In line 11, Abdi acts as a liaison between Arianna and Shawn when he explains,
“He always says that, man,” as if to suggest that Arianna need not take offense or get
upset with Shawn. Abdi’s positioning is significant here because he demonstrates his
ability to strategically align himself with members of his group at times (such as in the
second example in chapter five) and to distance himself at others. This illustrates what de
Certeau (1984) referred to as “tactical” moves, or those that mobilize available resources
without necessarily changing them. In his own move to distance himself from Shawn’s
racist statement, Montay supports Abdi’s claim that Shawn is “always tryin’ to be racist”
in line 12. Yet, in the same moment, he brings himself under that same classification
when he says, “Shut your Mexican (trap).” This back and forth between simultaneously
claiming a racist identity and forcefully denying it carries throughout these scenes and
hinges on the realm of play that constructs the interaction. Because Montay is joking, he
can say what he likes without being perceived as racist. But can it work that way when
others are near?
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The conversation transcribed above takes place across the room and is loud
enough for everyone to hear. Ms. Callahan does not acknowledge it, but continues to look
and ask for the cord. Abdi asks if Ms. Callahan can call Mr. Nash, who teaches a
different class for the first part of the two-period block, to inquire about its whereabouts.
She tells Abdi to call him instead, and exclaims, “What the heck?” as her continued
search for the cord is unsuccessful. Arianna initiates the next exchange with Shawn and
Montay, which this time involves two of her group members, Stephanie and Nicole.
13

Arianna:

((from across the room)) Did you guys lose it? HEY! Boys!
Shawna and Montaya. Shawna and Montaya.

14

Montay:

((to Arianna)) We’re over here Ms. (Mandate).

15

Shawn:

What?

16

Arianna:

Shawna and Montaya, where is the cord?

17

Shawn:

The cord? I don’t know, I left. Man, he was the last one
here.

18

Arianna:

Oh, so you guys just left it so someone could come in and
steal it?

19

Shawn:

Mr. Nash was the last one here.

20

Montay:

You came in with your shiny shirt and you blinded us all
and it disappeared. (.) I love you, Arianna.

21

Arianna:

I hate you Montaya. And Shawna.

22

Shawn:

Why?

23

Montay:

((laughs))
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24

Stephanie:

I thought your name was Steven.

25

Arianna:

Are you serious?

26

Ms. C:

((to Abdi)) Are you trying to call Mr. Nash?

27

Abdi:

Yeah.

28

Arianna:

Shawn? You thought his name was Steven?

29

Montay:

How long have you been in this class?

30

Shawn:

You’ve called me Shawn many times. (.) I'm not gonna talk
anymore.

31

Nicole:

Hey, Steven. ((Laughs))

32

Arianna:

What do you like better, Shawna or Steven?

33

Montay:

Shawnana.

34

Shawn:

Steven.

35

Arianna:

Then I'll say Steven.

36

Shawn:

No! ((Laughs))

37

Montay:

I thought it was Shawnana.

38

Arianna:

So you don’t like Shawna?

39

Shawn:

That’s maybe why/ shut up.

40

Arianna:

No, those are your options. Those two.

41

Montay:

He says he likes Guadalupe.

42

Shawn:

((Laughs))

43

Arianna:

Guadalupe?

44

Shawn:

You be racist. I swear. ((laughs))
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45

Montay:

(

46

Shawn:

Guadalupe. (.)

47

Arianna:

One of you all stole our cord, huh?

48

Montay:

What? No? Who would steal our cord?

49

Shawn:

Exactly.

50

Arianna:

You, probably. I don’t know. That’s why I'm asking.

51

Shawn:

Is it because I’m Hispanic? ((Laughs))

52

Montay:

Oooh.

53

Shawn:

I said it’s because I’m Hispanic ((Laughs))

54

Nicole:

He’s being racist. He said it’s because she’s white.

55

Shawn:

What?

56

Arianna:

Now it’s a white thing, huh?

57

Nicole:

Y’all are racist.

58

Shawn:

You’re the one who asked me if I was from Mexico.

59
60

) called Zeus. (5.0)

…
Abdi:

Yeah, Steve, come on.

Although there is a lot going on in this lengthy and complex transcript, I focus on
four elements that highlight the identity productions and social practices in this site of
engagement. First, when Arianna calls for the attention of Shawn and Montay in line 13,
she does so by naming gender (“Boys!”) and feminizing their names (“Shawna and
Montoya”). In doing this, Arianna takes control of the conversation and demonstrates her
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power and status in the classroom. In addition, she frames her questions and veiled
accusations about the lost cord in a humorous way, signaling to Shawn and Montay that
she intends to tease and joke with them. Interestingly, though, the mediational means for
Arianna is humor related to gender, not race. Despite her social standing in the
classroom, Arianna cannot or will not engage in “racist joking” even though she
recognizes it as a significant social practice between Shawn and Montay.
Arianna also asserts power in this exchange through the feminized versions of
Shawn and Montay’s names, as indicated in lines 32, 35, 38, and 40, where she negotiates
with Shawn whether he would prefer to be called Shawna, a feminized name, or Steven, a
mistaken one. This move also indicates Arianna’s perception of a hierarchy in humor
where females are the butt of the joke as males attempt to feminize one another in ritual
abuse (Lefever, 1988). In this moment, Arianna is emphatic in her control over this
gendered aspect of Shawn’s identity (“No, those are your options. Those two.”), and
Shawn gives in to Arianna’s power when he chooses Steven (line 34). Arianna controls
the trajectory of this exchange, and Montay makes an attempt to position himself on her
side in lines 33 and 37 when he takes up the gender game by hyper-feminizing and
racializing Shawna by making it Shawnana, a move that is overlooked by both Arianna
and Shawn.
Notably, this is not the first time gender entered the game of racist joking. Chapter
five offers one example, but there were others. During one interaction, for instance,
Montay joked about Shawn acting like a girl, and said, “I bet you be playing with glitter
at your house, putting it on your face.” Shawn replied, without pause, “Have you been
182

