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ABSTRACT
This study explored the lived experiences of critically conscious noncollegian Black men residing in urban communities of Los Angeles County,
California. The purpose of the study was to identify how rap music is a cultural
influence on Black men’s school and life experiences, including exploring their
feelings about pursuing a higher education. As this study explored the decline of
Black men’s enrollment and achievement in higher education, with an additional
focus on high school experiences, four core findings emerged from the individual
and collective voices of the participants in this study: (a) Rap music did not deter
the participants’ desire to enroll in college, but, instead, rap motivated them and
increased their confidence; (b) the structural inequalities identified in the
community and educational environments in which they lived were essential in
influencing the post-secondary academic success of Black men; (c) although not
immediately evident, non-collegian Black men who participated in this study do
possess a critical consciousness; and (d) critical literacy, or “conscientization”, is
gained through rap music. The four core findings suggested that educators must
reach and connect with Black males in their communities as well as in schools
and colleges. Presented in this study are three recommendations from a higher
education leadership perspective: (a) Heal the cultural disconnect in higher
education; (b) embrace the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music to support
potential and existing marginalized students; and (c) develop and implement
iii

ongoing professional development on cultural sensitivity to the college
community—administrators, faculty, classified staff, students, and community
partners.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Empowering black men to reach their full potential is the most serious economic
and civil rights challenge we face today. Ensuring their future is critical, not just
for the African-American community, but for the prosperity, health and wellbeing of the entire American family.
M. Morial, 2007
Historically in the U.S., education has been a primary means toward
achieving liberation for African Americans. Increasing access to higher education
has long been a priority in the struggle toward more equitable social and
educational outcomes. However, in 2015, Black men were only 4.5% of the
overall college student population. This is the same percentage as it was nearly
40 years ago in 1976 (Palmer, Scott, & Taylor, 2013; Strayhorn, 2010). This
stagnation in college enrollment for Black men is occurring while one third of all
Black men 20-29 years of age are either incarcerated, on probation, or on parole
(Kitwana, 2002). There are more Black men in the U.S. criminal justice system
than there are in higher education (Alexander, 2010; Cuyjet, 2006; DeGruy,
2008; Tutashinda, 2012). Projections indicate that by the year 2020, 40% of the
Black men in the U.S. will be incarcerated or unemployed (Schott Foundation,
2009; Irby, Petchauer, & Kirkland, 2013). The resulting life expectancy figures
show Black men less than 45 years of age being more susceptible to dying at
twice the rate in comparison to their White male counterparts (Watson &
Smitherman, 1997). The need to understand and address such inequities is
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acute.
While this problem has been examined from numerous perspectives, little
research has been conducted on the contemporary cultural influences on young
Black men and their decisions to pursue higher education. Hip-hop has been an
American cultural mass movement for more than 35 years, transferring its
cultural expression and knowledge. It has often been articulated by the voices of
urban youth globally in the form of rap, dance, graffiti, and spinning records
(Chang, 2005; Dyson, 2007; Mitchell, 2001; Morgan & Bennett, 2011; Petchauer,
2009; Rose, T.,1994). Given that critical thought and critical citizenship have
never been traits that society desires to see demonstrated by Black males
(hooks, 2004; Jenkins, 2011), this research will explore the lived experiences of
and the beliefs that non-collegian Black men have about higher education. There
is also little empirical research on how the hip-hop culture, specifically rap music
in the form of lyrics (words) and sound (beats), influences non-collegian Black
men and their feelings and beliefs, or more specifically, their “mindset” (Dweck,
2006), about higher education. Therefore, this study is intended to deepen our
understanding of how college-age (18-24) Black men residing in urban
communities of Los Angeles County, CA, perceive rap music and its influence on
their decisions to pursue a higher education.
Background of the Problem
There is no doubt that the U.S. has come a long way in establishing more
equal and accessible pathways to education since the 1896 U.S. Supreme Court
Plessy v. Ferguson ruling for segregation of public schools (Spring, 2014).
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However, people of color are still not provided equitable opportunities to access
higher education. Even with community colleges “everywhere,” including in inner
cities, rural districts, prisons, military bases, and online (Cohen & Brawer, 2008),
these open-admission institutions, which are far more accessible than four-year
colleges and universities, remain out of reach for many college-aged potential
students, particularly those living in urban communities.
Accessing Higher Education
Historically, Black men have advanced Black Americans’ ability to acquire
an education as a way to break the chains of enslavement (DeGruy, 2008). This
long history of education serving as a form of freedom and liberation has resulted
in the hip-hop generation, the voices of the Civil Rights Movement (Kitwana,
2002), being educated and informed, and, indeed, more critically conscious or
aware about economic, political, and social factors (Freire, 1970). Education is a
fundamental right because Black Americans, including those of today’s hip-hop
generation and culture, were afforded the gains of the Civil Rights Movement.
However, systemic or structural inequities such as inaccessible opportunities and
resources continue to exist in American society (Alexander, 2010; West, 1994).
