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1 Hip Hop Education as Site for Critical Consciousness Development

In the 1970s, Hip Hop emerged as a form of cultural expression that belied 
overly optimistic master narratives about racial and class progress being es-
poused in light of civil rights legislation and other social and political gains 
enabled by the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Freedom Struggle (Rose, 
1994). The vast array of Hip Hop’s cultural features gave its producers a variety 
of means or modalities to practice intellectual, embodied, and spiritual behav-
iors and dispositions to disrupt this narrative and to develop counter- narratives. 
As outlined by Chang (2005), Hip Hop culture is comprised of at least four 
key tenets; emceeing (the oral traditions of Hip Hop), dj’ing (the instrumen-
tal  traditions of Hip Hop), breakin’ (sometimes called b-boyin’/b-girlin’; the 
 kinesthetic/aesthetic traditions of Hip Hop), and graffiti (the visual art tradi-
tions of Hip Hop). “Knowledge of self” is often considered to be the fifth te-
net of Hip Hop, where the other four elements come together help cultural 
producers and consumers develop a critical view of one’s self, their communi-
ties,  and the larger sociopolitical context (Chang, 2005; Love, 2013). In this 
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 regard, Hip Hop served as a major vector through which folks of color became 
politicized around race and racism in the “post-Civil Rights era” (Chang, 2005; 
 Dimitriadis, 2009).

While Perry (2004) argues that Hip Hop music and culture definitely merit a 
critical analysis through the lens of a corporatized commodification and the 
potentially negative impacts this can have on youth development, she also 
urges us to see Hip Hop as an important site of resistance that can “vocifer-
ously critique white supremacy, classism, and racial exploitation” (p. 28). Perry 
argues that, using subversive discourse and aesthetic features rooted in the tra-
ditions of the Black Liberation Movement, Hip Hop music and culture can 
help youth of color construct identities that push back against deficit-oriented 
social constructions of minoritized race groups, create counter-narratives to 
notions of a “post-racial” society, and build political consciousness that orient 
youth to deconstruct oppressive social forces. Collins (2006) also posits that 
Hip Hop music and culture have the potential to serve as a site for Black femi-
nists (among others) to construct and express an intersectional analysis of so-
ciety that names and resists forms of misogyny that impact women of color in 
particular. In addition to being a culture of resistance, Morrell (2011) argues 
that the proximity of Hip Hop to the particularized lived experiences of youth 
of color makes it an especially useful cultural tool to analyze and critique their 
worlds and the social forces that shape them.

A growing body of scholarship suggests that youth of color can build resil-
ience against the impacts of racism and other oppressive systems through the 
development of critical consciousness (e.g. Cammarota, 2007; Diemer & Hsieh, 
2008; Ginwright, 2010). Freire (1973) defines critical consciousness as the ability 
to recognize and analyze political, economic and social forces (often confer-
ring differential power and privilege) shaping society and to take action against 
them. Expanding on this notion, Seider, Graves, El-Amin, et al. (2016) define 
critical consciousness as the ability to analyze, navigate, and challenge the op-
pressive social forces shaping people’s lives. This perspective is informed by 
the research of Watts et al. (1999), who posited that one’s capacity and commit-
ment to challenge oppressive social forces through collective social action is 
influenced by the ability to analyze oppressive social forces as well as one’s 
ability to navigate them using adaptive strategies (p. 259). Building upon 
Freire’s work, Watts and Flanagan (2007) put forth a conceptual model of 
youth critical consciousness development by positing a bi-directional relation-
ship between critical reflection and action. In this regard, increasing youths’ 
ability to critically analyze their social conditions strengthens their commit-
ment to challenging these conditions, and vice-versa. Watts and Flanagan 
(2007) also posit that meaningful opportunities to engage (“opportunity struc-
tures”) in such reflection and action mediate the relationship between the two.
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In this regard, Hip Hop education represents a promising set of opportunity 
structures for the development of youths’ critical consciousness. Dimitriadis 
(2001), Morrell and Duncan-Andrade (2005), Stovall (2006), and Kelly (2016) 
have demonstrated how Hip Hop education can provide youth with tools both 
to critically analyze the power structures that underpin societal conditions 
and to become more actively engaged in challenging oppressive societal con-
ditions. More specifically, researchers have demonstrated how Hip Hop edu-
cation can be a means to helping young people become more engaged citizens 
as well as to critically analyze issues of systemic and cultural racism (Clay, 
2006; Love, 2013; Love, 2015; Pulido, 2009), sexism and misogyny (Love, 2012; 
Lindsey, 2015; Kelly 2016) and environmental justice (Cermak, 2012).