spying on me?” Both laughed. Moments like this point, again, to the ways in which race
humor is also gendered (Connolly, 1995; Huuki, Manninen, & Sunnari, 2010; Kehily &
Nayak, 1997) as well as how a critique of one form of oppression can contribute to
another (Kumashiro, 2002).
This brings me, then, to a second significant aspect of this exchange: Montay and
Shawn’s tactical shifts to the topic of race. Arianna has topical control over this
interaction until line 41 when Montay states, “He says he likes Guadalupe.” Montay
maintains the feminine aspect of the name but changes it to carry a marker of Shawn’s
Hispanic racial identity as well. Arianna’s response is a question (“Guadalupe?”), but she
does not take up the racially marked name as part of the game she now controls. Instead,
in line 47, she attempts to return attention to the lost cord and, for the first time, outright
accuses Shawn and Montay of thievery (“One of you all stole our cord, huh?”). Whether
she is serious or not about this accusation, it puts Arianna back into a position of power.
Once race has been named, a game of which Shawn is more comfortable, he seizes an
opportunity to call it out in lines 51 (“Is it because I’m Hispanic?”) and 53 (“I said it’s
because I’m Hispanic.”). At this moment, Shawn jokes that Arianna’s accusations are
actually related to race, and although he doesn’t say it, implies that she is racist (a
practice he has mastered with Montay).
It is Nicole, however, who identifies as African American, who turns race back on
Shawn in line 54 when she states, “He’s being racist. He said it’s because she’s white.”
This demonstrates that even those outside of the immigration group, where the game of
“racist joking” began, can call out racist statements as long as they, too, are students of
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color. And yet, it is Arianna who benefits from this move when she seizes the opportunity
to turn race back on Shawn stating, “So now it’s a white thing, huh?” (line 56). Nicole
aligns herself not with Shawn, another student of color, but with Arianna, another female.
While Nicole appears and sounds serious when she accuses Shawn of being racist, her
tone suggests that she is merely stating a fact, one that doesn’t necessarily bother her.
A third related element of this transcript in need of discussion, then, is the
question of when speakers offer cues for listeners to read their utterances with humor or
seriousness. Arianna, for example, structures this exchange with a teasing framework
when she calls Shawn Shawna and Montay Montaya. But when she asks about the lost
cord in line 16, Shawn answers her with what seems to be a serious denial of his role in
its disappearance, something I read as actual concern on his part. This could be due to the
fact that Ms. Callahan is openly upset by the missing cord or due to the socio-political
significance of a white woman (Arianna) questioning a Hispanic male (Shawn) about a
missing object. Montay, on the other hand, reads Arianna’s teasing tone, and responds
with a statement that can only be read as sarcastic and funny: “You came in with your
shiny shirt and you blinded us all and it disappeared.” And just to be sure that Arianna
reads this as humor, he adds, “I love you Arianna.”
Laughter is another cue to humorous statements in this excerpt, but it is an
ambivalent laughter, invoking both pleasure and discomfort at the same time. More than
any other student involved in this interaction, Shawn laughs at key moments (five out of
seven transcribed laughs) and four of those five laughs come after statements about race
(lines 42, 44, 51, and 53). Each laugh, however, serves a slightly different purpose.
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Shawn laughs at Montay calling him Guadalupe (line 42) because laughing at Montay’s
“racist jokes” has been established as a social practice between them. And Shawn laughs
at his own statements, “It’s because I’m Hispanic,” in lines 51 and 53 to cue to Arianna
that joking about race is the mediated action taking place.
Yet when Shawn laughs after saying “You be racist. I swear,” it serves a more
ambivalent purpose. He laughs appropriately within the context of the game with Montay
(similar to the laugh in line 42), but his laughter is juxtaposed with the statement, “I
swear.” While his laughter cues to Arianna that laughing about race is what he and
Montay do, it also suggests that he is serious—or claims to be—in his accusation that
such statements are racist, particularly in the company of others who are not part of the
game and are white. Witnesses, in fact, complicate the game, because they leave open the
possibility of solidifying racist stereotypes.
Later, another moment of seriousness related to race is cued when Nicole, another
individual outside the group but a student of color herself, accuses Shawn and Montay of
being racist in line 57 (“Y’all are racist.”). Nicole says this with emphasis on the ‘are’ as
if to establish, once and for all, that the practice of joking about race between Shawn and
Montay is indeed racist, lest there be any doubt. In turn, Shawn turns the label back on
Nicole to remind her of a time that she asked if he was from Mexico (line 58). This points
to the significance of intertextuality and intercontextuality across space and time, and
supports interview data with focal students where the naming or questioning of race in
even the most descriptive ways (e.g. asking where someone was from) qualified
individuals as being racist (Pollock, 2004). This indicates that the labeling of individuals
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as racist or not, even when their statements seem overtly so, is a contextual matter
embedded in the histories and practices of individuals.