Although the college enrollment and completion of Black students has
significantly increased, particularly among Black women since Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) and the Civil Rights Act (1964) (Alexander, 2010; Cohen &
Brawer, 2008; Thelin, 2011), Black males throughout the U.S. continue to
struggle academically in achieving a higher education (Alexander, 2010; Cuyjet,
2006; Harper & Davis, 2012). Both secondary (high school) and post-secondary
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(colleges and universities) educational institutions remain ill equipped to support
Black males, particularly those residing in urban communities who are lacking
quality resources such as committed mentors, access to technology, resource
centers, transportation, and the financial means to support their academic
success (Cuyjet, 2006; DeGruy, Kjellstrand, Briggs, & Brennan, 2011; Dickens,
2012; Dyson, 2007; Emdin, 2010; Green, 2006; Gosa, 2008; Harper & Davis,
2012; Irizarry, 2009). Many Black males living in urban communities that are
classified as impoverished or low-income geographic areas do not have access
to high quality academic programs and resources like their White male
counterparts and other racial/ethnic groups who are living in more privileged
communities with higher levels of income and wealth (Rose, V. C., 2013). These
systemic inequities create barriers for students of color to be academically
successful in high school, to be academically prepared for a college education,
and, ultimately, to contribute to society (Alexander, 2010; Cuyjet, 2006; West,
1994).
A lack of true access and equity continues to plague America’s urban
communities and people, including what Alexander (2010) defined as “our still
separate and unequal system of education,” which is “associated with crime and
rising incarceration rates” (p. 3). As reported by the Justice Policy Institute, more
Black men are incarcerated than enrolled in colleges and universities (Cuyjet,
2006). Thus, marginalized Black males have long been targets of racial inequities
(Alexander, 2010; DeGruy, 2008; West, 1994).
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Mass incarceration. According to the National Association of the
Advancement of Colored People (2015), the number of Americans incarcerated
in the U.S. between 1980 and 2008 has increased from 500,000 to 2.3 million. Of
the 2.3 million incarcerated, Blacks constitute nearly one million of the prison
population. The Bureau of Justice Statistics also reported that one of every three
Black males would be incarcerated in their lifetimes (Kerby, 2012). In addition,
Alexander (2010) discovered that in some urban communities, four out of five
Black youth would be in the criminal justice system during their lifetimes. As a
result, Black males become disenfranchised because of felony convictions. For
example, after a felony conviction, they cannot live in public housing; they are
discriminated against in employment opportunities; they are excluded from
serving on juries; and they have limited or no access to education (Alexander,
2010).
The American Sociological Association’s Department of Research and
Development (2007) reported that, “More young black men age 20 to 29 are
under criminal justice supervision than in college” (p. 21). From 2000-2010, Black
men in American prisons and jails numbered 829,200 in comparison to 717,491
enrolled in post-secondary education in year 2000. However, in 2010, 844,600
Black men were incarcerated in comparison to 1,341,354 who were enrolled in
post-secondary education. The 1.3 million Black men enrolled in post-secondary
education did not indicate completion of a college degree. The 1.3 million
demonstrated an increase in Black men’s college enrollment; however, Black
males still face social challenges in America (Cook, 2012). The Association of
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State Correctional Administrators (2010) reported that of the Black males born in
1965 or later who did not earn a high school diploma, 60% have been
incarcerated.
Los Angeles County demographics and hardships. Los Angeles (L.A.)
County, CA, has the sixth largest Black population nationwide with the majority
living south of downtown L.A. in Baldwin Hills, Carson, Compton, Inglewood,
Long Beach, South L.A. (formerly South Central), and Watts
(BlackDemographics.com, 2015). In 2015, of the 9.8 million Angelenos, nearly
857,000 identified as Black or African American representing 8% or
approximately 402,000 of the total county population (SuburbanStats.org, 2015).
The Los Angeles County Department of Public Health (2010) reported that life
expectancy in L.A. County is lower in urban cities like Compton, Inglewood, Long
Beach, and Pomona given social and environmental conditions.
Economic hardship generally reduces life expectancy because the risk of
death and other negative health outcomes is higher among the impoverished,
less educated, and those who have limited access to social and economic
resources. In L.A. County, in 2010 homicide was the leading cause of death
among Black males (Los Angeles County Department of Public Health, 2010). In
addition, the Los Angeles Unified School District’s graduation rate for young
Black men was 41% in the 2011-2012 school year (L.A. School Report, 2015) in
comparison to the nationwide high school graduation rate of 68% for young Black
men and women (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Of the 81%, or
3.1 million, public high school students who graduated on time, “Asian/Pacific
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Islander students had the highest graduation rate (93 percent) followed by
Whites (85 percent), Hispanics (76 percent), and American Indians/Alaska
Natives and Blacks (68 percent each)” (National Center for Education Statistics,
2015, p. 1).
Even when students make it to their senior year, their chances of earning
a college degree are small. In 2004, McKillip, Rawls, and Barry (2012) found that
92% of high school seniors in the U.S. indicated a desire to enroll in college, yet
only 31% of 25-29-year-old high school graduates obtained an undergraduate
degree or higher (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010). This larger problem of
unmet educational expectations is particularly acute among Black Americans.
Davis and Jordan (1994) reported that school counselors generally discourage
Black males from pursuing a college education compared to their White
counterparts. Further, Kunjufu (1995) found that young Black men become
academically disengaged very early, as many stop caring about their education
upon completion of elementary school, placing blame on their teachers for
minimal or no cultural sensitivity. These inequitable educational practices create
barriers for young Black men in their high school experiences, which in turn have
a negative impact on their ability to successfully graduate, gain employment, and
go on to college (Green, 2006; Smith, 2006).
Given such low rates of academic success, and given that 54.4% of U.S.