2 The Importance of Critical Media Literacy to Hip Hop Education

A critical literacy approach to education recognizes the power of language in 
shaping thought and transforming the world. Since schools serve as a signifi-
cant site of youth development (Morris, 2016) and school curriculum is inher-
ently raced, classed, and gendered (Baszile, 2006), academic classrooms pres-
ent a powerful space for young people to develop critical literacies. For youth 
engaged in popular culture and digital media, a critical literacy framework al-
lows them to examine the texts that surround them for sociopolitical under-
standings, especially pertaining to relationships of power. This form of critical 
media literacy (cml) empowers consumers to enact agency in the production 
and consumption of popular culture. One goal of this approach is to make vis-
ible the ways in which media can both construct and disseminate knowledge. 
Collins (2009) explains, “… controlling images are designed to make racism, 
sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, nor-
mal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” (p. 77). As a result, even those who 
are from traditionally marginalized groups or who experience structural dis-
empowerment may not recognize the source of this oppression and may be 
even less likely to challenge it. Through development of cml, young people 
can gain an understanding of the ways in which power is conferred and ac-
cessed in terms of wealth, education, and representation, and the impacts of 
structural inequity on their individual lives as students, consumers, and citi-
zens (Morrell, 2004).

As one of the most influential forms of popular culture in the world to-
day (Nguyen & Ferguson, 2019), Hip Hop represents a site of cultural expres-
sion  that is primed for its consumers and producers to understand the con-
ferral of  power and privilege. As mentioned above, Hip Hop has roots as a 
politicizing force aimed at surfacing a transformational analysis of power 
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structures. Hip Hop culture has also been highly commodified by media con-
glomerates (Perry, 2004) and therefore can serve to reify oppressive structures 
as the aims of the media conglomerates undoubtedly stray away from empow-
ering its consumers to interrogate and transform the socio-political status quo. 
Whether Hip Hop artists seek to intentionally pique consumers’ interest in 
analyzing or transforming oppressive structures, or because the underlying 
structural conditions that facilitated the production of highly commodified 
Hip Hop merits a critical analysis by its consumers, a cml lens is essential 
in  framing Hip Hop as a useful site for praxis towards critical consciousness 
development.

Since the mid 1990’s, educators working within diverse subject areas have 
incorporated Hip Hop music and culture into classroom instruction (Hill & 
Petchauer, 2013). In the past decade, this has occurred on a much larger scale, 
with an array of Hip Hop based curricular tools, academic classes, and profes-
sional development opportunities becoming increasingly available for stu-
dents and educators. In his discussion of past and present developments with-
in Hip Hop education, Hall (2017) explained, “teachers no longer need to be 
sold on why they should be using hip hop in the classroom; they want to be 
told how to use hip hop in the classroom” (p. 342). Indeed, educational institu-
tions and non-profit organizations both within and outside of the United 
States have established regular conferences designed to train educators in us-
ing Hip Hop in the classroom as a culturally sustaining or culturally relevant 
practice[1]. Hip Hop education has also become increasingly visible in main-
stream media through television spotlights on K-12 educators who use Hip Hop 
to increase student engagement and academic achievement in urban schools 
(Simon, 2017).