The last significant element in this transcript is how students take up Stephanie’s
confession that for nearly nine months of the school year she thought Shawn’s name was
Steven. Stephanie reveals this in line 24, and Shawn, Arianna, and Montay are all
surprised by this. This opens up a new dimension for teasing Shawn, because beyond
made up names with markers of race and sexuality, Stephanie opens potential for another
insult altogether—being truly unknown after significant time together in the classroom.
Arianna (lines 32 and 35), Nicole (line 31), and even Abdi (line 60) all take the
opportunity to call Shawn Steven, and unlike the other lines of teasing that take place in
this excerpt, this is the one thing that makes Shawn threaten to not talk any more (line
30). I include this here to point to the ways in which Shawn and Montay became
recognizable as certain kinds of people doing certain kinds of things, but might have been
unrecognizable in other ways as significant as their own names.
In this example, humor mediates an interaction related to race and gender, but it
does so in contradictory and ambivalent ways. Humor is not always successful (Weaver,
2011), but as a cultural tool available in this space, it does “alter and make more
accessible the surrounding social and material environment” (Vygotsky, 1978). Given a
school climate where race is embraced but not challenged, humor allows Montay, Shawn,
and even Arianna to strategize and negotiate social meanings, identities, and positionings
within a singular moment embedded in larger timescales. Additionally, the humor of
critique, of which this is a version, “invites nonpassive spectators to become fuller
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participants in certain forms of knowledge” (Mayo, 2008, p. 244). Said differently,
students in this space were forced to think and speak about race because of the discourses
that Shawn, Montay, and Abdi circulated through their humor. I, too, could not remain
passive in the face of it.
My Positioning in the Nexus
I return in this section to the question of my own positioning in immigration film
group. Scollon and Scollon (2004) write that in order to first engage a nexus of practice, a
researcher must herself “be recognized by other participants as a participant in the nexus”
(p. 153). As stated already, joking about race at this site of engagement was not without
tension. Laughter was one signal to the discomfort and trangressive nature of “racist”
statements among participants in the immigration film group, but another signal to the
underlying feeling that Shawn and Montay had that they were doing something “wrong”
came at moments when they realized and addressed the fact that I was listening in on
their conversations via the audio recorder placed nearby.
I was recognized as a participant in the nexus during these moments, which
created for me, and perhaps for Shawn and Montay, its own tensions. I did not want my
presence or the recorder to interfere with the mediated action taking place, nor did I want
Shawn and Montay to think that I would judge them for the statements they were making.
Being called “racist” was, after all, something the boys avoided within a serious
framework. When examples of “racist joking” took place, I avoided being physically near
the immigration film group. In my own teaching, proximity to students was a strategy for
bringing an end to an undesirable action, and I did not want to signal this message to
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Shawn and Montay. At other times, I was simply busy with other film groups and did not
know what was being talked about in their group. Either way, I hoped Shawn and Montay
would feel comfortable carrying on in this way so that I might be able to talk to them
about the jokes in interviews and later write about these events in my data.
Because I had introduced the topic of my dissertation to the entire class in the fall
of the school year, students were aware of my interest in race and in learning how they
talked about it. Shawn and Montay were conscious of this to varying degrees in the
incidents of “racist joking” and specifically address my presence or the presence of the
audio recorder on May 4, 14, and 25.
In interviews, Shawn, Montay, and Abdi all brought up the practice of joking
within the group when asked to describe the interactions among them. I followed up with
questions such as, “What’s that about?” or “What’s an example of that?” or statements
such as, “Yeah, I’ve noticed that. Tell me more about it.” In these moves, I tried to
remove an element of judgment, but also conveyed to the participants that the practice
was interesting and something I wanted to talk more about. In fact, once I had talked
about the practice with Montay in an interview, he would, on occasion, point out to me
moments when “it” had happened, assuming that I would know what he meant. On one
occasion, for example, Montay looked at me and said, “He started it,” despite my not
being part of the conversation prior. Not only did moments like this position me as a
participant in the nexus who would recognize and affirm practices therein, but they also
placed me in a position of authority, as someone to whom the “offended” individual
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might tattle. In this way, I became an audience for the “racist joking” and key practices
within the nexus (accusing, tattling, etc.) became linked to my participation.
Montay was open with me about these incidents of “racist joking” from my first
expression of interest, but it took Shawn longer to see me as other than an authority
figure or someone who would judge or misunderstand. When he learned, for example,
that Montay had talked to me about the jokes in an interview, the following exchange
took place:
Shawn:

You tell her our jokes, man? Don’t tell everything.

Montay:

You act like she ain’t recording everything we say anyway.

Shawn:

((Laughing)) It’s like every time we’re talking we’re like, oh dude,
I forgot we’re being recorded. (Audio file, May 25, 2010).

When he says, “Don’t tell everything,” Shawn implies that some of the jokes shared
between him and Montay were not meant for me to hear. In moments when the recorder
was identified as problematic like this, I tried to assure students that the recorder was just
to help me remember what happened, not to catch them doing anything wrong. Notably,
Shawn agreed to an interview with me only after Montay had completed his interview
and convinced him that it would be “fun.” The potential of being identified by me as
“racist” was a serious concern for Shawn and one that I took care to allay in my
interactions with him.
At the same time, the young men eventually took pleasure in my knowing about
and hearing the jokes. They explained them to me in interviews and pointed out when I
could find them on the recorder. Like Roberts, Bell, and Murphy (2008) found in their
189

study, as a researcher, I was a willing ear, someone who engaged with them on their
terms and their language. In a way, they tested what it was I could possibly know or
understand about race and humor in their lives and found that I, too, took pleasure in
exploring it. Despite being let in, to some degree, on the joke, the distance between us in
race, class, and gender reminded me over and over that it would be unwise to assume I
knew—deeply—what the young men spoke about (Spears, 1997). But I kept listening
nonetheless.
That said, I did become an audience for their jokes, and an earlier example serves
to frame my role. On this day, Shawn, Montay, and Abdi viewed footage that Shawn had
taken at the protest march against the Arizona immigration law. As they talked about this
footage, Shawn openly named the racial identities of individuals who were yelling at the
protestors—“He was Black,” or “This one Indian dude” (Field notes, May 4, 2010). At
one point, Montay called Shawn “taco” and when Shawn said something back to Montay,
he also pointed out, “Dude, everything we’re saying is (being catched by that),” referring
to the audio recorder (Audio file, May 4, 2010). Conversation about the footage
continued throughout the first hour as Abdi edited the introduction for the film. After the
break between the classes, Montay called Shawn “brown” and Shawn reciprocated with a
partially inaudible statement, “I’m going to kick your (

)” (Audio file, May 4,

2010). What followed is transcribed next:
Shawn:

Oh my god, I got it on tape. Dang, man. Jessie I'm sorry about
what you’re about to hear on this tape.
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Montay:

((into the audio recorder; spoken slowly and in monotone)) Shawn
I don’t understand why you are saying these things about me. My
heart is very hurt at this time. If only you would apologize. Will
you apologize?

Shawn:

No.

Montay:

Why not? Because I’m a Black monkey?

Shawn:

((Laughs))

Montay:

Quote unquote as you said.

Shawn:

I never said a Black monkey ((Laughs)). I never said that. You
called me/

Montay:

Yo, all the recordings are right here. (Audio file, May 4, 2010)

Shawn’s apology for what I am about to hear in the first line of this exchange suggests
that my role as audience for these statements is also problematic because Shawn didn’t
want to offend or shock me—as a woman, as white, as an authority, as someone he wants
to like and respect him. Whatever the reason, Shawn addresses the fact that I will hear
what they say and apologizes for it.
Montay takes this opportunity, on the other hand, to shape his own identity related
to the “racist” statements made. He speaks directly into the recorder (i.e. directly to me)
and, speaking with slow and careful annunciation to cue a serious and articulate tone,
Montay plays the part of an individual emotionally injured by Shawn’s words (“My heart
is very hurt at this time.”) However, within the larger context of the practices which have
shaped this group’s interactions and which have been captured over time on the audio
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recorder, Montay’s intention must actually be read as humorous. When Montay says,
“Yo, the recordings are right here,” he knows that those same recordings which have
captured Shawn calling him a Black monkey—perhaps the most shocking and violent of
Shawn’s statements—have also captured Montay’s reciprocating role in the name calling.
Montay speaking directly to me via the recorder can only be understood through the
intercontextuality of the jokes across time within the group. He is playing the innocent
here (“If only you would apologize.”) and knows that I will realize it. At the same time,
my role in the nexus allows Montay to “get” Shawn at another level. When he says,
“Because I’m a Black monkey?” and “Quote unquote as you said,” Montay accuses
Shawn of making a racist statement without having to name it as such, something which
Shawn can only deny.
My role in the nexus adds a level of complexity and nuance to the game of
offending through racist statements that Shawn and Montay have been playing. Shawn
and Montay construct themselves within the nexus of practice as joker, friend, etc., but
they also construct themselves and are constructed within the research nexus of practice
(e.g. “I’m sorry for what you are about to hear”). In addition, the research framework also
serves to construct my part in the nexus. Discourses are submerged in the historical
bodies and practices of all of the participants—including me—and those discourses are
significant to how I interact with participants in the nexus and to how I characterize the
research here (Scollon & Scollon, 2004).
The historical body I bring to this nexus is one that values humor. I enjoy making
people laugh, and I enjoy a good laugh. I diffuse difficult and emotional situations with
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sarcasm and look for opportunities to find something funny. Because of this and the ways
in which Shawn and Montay mediated their actions with laughter, I took their insults
about race to be humorous from the start. Moreover, I came into the research site looking
for nuanced and complex ways in which young people interacted around and spoke about
race. When humor emerged as a significant mediating tool, it was something with which I
felt comfortable in my own way of tackling challenging topics. Some statements,
however, such as “Black monkey,” made me uncomfortable as I brought, as well, an
understanding of the hate and oppressive consequences of such words and ideas into the
research space. Would I have addressed such a statement if I had heard it in person and
not via audio recorder? Would I have addressed it as a teacher? I can’t be sure, as I am
also reminded that students’ have a right to their own language and way of framing the
world (Kinloch, 2005; Kirkland & Jackson, 2009).
My comfort with Shawn and Montay’s joking created its own problems. Toward
the end of the filmmaking process, once the practice of joking about race had been
established and recognized in the class, Ms. Callahan, after hearing Montay and Shawn
tease each other once again, asked, “Is this whole class for Jessie now or what?” (Field
notes, May 27, 2010). Up to this point, Ms. Callahan had not openly called out Shawn
and Montay for their statements unless, like Abdi, she was cajoling them back to work.
When she finally did call them out, she invoked my name and suggested they were
making the statements for my benefit. My role in the nexus was firmly established in this
moment.
Without doubt, my place as a researcher studying race gave value to the practice
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in which Montay and Shawn engaged when I acknowledged it and talked with them
about it. From Ms. Callahan’s perspective, my place of power in the classroom began to
shape the very interactions that I had come to study. And by definition of nexus, Ms.
Callahan’s perspective was correct. Scollon and Scollon (2004) write that the nexus is
“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). My
historical trajectory and the discourses embedded in my own habitus intersected with the
mediated action of Shawn and Montay joking about race, and in that way, I enabled the
action and altered the historical trajectory of the classroom space because of it.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion
“Still, to begin to understand jokes is to begin to understand the people who make
them and experience some of their pleasure” (Mayo, 2008, p. 245).