Blacks concentrated in American urban communities have experienced a steady
decline in employment growth, “Black youth must continue to explore creative
options [emphasis added]” to survive (Kitwana, 2002, p. 48). These creative
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options do not necessarily include the pursuit of a higher education because of
the need to identify a means to making “quick money” just to survive (Dyson,
2007; Kitwana, 2002). The notion of making quick money may lead to poor
decisions that place Black males on a path to self-destruction (Kitwana, 2002),
which is exacerbated by targeted racial inequities in our criminal justice system
(Alexander, 2010; West, 1994). For example, from 2000 to 2010, young Black
men in their teenage and early adult years living in L.A. County had double the
homicide rate of that in Honduras, which is known for having more murders per
capita than any other country (Los Angeles Daily News, 2015). The homicide
rates in L.A. are attributed to Black-on-Black crime, with many Black males
murdered due to gang and drug-related activities. Thus, society continues to
express the belief that violence and homicide have become an accepted way of
life in the Black community with only 49% of Black-related homicides in 20002010 solved; whereas, 70% of White homicides were solved (Los Angeles Daily
News, 2015).
Social and academic growth. Although it is recognized from years of
research that Black youth must overcome challenges to become competent
adults in society (Grills et al., 2015), they cannot accomplish this on their own,
particularly if the system is designed to fail them as an oppressed people
(Alexander, 2010; Freire, 1970; Galloway, 2012). These social, political, and
historical challenges are reflective of deeply engrained American inequities and
racism (Alexander, 2010; Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Grills et al., 2015; Hughes,
2013). Therefore, educational institutions as well as American society must take
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responsibility for nurturing the social and academic growth of Black males
(Garibaldi, 1992; Harper & Davis, 2012; Williams, 2014; Wood & Ireland, 2013)
by using the power of education as a means of “liberation of men and women
independently of race, religion, sex, and class” (Freire, 1994, p. 206).
Hip-Hop Culture
To provide accessible and high quality education, it is vital to understand
the needs and influences of the population of potential students, in this case
college-aged Black men residing in the urban areas of L.A. In this sense,
understanding the influence of the hip-hop culture becomes imperative.
Rap music. Since the 1970s, hip-hop has become the voice and culture
of urban America’s Black and Latino youth and has expanded to other racial
groups throughout the U.S. and globally (Chang, 2005, 2006; Dyson, 2007;
Irizarry, 2009; Mahiri & Conner, 2003; Rose, T., 1994; Rose, T., 2008). Hip-hop
culture is rooted in West African traditional music where musical instruments like
drums are blended with religious and celebratory songs (Emdin, 2010). Rap is an
element of hip-hop culture in the form of American lyrical storytelling and is often
about life’s hardships and inequities and documenting Black tribulations since the
abolishment of slavery (Emdin, 2010). As defined by Emdin, rap music “creates
scenarios where intensely personal words and ideas that an individual holds get
introduced to others in ways that are unique enough to be personal, yet distinct
enough to ring true to listeners across demographics and generations” (p. 2).
Rhythm and blues, jazz, soul, and rap are forms of cultural expression for the
Black community during times of struggle, particularly those that are socially and

10
politically-based (Rose, T., 1994). Lusane (1993) best defined rap as “the voice
of (the) alienated, frustrated, and rebellious . . . who recognize their vulnerability
and marginality in post-industrial America” (p. 37).
Rap music in the classroom. Emdin (2010) argued for teachers’
embracement of hip-hop culture to understand and better support marginalized
science students enrolled in college. This study builds on Emdin’s work by
examining through the lens of hip-hop culture Black men’s perceptions of higher
education’s understanding and acceptance of Black males. Emdin wrote:
Rap music becomes the literature of marginalized people whose
backgrounds are rooted in oral traditions. It connects their histories,
echoes their pain, and concurrently articulates the stance of new people
who have been, or are being, marginalized in different spaces around the
globe. It is the verbal expression of the realities of social actors in contexts
where they are either not allowed to fully participate or cannot be heard
because their histories, traditions, and voices are different from those of a
dominant group. Therefore, it is amenable to being, and often becomes a
reflection of the experiences of urban youth when they have been silenced
within schools. (p. 2)
Marginalized people are uplifted through rap music because rap is their
vocal outlet (Emdin, 2010; Travis, 2013). Travis documented that more than onethird of participants in his study felt that rap music was empowering. Additionally,
50% of the participants indicated that rap helped them overcome difficult times;
55% expressed that rap music is an outlet for their individual expression; over
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61% believed that rap had enabled them to think critically about the surrounding
world; and 44% responded that rap encouraged them to do something positive
for their community (Travis & Bowman, 2012). Seeking to understand the lived
experiences of college-age non-collegian Black men and the hip-hop culture will
provide educators a new framework to better reach, identify with, embrace, and
support young and adult Black men residing in American urban communities.
Problem Statement
The problem this study addressed is the decline of Black men’s academic
achievement in higher education given inaccessible and inequitable policies and
resources that are historically rooted in American society and complicated by the
mass incarceration of Black males in the U.S. Although college enrollment and
completion rates are very well documented, more attention is needed on how to
reach Black men who have not accessed a college or university to pursue an
undergraduate degree. The lack of access to a high-quality education is of
greater social and economic concern given an increase in globalization and the
need for a highly skilled workforce (Howard, 2013). For purposes of this study,
the effect that an ongoing decline of Black men in undergraduate and graduate
programs will have on our future is of critical concern (Carby, 1992; Page, 1997).
In other words, “If the black student population continues to decline at the
undergraduate and graduate levels, the current black intellectual presence in
academia, small as it is, will not be reproduced” (Carby, 1992, p. 106).