As it becomes more visible and popular, Hip Hop education can become 
more vulnerable to be applied in ways that do not serve the goals of critical 
consciousness. Petchauer (2011) shed light on the ways that, even with fervent 
Hip Hop fans, utilizing Hip Hop may not automatically lead one on a path to 
critical consciousness. Petchauer reminds us that Hip Hop has many elements, 
that Hip Hop fans may be particularly drawn to one of those elements, and 
their connections to those elements may not easily result in their desire to ana-
lyze underlying oppressive structures. Another potential pitfall in using Hip 
Hop education as a means to develop critical consciousness can lie in the edu-
cator’s disingenuous application of Hip Hop to the learning process. If the edu-
cator superficially introduces features of Hip Hop culture because they assume 
it will intrinsically motivate students, it might actually result in an exacerba-
tion of low motivation and engagement (Irby and Hall, 2011).
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This special issue calls for the application of a cml lens to the use of Hip 
Hop education as a means to develop critical consciousness. Morrell (2008) 
describes that critical media literacy pedagogy should give learners the skills 
and knowledge to critically consume and produce media. In this model, learn-
ers work with educators to examine relevant new media and interrogate the 
underlying power structures made evident through on-screen representations 
and off-screen production. Fueled with this knowledge, Morrell (2008) argues 
that learners then need to be empowered by the possibilities available through 
technology to create and disseminate their own, more authentically represen-
tative, media. By applying a cml lens to Hip Hop education, learners are posi-
tioned to interrogate oppressive structures, develop skills and dispositions that 
lead to a sense of agency, and take actions to author worlds with liberative 
possibilities.

3 A Preview of the Work in this Special Issue

This special issue illuminates the possibilities of critical consciousness devel-
opment at the intersection of critical media literacy and Hip Hop education. 
What will follow are five papers outlining seven practitioners’ innovative ap-
proaches to engaging in this work and the significant questions that emerge 
from critical approaches to Hip Hop education.

Lauren Leigh Kelly will show us how critical Hip Hop literacy practices can 
impact young folks’ sociopolitical development, particularly their analysis of 
oppressive social forces. Kelly’s paper also sheds light on the challenges and 
possibilities of doing this work in racially diverse classrooms and schools. Rec-
ognizing the racialized trauma that Black boys and men endure and the prox-
imity of Hip Hop to their lived realities, Asif Wilson and Daunte Henderson 
speak to the ways that rap music can serve as a pedagogical tool to help young 
folks heal from this trauma. Wilson and Henderson illustrate how integrating a 
Critical Race Praxis orientation can help young folks of color analyze oppres-
sive structures while simultaneously building a sense of critical hope. Crystal 
Leigh Endsley and Anthony Keith Jr. explore the possibilities of “Blackout Po-
etry” as a methodology to surface a means to resist and transform identities 
that are often bound and informed by oppressive systems. Employing a critical 
Hip Hop literacies lens, Endsley and Keith outline an innovative process and 
methodology that culminate in spoken word performances that serve to help 
learners affirm their contested identities while also embodying resistance to 
oppressive forces. Exploring the fertile ground of Out of School Time programs, 
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Michael Dando demonstrates how Hip Hop education can help reframe how 
we  conceive of Makerspaces and “Maker” identities. With the goal of creat-
ing  culturally sustaining makerspaces, Dando shows how Hip Hop can help 
us  expand our notions of where makerspaces have existed and can exist. 
The   paper  also  shows us how these newly conceived makerspaces can help 
young folks of color be actively engaged in social justice art as a means to make 
meaning of and resist against oppressive forces. Esther Nam foregrounds the 
social media context that young folks are navigating and how this context can 
send powerful and problematic messages about race and racism. By employing 
critical media literacy and critical Hip Hop pedagogy lenses, Nam argues that 
educators can help young folks critically analyze oppressive narratives in the 
social media space and even utilize these digital practices to disseminate 
counternarratives.

Our goal in this special issue is to support educators in developing innova-
tive and culturally sustaining ways to help young folks analyze, navigate, and/
or challenge the oppressive forces that can shape opportunities in their lives. 
Furthermore, our aim is to show how a critical application of Hip Hop educa-
tion, especially as it pertains to current iterations of Hip Hop in young people’s 
lives, is particularly effective at positioning young folks to develop critical con-
sciousness. By applying critical pedagogy and literacies frames as we teach 
through Hip Hop, educators and practitioners can tap into young folks’ vast 
potential to think, create, and act in ways that unearth a new world of possi-
bilities in the face of the current and sociohistorical contexts that seek to con-
strain their futures.
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