Viewing the “racist joking” highlighted in this study through the lens of mediated
discourse analysis, it is clear that Shawn, Montay, and Abdi constructed their language as
“funny” in the actions and practices of the space-time, or site of engagement, they
participated in creating. That space and time was influenced by the discourses at work
about race and racism at Cedar Lake High School. Chapter four illustrates how those
discourses framed a color-blind ideology where students felt uncomfortable naming race
and feared that they might be named racist in doing so. At the same time, students at
Cedar Lake embraced diversity and celebrations of it. Racial diversity was an aspect of
the school that they heralded in talk, events, and media productions. Yet missing from the
story of diversity and race at Cedar Lake High School, as told through the participants in
this study, was a place for laughing about the ridiculousness of racism and the structures
it produces.
In chapter five, I explored how humor accrued value over time through the
intertextual relationships within one group. I also illuminated how laughter became
ritualized as a game and took on complex relational meanings. At the same time, humor
could touch on subjects too closely aligned or in tension with the habituses of social
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actors, and in those moments, laughter was not transformative. Laughter mediated
interactions related to race as Montay, Abdi, and Shawn negotiated positions, identities,
and meanings—and produced a film about immigration. In that process, they used humor
to bring each other close in an intense and short period around a topic that was both
personally and politically charged.
Chapter six underscores the complexity and ambivalence of laughter when other
social actors were present but not necessarily in on the race joke. In interactions like
those analyzed in that chapter, I found that social actors negotiated meaning through
various gendered, raced, and classed positions, revealing and playing on complex
hierarchies and power relations.
Chapters five and six demonstrate the strength of the mediational means of
laughter at this site of engagement. There were moments in each data example where
Shawn and Montay exchanged what seemed to be hurtful and violent statements and yet,
because of the power of humor in this real-time window, those statements were
transformed and resemiotized to mean something different. Making racist statements,
accusing others of being racist, and naming and denying racist identities were all
mediated through the cultural tool of laughter, and as such, they commented on and
critiqued the discourses they reported.
Racially charged names such as “taco,” “Black monkey,” and “Guadalupe”
tapped into stereotypical discourses about race and identity. At other moments,
discourses of Black people as lazy and Hispanic people as poor and distrustful also
circulated in the accusations and insults between Shawn and Montay, and later, Arianna.
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While less overt than the name-calling, the boys could not laugh off subtle discourses that
carried powerful historical markers of identity. They were too deeply bound to their
habituses and consequences for living in a racist society. Thus, laughter did not carry
weight evenly throughout each site of engagement represented in this study.
The production of social identities within classroom language events is not only a
complicated process, but also a challenging research problem. Social identities are
shifting, moving, and becoming in and across moments, which makes claiming those
identities difficult. Looking across the data examples in the preceding chapters, it is
possible to see how the practices of joking and laughing about race in the immigration
film group became engrained and automatic, to an extent, in the habitus of the group and
their way of interacting with each other. Shawn and Montay are recognized by each
other, by Abdi, by Ms. Callahan, by me, and by others in the classroom as the boys who
make “racist jokes,” and by some, they are recognized as “racist” because of those jokes.
What takes place in the interactions between Shawn and Montay related to race is
embedded in their individual experiences and bodies outside of this classroom as well as
within it. Present in each moment of joking about race is a link to historical, social,
cultural, and economic marginalization based on race for their families and ancestors as
well as the anticipation of their own futures embedded in those same realities. There is an
incongruity (Carpio, 2008; Weaver, 2011) in the fact that Shawn and Montay use humor
as a mediational means for talking about the racialized consequences of their lives.
Joking about a construct that has painful and unjust implications for their pasts and their
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futures is exactly what marks their events of “racist joking” as unique, jarring, and funny.
The Affordances and Constraints of Humor
Shawn and Montay are social actors with agency within the structures that have
shaped their lives. A key factor of their agency is the ability to “mix and adapt tools to fit
particular purposes” (Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 51). Shawn, Montay, and Abdi enter into a
situation already framed by race. Their film is about immigration, they are each of a
different race within the group, and their interview subjects are positioned racially as
well. At times, Shawn, Montay, and Abdi addressed these facts of their filmmaking
project in serious way (such as talking about race related to statistics and getting
interview participants), and at other times, they addressed race through the available tool
of humor, which had its own affordances and constraints.
Humor afforded Shawn and Montay the ability to claim space for race in the
documentary film class (Roberts, Bell, & Murphy, 2008). Although it had been
welcomed in official, teacher-sanctioned ways, the color-blind discourses (Bonilla-Silva,
2010) evidenced in chapter four surrounded and eliminated race talk in class. Humor, on
the other hand, allowed Shawn and Montay to not only name race and call attention to it
as a significant part of classroom life, but also to explore the language of race without
being labeled as racist in a serious way—because they already label themselves as such in
a humorous one. A significant affordance of humor was that it resemioticized overtly
racist statements into signs of membership, friendship, and affiliation.
This was not unproblematic. Humor as a tool also has consequences for the “kinds
of identities and relationships made possible” (Jones & Norris, 2005, p. 51). While humor