Most research studies have focused on identifying strategies to
academically support Black men who are already enrolled in college with specific
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emphasis on retention, persistence, and completion (Harper & Griffin, 2011);
remediation (Palmer & Davis, 2012); cognitive and noncognitive variables (Bush
& Bush, 2010; Cameron & Heckman, 2001); involvement and leadership in
campus activities (Harper, 2006); masculinity (Majors & Billson, 1992); social
support systems (Ahn, 2010; Palmer, Davis, & Hilton, 2009) and social capital
(Strayhorn, 2008); as well as racial inequities and the societal complications of
these inequities (Alexander, 2010; West, 1994).
Empirical research has also explored how K-12 teachers and college
professors are learning to embrace the hip-hop culture by embedding elements
of the culture in pedagogy and curriculum (Emdin, 2010; Petchauer, 2009,
2011a, 2011b; Saucier & Woods, 2014). Since the 1970s, in an attempt to
overcome a marginalized or an inferior status in American society, rap has
become the voice of America’s urban youth during turbulent times (Chang, 2005;
Dyson, 2007; Emdin, 2010; Petchauer, 2009, 2011a, 2011b; Rose, T., 1994,
2008). This includes the current day resistance to police brutality, high mortality
rates, and increasing crime and incarceration rates (Alexander, 2010). However,
there is no empirical research that examines non-collegian Black men’s identity
with the hip-hop culture, their critical consciousness, or their academic mindset
about higher education. Therefore, this study sought to address the gap in the
literature by exploring the element of rap music in hip-hop culture as a cultural
influence on the lives of non-collegian Black men and to determine how rap
shapes their academic mindset. Garibaldi (1992) noted that all external factors
must be examined and enlisted as positive support of Black males because
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these factors—parents, communities, the media, and educators—each play a
critical role in the minimization of social and psychological stresses that even
academically inclined Black students face daily in American schools.
Purpose Statement
Given that Black males in American society are endangered due to
historically rooted inequities that may alter or dictate their educational progress, it
is critical for educators and society to understand non-collegian Black men and
their experiences through the lens of their cultural influences and academic
needs. This understanding contributes to increased equitable access to higher
education for people of color. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore
the lived experiences of college-age, non-collegian Black men living in L.A.
County who identify with the hip-hop culture and demonstrate an awareness or a
critical consciousness of economic, political, and social factors in the U.S.
Further, this study examined the role of rap music as a revolutionary cultural
movement in education and its risks and utility in attempts to increase the
enrollment of Black men in higher education.
Research Questions
To accomplish this purpose, I posed the following research questions:
1.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
role of hip-hop culture in fostering or diverting their higher education
goals?

14
2.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
hip-hop culture relative to their alignment or misalignment with
higher education institutional culture?

3.

What lyrical themes are present in the rap music most valued by
critically conscious non-collegian Black men, and how do the lyrical
themes influence the academic mindset of non-collegian Black
men?
Significance

This research is important and will make a significant contribution to
educational leadership because it sought to identify and understand the cultural
influences and academic needs of non-collegian Black men living in urban
communities in L.A. County. This study contributed to the current literature on
Black male academic achievement by exploring college-age men, including their
(a) sense of self, (b) critical consciousness, and (c) perspective on the influence
that hip-hop culture, specifically rap music, had on their pursuit of obtaining a
college degree. Those who will benefit from this study are administrators, faculty,
staff, students, politicians, the hip-hop nation, including rappers, music
executives and moguls, and American society. This study examined the critical
need to understand the perspective of young Black men in an effort to reach,
retain, and increase the numbers of Black men in higher education and American
society.
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Scope of the Study
Research reveals that many Black males residing in urban and/or
impoverished communities have the desire to pursue a college degree; however,
their desire for higher education is challenged by the need to overcome systemic
and socioeconomic barriers that interfere with their academic persistence and
achievement. This section outlines the assumptions, chosen delimitations, as
well as the limitations of the proposed study.
Assumptions of the Study
There were three assumptions for this study. The first assumption was
that participants would respond to all questions honestly and as best as they
could. The second assumption was that I, as the researcher, would embrace the
perspectives of participants. The third assumption was that the participants would
trust me enough to share openly.
Study Delimitations
My role as the researcher was to interview college-age, non-collegian
Black men residing in L.A. County urban communities. The age group and
location were selected to analyze and report the challenges of college-age (1824), non-collegian Black men who may have aspired to or were academically
prepared to obtain a college degree. In addition, this study included Black men
who attempted a college education but struggled or dropped out within their first
year of enrollment due to difficult life circumstances and/or not feeling
comfortable or prepared for the college experience. This population was explored
because of common lived experiences, including the racialized life experience of
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Black men, their critical consciousness, and their familiarity with the hip-hop
culture’s element of rap music. In addition, the 18-24 college-age population was
important to explore given that the participants are high school graduates, yet
they did not successfully access higher education. L.A. County was selected
because of its high rates of homicide, crime, and incarceration of Black males
particularly in urban cities like Compton, Inglewood, and Watts.
This study sought to enlighten educators on how to reach and to connect
with college-age Black men who have been failed by K-12 schools, particularly in
districts such as the Los Angeles Unified School District, which has one of the
lowest high school graduation rates in the U.S. My research was confined to L.A.
County because I was born and raised in an L.A. urban community, and I wanted
to capture the voices of young Black men living in South L.A. (also referred to as
South Central L.A.) or in the surrounding areas.
This study did not include non-collegian Black men who were currently
incarcerated, on probation, or on parole; however, previously incarcerated noncollegian Black men who were not on probation and not on parole could
participate in the study. In addition, participants who indicated that they had a
medically diagnosed physical and/or mental disability were not included.
Lastly, I only explored the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music as a
cultural influence on non-collegian Black men rather than considering DJs,
dance, graffiti, and dress/attire, which are also part of hip-hop culture. Rap was
selected because it is the most prominent, vocal, controversial, real, and global
element of hip-hop and is also heavily consumed by Black males.
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Study Limitations
Because I am a woman, non-collegian Black men may have been more
reluctant to openly express themselves to me than they would a man. Although I
asked participants not to allow others to influence their individual responses, I
could not control what participants shared outside of our personal
communications and interviews. Interview questions could also have triggered a
range of participant emotions and potentially a lack of cooperation; therefore, I
was prepared to clarify questions as well as redirect the participants. Participants
were asked to respond to screening criteria and interview questions openly and
honestly; however, due to fear and/or embarrassment, participants may have
chosen to respond in a way that made them appear in a better light. Because
participants may have been homeless, employed, and/or caring for family, I
arranged to cancel interviews if participants failed to reschedule. Participants
could have elected to discontinue their involvement in the study for any of the
reasons previously stated or for unknown reasons. I did not compare the findings
of the study with other male or female populations of different or the same race,
ethnicity, and/or culture.
Definitions of Key Terms
The definitions are intended to provide a common language for the
dissertation. The definitions can be used as a guide to support for the reader in
understanding the following terms used throughout this study.
Academic mindset. As developed and defined by me, academic mindset
examines an individual’s critical consciousness (Freire, 1970) and awareness of
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racial structures and barriers in their environment. Academic mindset
incorporates the examination of an individual’s critical consciousness (economic,
political, and social) into three interconnecting spheres linking critical
consciousness with mindset (Dweck, 2006), hip-hop, and education. Academic
mindset also considers how individuals who embrace the hip-hop culture’s
element of rap music perceive higher education and whether or not their
individual perception is what Dweck (2006) defined as a fixed mindset or growth
mindset in aspiring to earn a college degree. A positive perception of higher
education is correlated with the desire to pursue a college degree despite difficult
life circumstances.
Access. Everett (2015) defined access as “the conditions and factors that
facilitate and encourage or prohibit and discourage a person from attending
college” (p. 53). Heller (2001) divided access into five categories: (a) financial
accessibility, (b) geographic accessibility, (c) programmatic accessibility, (d)
academic accessibility, and (e) cultural, social, and physical accessibility (as
cited by Everett, 2015).
Administrators (used interchangeably with educators). Administrators
refers to K-12, college, and university leadership in management and
administrative positions such as principals, managers, directors, deans, vice
presidents, presidents, vice chancellors, and chancellors.
Aspire. Aspire is defined in this dissertation as the desire to take action,
such as aspiring to pursue a college degree or aspiring to enroll in college.
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Black males and Black men. These terms refer to African or Caribbean
males born in the United States who identify with being a Black or an AfricanAmerican man. “Males” indicates Black youth and adults; whereas, “men”
indicates a Black man 18 years of age or older.
College-age. Participants who are 18-24 years of age are college-age.
Completion. Completion refers to the successful completion of required
courses and competencies to earn a grade, certificate, degree, and/or meet
transfer requirements.
Conscientization. For purposes of this study, I adapted Freire’s (1970)
concept of “conscientization” to the lived experiences of the non-collegian Black
men in this study who embraced rap music, demonstrated a critical
consciousness and growth mindset, and as a result, possessed an academic
mindset. Conscientization is young men’s ability to connect their lived
experiences and connection to rap lyrics and messages (their word) to the world
(American society, educational institutions) by demonstrating the change needed
and the steps they would take to act on this change. Their articulated lived
experiences can effect change, which contributes to social, racial, economic, and
political transformation, particularly in education (Abrahams, 2005; Freire, 1970).
Critical consciousness. As defined by Freire (1970), “critical
consciousness” is an awareness and understanding of what it means to be
oppressed and the way to break through oppression by reconstructing society.
Developing a critical consciousness also means having an understanding of
economic, political, and social factors.
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Faculty (used interchangeably with counselors, educators, teachers, and
instructional faculty). Teachers and non-teachers such as counselors and
librarians are considered faculty.
Hip-hop culture (used interchangeably with hip-hop, rap, and rap music).
Rose (1994) defined hip-hop as “an African-American and Afro-Caribbean youth
culture composed of graffiti, breakdancing, and rap music” (p. 2). Emdin (2010)
wrote, “Hip-hop has emerged to become not only a form of expression, but the
culture of urban socioeconomically deprived youth and those who identify with
them” (p. 2).
Marginalized (used interchangeably with at-risk, inner city,
underprivileged, and urban Black males). Black males who “constantly feel they
do not belong, do not fit in, are less than, and experience racism and
discrimination” are considered marginalized (T. Dowd, personal communication,
March, 2015).
Masculinity. Masculinity is the desire of Black males to be the provider and
protector while taking on a “cool pose,” defined by Majors and Billson (1992) as
“patterns of speech, walk, and demeanor . . . a ritualized form of masculinity that
entails scripts, physical posturing, impression management, and carefully crafted
performances that deliver a single, critical message: pride, strength, and control”
(pp. 2-4).
Non-collegian Black men (used interchangeably with non-collegian Black
males). As defined by me, non-collegian Black men are participants who have
never accessed an institution of higher education to enroll in and complete
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college courses required for transfer to a four-year college or university in pursuit
of an undergraduate degree. Non-collegian Black men are also defined as
participants who may have accessed and enrolled in college courses; however,
they enrolled for personal reasons other than earning an undergraduate degree
or they were not academically successful in their first year of college enrollment.