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around race bracketed a friendship between Shawn and Montay, it also limited
possibilities for serious discussion about the lived consequences of the construction of
race and for taking action in the world (Hansen, 2012; Mayo, 2008). Shawn and Montay
never discussed, for instance, the economic implications of drinking Kool-aid in the
African American community, the origin of the term “monkey” in eugenics debates about
racial superiority, or what it means to be accused of laziness or criminality as a racial
minority. This is not to say that race and its lived consequences were never discussed
seriously among members of this group, but in humorous moments, racially marked
statements—with hurtful and violent aspects framed by humor—were left unexamined.
I am reminded, however, that talking about race is not socially easy. Racial
identities are always pre-figured and pre-made for us by our culture and only through
engagement can those ideas be revised (Lensmire, personal communication). In those
raced engagements, people begin with what they have, and most often, what they have is
a stereotype that they cannot unknow. Humor, on the other hand, is socially easy. It
makes “impossible speech” possible (Atluri, 2009, p. 212), and creates contexts for
creating shared meaning (Carty & Musharbash, 2008). Moreover, humor has the potential
to upend static and easily mocked racial discourses (Atluri, 2009).
The politically incorrect humor that students use to joke about race and racism in
this study does not look or sound like constructive and successful conversations about
race in antiracist curricula (for an example, see Flynn, 2009). But I also believe that there
is important social work taking place in the backstage talk and laughter represented
here—social work that is more “creative and complicated than often planned for by
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teachers” (Johnson & Vasudevan, 2012, p. 39). The irony of being a teacher and
researcher interested in the racial interactions constructed in backstage, humorous
moments is that even when I sense, hear, and think I understand the joke, I cannot truly
experience the pleasure embodied there, as much as I might like to.
As researchers, we must also remember that even serious racist discourses
forwarded by young people in school contexts have affective and persuasive effects not
easily reduced to the statements themselves. In her study of an all-white high school,
Trainor (2008) argued that attitudes toward race are constructed through the rhetorical
structures available in schools and classrooms. She wrote:
[R]acist language functions metaphorically, connecting common racist ideas to
nonracist feelings, values, beliefs, and associations—emotioned positions that are
learned in school. I suggest that racist discourses are best understood as
psychosocial rhetorical phenomena—forms of persuasion that need to be
understood not only for their political meanings and implications but also for their
persuasive subjective and affective coherence—and that racist discourses
structure feelings sometimes linked to, but surprisingly rarely reducible to, the
racial politics such discourses forward (Trainor, 2008, p. 85).
Trainor’s attempt to understand the structured and ideological nature of emotion and the
persuasiveness of racist talk parallels the work of scholars who are interested in
embodied forms of critical literacy. Although her work does not attend to the moment-tomoment interactions through which emotion becomes action and practice in classroom
spaces, it does open up questions about emotional investments—including those engaged
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through humor—as important sources of knowledge. Moreover, Trainor’s focus on how
curriculum and pedagogy shape discourses about race draws attention away from
individual speakers who may or may not be racist and turns it instead to the ideologies
that make only certain ways of speaking about race available to students and teachers.
The humor described in this study is both unsettling, pleasure inducing, and an act
of embodiment. Shawn and Montay embody racist perspectives and, while laughing at
them, examine, on some level, their own beliefs. In this way, “humor is fundamentally
about rethinking and reembodying one’s relationship to the topics raised: one’s body,
identity, gestures are all open to critique, and one responds via bodily acts—laughter,
blushing—and thoughtful engagement” (Mayo, 2008, p. 251).
Critical Literacy and Emergence in Classroom Spaces
Students in the documentary film class met objectives and learned valuable skills
related to developing research questions, organizing content through a main idea,
providing evidence to support a thesis, and using rhetorical strategies to make a point.
Additionally, they built on the technical, artistic, and critical skills they had been
developing all year to produce media texts connected with their identities and
experiences. They became skilled users of technology for academic, creative, and
personal purposes.
Yet, they learned so much more as well. Soep and Chavez (2010) contend it is a
challenge for researchers to glean exactly what young people learn from the experience
of producing and circulating media because that learning is not often captured in media
literacy outcomes. Collaboration was a key aspect of the filmmaking process, but what
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gets lost in looking only at production outcomes is the fact that Abdi, Montay, and Shawn
had to negotiate in an intense way around a topic that was emotionally charged in their
lives. The production of the film changed the way they had to relate to each other and to
other people—especially adults—outside their group. This was more than a technological
or critical literacy outcome.
Moreover, the young men built a significant bond, one that allowed them to
explore the complexity and ambivalence of racial identities and feelings without serious
risk of offense. This required humor. And through it, the boys constructed a site of
engagement where they could also argue seriously over content related to the complex
and ambivalent identity positionings of immigrants. Not only does this indicate “the
primacy of relationships in fostering knowledge production” (Wissman, 2008, p. 40), but
it also points to how the youth in this study could simultaneously critique structural forms
of oppression and draw upon stereotypes unquestionably (Roberts, Bell, & Murphy,
2008). Such was the hybrid nature of their knowledge.
Still, in many ways, their film product fell short of an idealized version of critical
literacy where young people engage in ideological critique. Shawn, Abdi, and Montay