Mindset. Dweck (2006) defined mindset as being a fixed-mindset or
growth-mindset. A fixed-mindset avoids being challenged and the possibility of
failing because they indicate a negative statement about one’s abilities. A
growth-mindset is fluid and a work in progress, in which learning comes from
failure and developing oneself into a better person (Dweck, 2006). I also applied
mindset to identify the beliefs and feelings participants have about higher
education, personal relationships, and self, in addition to economic, political, and
social factors in the U.S.
Persistence. Persistence indicates students who have completed one
academic goal such as earning a grade in a course and then makes sufficient
academic progress to move on to the next goal. Another example is a student
who earns a high school diploma and then enrolls in a community college.
Rap music (used interchangeably with rap, hip-hop, and hip-hop culture).
Rap is Black America’s spoken cultural expression communicating the joys and
social challenges of Black urban life in today’s American society as articulated by
rappers (Rose, T., 1998). Rap is also the voice of “the alienated, frustrated, and
rebellious” (Lusane, 1993, p. 37).
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Structural inequities. This term describes how racially based inequities
and inequalities are built into the structures of American society. After reviewing
Welner and Farley’s (2010) report entitled, Confronting Systemic Inequity in
Education: High Impact Strategies for Philanthropy, I use the terms systemic and
structural inequities interchangeably to describe foundational inequalities and
inequities in the U.S. These systemic or structural inequities must be modified or
eliminated to uplift marginalized people as these inequities create barriers to
educational access as well as to social opportunities and resources.
Urban youth. Urban youth refers to Black males residing in L.A. County
urban geographic areas such as Baldwin Hills, Carson, Compton, Inglewood,
South L.A. (formerly South Central), Long Beach, Pomona, and Watts.
Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 1, I provided a context regarding Black males in the U.S. by
providing statistics and identifying academic and community challenges they face
in American society. I then defined the problem and purpose of this study. I
further discussed the significance and scope of the study and provided definitions
for key terms. Chapter 2 presents a critical review of the literature pertaining to
the research questions. Chapter 3 contains the research design, including data
collection and analysis methods. Chapter 4 presents the study’s findings, and in
Chapter 5, I discuss conclusions, interpretations, and recommendations for
policy, practice, theory, and future research.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In the same way that African American male minds have been underserved in
classrooms, channeled into prisons, and in some cases, all but ignored within
American society, the mind of the hip-hop artist is also devalued within the
subordinate popular culture.
T. S. Jenkins, 2011, p. 1234
Black males throughout the U.S. do not have equitable access to
institutions of higher education or to making gains in academic achievement
(Alexander, 2010; West, 1994). Mass incarceration, increasing rates of death by
homicide, and deteriorating health among Black males, particularly young men,
contribute to the diminishment of Black men in higher education and ultimately in
our American society (Alexander, 2010; Cuyjet, 2006; Tutashinda 2012; West,
1994). Even with the legal victory of Brown v. Board of Education 61 years ago,
many schools are not equitably accessible, failing to embrace and provide
students of color with a quality education (Toppo, 2004). This results in restricted
access to a high-quality education. In addition, educators do not consistently
encourage urban youth to share and learn about culturally relevant life
experiences such as their awareness or consciousness of social and political
issues that may impede their academic progress (Petchauer, 2009). Thus, many
Black youth do not identify with the academic environment and ultimately drop
out of school in their teenage years in search of alternatives to formal education
such as “rap music, the street, and the peer group” (Powell, 1991, p. 256-257).
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of
college-aged, non-collegian Black men living in L.A. County who identified with
hip-hop as a cultural influence. This study explored Black men’s awareness of
economic, political, and social factors in the U.S. Their lived experiences
provided insight into the role of rap/hip-hop as a revolutionary cultural movement
in education in addition to rap music’s risks and utility to increase the enrollment
of Black men in higher education. At the beginning of this chapter, I review the
historical, theoretical, and philosophical foundations of this study. Next I provide
an extensive review of the empirical research related to the dissertation topic. I
conclude with a chapter summary.
Philosophical, Historical, and Theoretical Foundations
This section introduces the philosophical, historical, and theoretical
foundations of the study. Topics include: access to higher education, Black males
in education, and hip-hop as a cultural influence. To fulfill President Obama’s
goal of producing more college graduates (Achieving the Dream, 2015),
educators must explore the challenges and inequities faced by college-aged
potential students that prevent them from entering the higher education system.
This exploration should include reaching America’s urban voices through cultural
influences like the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music.
Philosophical Foundation
Critical theory provides the philosophical foundation of this study, with a
particular focus on the work of Paulo Freire.
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Critical Theory. Horkheimer (1937) framed critical theory as a social
theory to critique and transform society as a whole. As one of many German
theorists belonging to the Frankfurt School and connected to the Institute of
Social Research at the University of Frankfurt, Horkheimer was influenced by
Germany’s economic and political devastation (inflation, unemployment,
unsuccessful strikes, and protests) caused by World War I (Kincheloe &
McLaren, 2002). In later years, other critical theorists such as Giroux (1988)
applied critical theory to education “where forms of knowledge, values, and social
relations are taught for the purposes of educating young people for critical
empowerment rather than subjugation” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002).
Freire’s pedagogy. Paolo Freire was a Brazilian philosopher and
revolutionary educator who sought the liberation of oppressed people and social
transformation. From his early work in the 1960s, Freire’s evolving theory of
literacy was “based on conviction that every human being is capable of engaging
the world in a dialogical encounter with others” (McLaren & Leonard, 1993, p. 1).
Freire was a critical theorist who believed that each student’s cultural experience
is indicative of the surrounding social world and as a result, the student
challenges traditional social and cultural norms based on his/her oppressive
experiences, including injustices (McLaren & Leonard, 1993).
Dehumanization. Freire (1970) defined the foundation of recognizing and
acknowledging humanity as the process of understanding the roles of the
oppressor and the oppressed. The oppressor keeps humanity for himself by
dehumanizing the oppressed and imposing dehumanization on the oppressed
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group to maintain power. This imposed dehumanization relates to today’s mass
incarceration of Black men because of the oppressor’s desire to maintain power
(Alexander, 2010; Freire, 1970). According to Freire, there must be an
understanding of humanization and dehumanization to truly grasp the
relationship between the oppressed and the oppressor. Freire described
humanization as a yearning for freedom and justice when people lack freedom
and justice; hence, humanization is the struggle of the oppressed group to
recover humanity because of the oppressed group’s loss of humanity. This
struggle to recover humanity is evidenced in the voices of the hip-hop culture as
a means to break through an oppressed society by advocating for justice and
community empowerment in the form of lyrical storytelling (Dyson, 2007;
Kitwana, 2002; Ogbar, 2007).
For institutions to reach and serve Black males, educators must recognize
and understand institutionalized racism. Colleges and universities are structural
examples of institutionalized racism, which was defined by Jones (2001) as
having unequal and/or inequitable access to resources and opportunities by
race—a structural practice that is deeply engrained in institutional policies,
practices, and culture. Thus, through their teachings, educators play a critical role
in fostering an understanding of the use of exploitation, oppression, and violence
to reinforce the elimination of dehumanization and injustice (Freire, 1970).
Freire (1970) contributed to our understanding of exploitation, oppression,
and violence as a means to reinforce authority over the oppressed group. In
many ways, exploitation of the oppressed group is seen in the mass media
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representations of Black men, particularly young Black males and those who
embrace the hip-hop culture’s commercial or mainstream rap music (Dyson,
2007; Rose, T., 2008). Freire described the significance of dehumanization not
only as the loss of humanity of the oppressed but also the taking of humanity by
the oppressor. The struggle to regain humanization connects to the struggle to
gain liberation (Freire, 1970). Gaining liberation requires a methodical approach
to break the structure of oppression by first recognizing that the oppressed group
is oppressed (Freire, 1970). Freire wrote, in summary, that to gain liberation
there needs to be a fight, a fight for love, which can be achieved by taking a
nonviolent approach in fight for love and for who you are.
Critical consciousness. Freire (1970) maintained his belief that it is
necessary to understand what it means to be oppressed then recognize what it
takes to break free of oppression as a key component in developing a critical
consciousness. Freire described the process of liberation as the first step in
recognition to understand and question the past and present. Freire hoped this
process would be the catapult for social reconstruction.
Conscientization. According to Lake and Kress (2013), Freire’s critical
consciousness derives from his idea of conscientization, translated from the
Portuguese word conscientizacao (Freire, 1970). Freire defined conscientizacao
as the “deepening of awareness.” Conscientizacao is also described as an
action-oriented process through which an individual gains a critical understanding
or awareness of social, political, and economical circumstances that, in turn,
enables the individual to address and change oppressive circumstances (Kress &
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Lake, 2013). In essence, Freire’s critical consciousness has the ability to
empower educational leaders and institutions to view education as a tool for
transformation.
Critical pedagogy. With conscientizacao being the core of Freire’s (1970)
pedagogy, Freire identified two purposes of education. Those purposes are to (a)
familiarize individuals on what it means to live in an oppressive society, and to (b)
demonstrate that emancipation is to be achieved through education (Galloway,
2012). Freire’s belief that educational systems are not neutral but oppressive
made him understand and teach others that education can empower oppressed
groups by using the power of education as a means of liberating men and
women separate from race, religious beliefs and practices, gender, and class
(Freire, 1994). Freire stressed the importance of developing teacher-student
relationship through a process of understanding and acceptance. This study
embraces Freire’s critical pedagogy as a means for higher education to reach
Black males, specifically, those non-collegian Black men who possess a critical
consciousness. Reaching Black males has the potential to develop them further
into critical thinkers. As a result, their ability to think critically will contribute to
societal transformation.
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Historical Foundation
All students deserve equal access to higher education
(Achieving the Dream, 2015).
Access to higher education. As an oppressed people, Blacks were
grossly dehumanized and murdered by Whites in America during the years of
slavery, 1619-1865, and even 50 years after the Emancipation Proclamation
(1863) and the 13th Amendment (1865). After years of fighting to overcome
tumultuous circumstances as human beings living in America, a few freed slaves
were finally given access to higher education in the 1820s (Harper, Patton, &
Wooden, 2009). The first college degree awarded to a Black man was earned by
Alexander Lucius Twilight in 1823 (Bennett, 1988; Harper et al., 2009; Ranbom &
Lynch, 1988). Twilight was followed by two more Black Americans, which began
a gradual movement to grant access to college opportunities to freed slaves
(Harper et al., 2009). Cheyney State Training School (now Cheyney University),
established in 1837, claims to be the first elementary and high school for freed
slaves followed by Ashmun Institute (now Lincoln University) as the first all-Black
degree-granting college. Two years later, Wilberforce University was established.
These three institutions opened the doors for African Americans to access higher
education by enrolling in historically Black colleges and universities (Harper et
al., 2009).
The Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862 and 1890. Although progress was
escalated in 1862 when Mary Jane Patterson became the first Black woman to
access and graduate from an institution of higher education, systematic policy
efforts for Blacks in America remained minimal (Harper et al., 2009; Katz, 1969).