wanted to tell a counternarrative about immigrants through their multimodal
representations (Curwood & Gibbons, 2010). Yet, they also relayed masternarratives
about the American dream and money as a measure of success through the questions they
asked and the statements from participants edited into the film. For Abdi, however, this
masternarrative of success was a counternarrative for immigrant communities because it
underscored intelligence and perseverance despite difficult circumstances. To him,
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sharing this version of the immigrant experience was a critical move, but one that was in
tension with the story of hardship Shawn wanted to share. While the young men could
recontextualize racist statements through humor in their interactions, the film itself posed
a greater challenge in creating new meanings for old stereotypes.
What might have the film looked like if, as Janks (2002) suggested, the young
men had reimagined their text through humor? What if they had played on and laughed at
the sign of race as they did in interaction? We assume that youth media production will
give voice to marginalized youth (Gibbons, 2011), but that is not always the case. In fact,
Gibbons (2011) argued that marginalized youth do not have the same repertoire of
options—like humor—available to them when they produce media. Because Montay,
Abdi, and Shawn dealt in racial representations with consequences for their daily lives,
they had to take it seriously when it came to the film. They could not afford to be
misunderstood when the film was out of their hands. Humor was not an option.
Critical literacy, too, falls short in this regard. As critical scholars and educators,
we must find new ways for marginalized youth to generate texts that draw upon their
hybridized and playful ways of knowing, while being just serious enough to ask students
to critique their own work as well (Pahl, 2011). Moreover, we must begin to embrace the
“ongoing present” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 26) of critical literacy activities. When we
look too often to the products and outcomes of pedagogy, we overlook powerful and
transformative interactions taking place among students in embodied and backstage
forms.
Turning to the work of Leander and Boldt (2013), who draw on the work of
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Deleuze and Guattari (1987), embodied literacy activities can be described this way:
[A]s not projected toward some textual end point, but as living its life in the
ongoing present, forming relations and connections across signs, objects, and
bodies in often unexpected ways. Such activity is saturated with affect and
emotion; it creates and is fed by an ongoing series of affective intensities that are
different from the rational control of meanings and forms (Leander & Boldt,
2013, p. 26).
Looking back across scenes of joking in this study, I begin to see that the most important
“outcome” from the three months Montay, Shawn, and Abdi spent laughing their way
through filmmaking was an “unpredictable emergence” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 25).
The young men experienced intense pleasure and joy that spoke to their desire to be
together and know each other—a desire that, unless they laughed, could be read as taboo.
Their critical engagement hinged on the intensity and surprise they generated through
humor and was “not about getting or achieving the object, but about the vividness of
being ” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 42) together.
While the idea of emergence helps me understand the intensity of the interactions
I observed, I do not wish to disregard meaning-making as a crucial aspect of the time and
space the three young men shared. Abdi, Shawn, and Montay came to new
understandings about themselves and others through the process of making their film.
Shawn, for example, shared with his classmates during a final debrief after film
production: “At first, when I look at somebody that wasn’t my race I would think they are
annoying and weird. After talking to people and interviewing them I can’t just be judging
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people because they may be thinking the same things about me and my race” (Audio file,
June 4, 2010). His words indicate that this process was about more than the pleasure of
unexpected emergence, but it was through that affective intensity in his interactions with
Montay, that I believe Shawn came to a deep—and felt—understanding about race.
When I asked Montay what he learned from the film project, he described the
significance of friendship in his response:
Well, one of the things is this close friendship that I have with my partners.
Usually when you work with somebody, okay, after the project, yeah, nothing, we
don’t have anything to talk about. “Oh, what’s up?” And that’s it. But I was
talking to Abdi, I think it was yesterday or something like that, and I was like,
“Yeah, you’re going to forget all about us when you graduate.” And he was like,
“No, man, I’m going to still hit you all up.” For real though. He got mad when I
said that. He said, “No, you all are going to come down to my college and you’re
all going to visit me.” I’m like, ah, okay. So it was more than just a partner. He’s
actually my friend. (Interview, May 23, 2010).
For Montay, the friendship explored, challenged, and ultimately, solidified through
humor was the most important learning that took place. Ellsworth (2005) articulated the
need for a pedagogy of relation that Montay hints at here. She wrote, “The capacity of
pedagogy to access and acknowledge our sensations of being in relation is crucial to
efforts to teach about and across social and cultural difference” (p. 135, emphasis added).
Critical literacy must strive to engage a “useful, bearable, ever pleasant difference” (p.
135) and acknowledging the power of humor in the lives of youth is one such way.
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The raced interactions mediated through humor in this study are a social text. One
with deep meanings related to race, class, gender, and friendship in the lives of the young
men represented here. As Shawn, Montay, and Abdi engaged in ritual insult and abuse,
they poked fun at the failures of racial identity and remade those representations through
humor. Although we may never be in on the joke, educators and researchers must pay
attention to how youth are generating different identities, meanings, and ways of knowing
about race through laughter.
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Appendix A
Focal Student Interview Protocol
1. Describe a time when race or ethnicity was important to your film topic?
2. Does race or ethnicity influence how you think about others’ films?
3. Do you think the projects and discussions in this class influenced the way you
think about race or ethnicity, your own or others? How so?
4. Describe the friendships or interactions among students in this class overall. In
your mind, does race play a role in those interactions?
5. How would you describe diversity at Cedar Lake? How does it affect your
learning? Does it matter to you?
6. What do you get out of the diversity?
7. Do you think race or ethnicity is difficult to talk about in school? Why? Why not?
8. Does it matter to have friends or classmates across racial and ethnic groups?
Why? Why not?
9. Tell me what it’s like to be (white, Somali, Latino, etc.) in this class? In this
school?
10. What do you think it’s like to be white in this school?
11. Has anyone ever accused you of being racist at this school? If so, why? What was
your reaction to this?
12. Did you participate in the Cedar Lake Mosaic? Why? Why not? Why is this event
important?
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13. What else would you like me to know as I try to understand race, identity, and
diversity in this classroom or in this school?
14. Describe the process for coming to this particular film topic.
15. Describe the process for making this particular film.
16. Describe to me the interactions in your film group (in other words, what has it
been like to work with the other people in your group?).
17. Have you felt like an insider while working on this film project? Why? When?
Have you felt like an outsider? Why? When?
18. What have you learned from making your film?
19. What has been the most surprising element of working on this film? Why?
20. Has the film project made you think about your topic differently? Has it made you
think about anything else differently?
21. How has your identity been important in working on your film?
22. What impact do you hope your film will have on viewers?
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Appendix B
Teacher Interview Protocol
1. How would you describe your year at Cedar Lake?
2. Tell me how you planned the curriculum for this year? What was your goal for
students? Do you believe you met your goals?
3. How would you describe your teaching philosophy or beliefs about teaching?
4. How did this class align with your beliefs about teaching?
5. Which topics/units/activities do you believe were most successful for your
students in film this year? Which topics/units/activities were most challenging?
6. What other successes or challenges have you found in teaching film this year?
7. What does it mean to be a good documentary film student?
8. Describe a key event for you in film class this year? Why this one? From your
perspective, describe students’ reactions to this key event.
9. Describe a moment of tension from the film class this year? From your
perspective, describe students’ reactions to this moment?
10. Describe the goals, outcomes, and students’ reactions to the main units this year.
11. How are students’ identities important to your teaching or curriculum?
12. Discuss any connections you see between your own identity and your teaching.
13. How has race or ethnicity been an important aspect of the film class this year?
14. Describe your own comfort or discomfort in talking about race? Describe
students’ reactions to it? Was this surprising to you?
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15. What is it like to be a white teacher in a diverse school? How do you believe this
identitiy affects your interactions with students?
16. How have students’ contributions in class been informed by issues related to race
or diversity?
17. How have students’ contributions in class been informed by larger issues in the
school or district?
18. How have students’ contributions in class been informed by larger issues in their
local community or the world?
19. How would you describe students’ interactions with each other in this classroom?
20. What else would you like me to know as I think about race and diversity in this
classroom and school?
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Appendix C
Assistant Principal Interview Protocol
1. How would you describe diversity at Cedar Lake? Does this differ from your
perspective of diversity at other schools in the district? How so?
2. How important is diversity to the school and its image?
3. How does the school celebrate that diversity?
4. What challenges, if any, does that diversity create? What benefits? How do those
benefits differ for individuals from various backgrounds?
5. From your perspective, how do parents seem to feel about the diversity at this
school? How do those feelings differ for parents from various backgrounds?
6. From your perspective, how do teachers seem to feel about the diversity at this
school? How do those feelings differ for teachers from various backgrounds?
7. From your perspective, how do student seem to feel about the diversity at this
school? How do those feelings differ for students from various backgrounds?
8. From your perspective, how does diversity influence students’ school projects and
classroom activities?
9. How does the diversity in this school influence students’ relationships? Does it?
10. What do you believe it is like to be a white student in this school?
11. How will recent changes in the school district affect diversity at your school?
12. What else would you like me to know as I try to learn about the diversity at this
school and how it influences students’ perceptions of being a student here?
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Appendix D
Transcription Conventions
_________________________________________________________________________
Definition14
Code
Example
______________________________________________________________________________
Animated tone
Decreased volume
Increased volume
Deleted speech

Descriptive text
Dropped or interrupted
utterance
Rising intonation
Inaudible speech
Indicates emphasis
Pause longer than five
seconds
Pause shorter than five
seconds
Overlapping speech
Uncertain transcription

!
° °
UPPERCASE
…

I don’t even know that language!
°make fun of each other's (cultures)°
HE RACIST AGAIN!
A: after that he got a like (
).
…
A: And then when he first got here he bought
a chilidog.

(( ))
/

((Laughs))

I had a dream. I was like/

↑
( )
underline
(#.0)

Because you guys had ↑it.
(
) I hate boxing.
Oh, I'm being racist?
Oh. (5.0)

(.)

Oh, so just because/ (.)

[
[
(text)

A: Guys, we [gotta import this.
B:
[It had to be Kool-Aid.
We're over here Ms. (Mandate).

14

Transcription conventions are adapted from the Jefferson system. The format of the
conventions table is modeled on one used in Majors (2007).
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