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The Morrill Land Grant Act (1862), supported by federal legislation, is one of the
most significant access-related policies for public higher education and Black
Americans (Harper et al., 2009). The Act granted Black Americans access to
public higher education by influencing the democratization of higher education by
establishing “sources of affordable, practical higher education offered by state
colleges and universities” (Thelin, 2011, p. 75). The Morrill Land Grant Act
“ushered in the agricultural and mechanical arts educational movement, which
provided funds and 30,000 acres of land for the establishment of public
institutions in every state” (Harper et al., 2009, pp. 394-395). Ten years later,
Alcorn College (1872) in Mississippi was the first land grant institution of higher
education established for Black Americans.
Seventeen Black institutions were established with the passage of the
second Morrill Land Grant Act (1890), contributing to a growing list of private
colleges and 54 other institutions founded for Blacks under the 1862 Morrill Land
Grant Act. The Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890 mandated that educational funds
be allocated annually, in an equitable and just manner, to African Americans in
seventeen states (Harper et al., 2009). Despite the Morrill Land Grant Act’s
segregation and reinforcement of Blacks being inferior to Whites, the grant and
legislation provided access to education for Blacks without many barriers (Harper
et al., 2009). In fact, at the turn of the century more than 3,400 Blacks graduated
from college (Anderson, 1988, Harper et al., 2009).
Brown v. Board of Education (1954). The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) that racial segregation would no longer be
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legal in public K-12 schools. However, “the mandate to desegregate did not
reach higher education until one decade after Brown, when President Lyndon B.
Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964” (Harper et al., 2009, p. 396).
The Higher Education Act (1965). The Higher Education Act of 1965
signified another commitment to develop existing institutions, including underresourced Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (Harper et al.,
2009). In the same year, President Johnson brought to fruition President John F.
Kennedy’s vision of remedying “the problem of persistent exclusionary practices
and decades of unfair treatment of women and racial/ethnic minorities in all
facets of American life: housing, business, government, employment, and
education” (Harper et al., 2009). Executive Order 11246 (1965) ultimately
required federal contractors to increase the number of minority employees and
institutions of higher education to provide access to Black students. Even with
these historical accomplishments signifying great transformation toward equality
and access, questions about whether or not policy efforts were equitable began
to arise “given structural barriers that produce racial disparities in college access
and attainment” (Harper et al., 2009, p. 409). Examples of these structural
barriers include: continuous attacks on affirmative action, inequitable funding for
public institutions that serve more than 250,000 Black students, policy initiatives
that are contrary to the original missions of HBCUs, and a lack of regular policy
analyses (Harper et al., 2009).
Community colleges. According to the American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC) (2015), community colleges have been
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instrumental in establishing access to higher education, particularly for
nontraditional students. According to the AACC (2015), community colleges
enroll approximately 46% of all college students in the U.S. and 36% of them are
first-generation students. It has been predicted that community college
enrollment will increase to nearly nine million students if President Obama’s free
community college education was endorsed by Congress and the individual
states (Jaffe, 2015). E.C. Bush and L. Bush (2010) found that over 81% of Black
males living in California are enrolled in community colleges; yet Black students
as well as Latino students are still less likely to earn a college degree (Arbona &
Nora, 2007). This is attributed to marginalized Black men, who often graduate
from high school underprepared and are placed in basic skills courses before
they can complete college credits toward transferring to a four-year university
(Achieving the Dream, 2015).
Breaking the achievement gap by reaching new century students—
the shape-shifter. The term “achievement gap” was created to explain academic
disparities between students of color (e.g., Black and Latino students) and their
White counterparts (Ladson-Billings, 2013). Ladson-Billings (2013) argued that
students of color could not be expected to “catch up” to their White counterparts
given societal structural barriers. To break free of these structural barriers and
make just and equitable change, Ladson-Billings advocated for the need to
recognize hip-hop as a cultural means to connect with today’s students.
According to Ladson-Billings (2013), to reach or connect with this population of
new century students and potential students who access information from all
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over the world through electronic communication such as mobile devices, we
must recognize these new century students as “shape-shifters” because of their
connection to the hip-hop culture (p. 108). Ladson-Billings (2013) emphasized
the need for educators to recognize that today’s youth are not lazy or incapable.
They are science-minded individuals who learn by being creative, innovative, and
implementing what they are taught.
Hip-hop culture. This next section examines the cultural influences of
today’s Black males, particularly Black men living in urban communities
throughout the U.S. Hip-hop culture and one of its elements, rap music, are
explored as understudied but influential forces in the lives of Black men.
Hip-hop defined. Hip-hop is the art of expression, reason, and
understanding, as well as the voice of resistance and advocacy (Chang, 2005;
Dyson, 2007; Mitchell, 2001; Rose, T., 1994). As voiced by DJ Kool Herc, hiphop is universal because it unites cultures and promotes understanding and
knowledge of the world (Chang, 2005). The elements of hip-hop include DJing
(spinning records), B-Boying (breakdancing), MCing (rapping), and graffiti (visual
artistic urban expression that eventually evolved into a war between youth and
authority). Chang (2005) defined these as four movements of one culture, the
hip-hop culture. A fifth element of the hip-hop culture is knowledge as articulated
by Afrika Bambaataa, American rapper, in the early 1980s (Chang, 2005; Morgan
and Bennett, 2011). Knowledge is the element that connects to critical
consciousness (Freire, 1970). It is with knowledge, through awareness, that one
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can begin to develop a critical consciousness of the surrounding social world
(Freire, 1970).
Hip-hop’s historical roots. Hip-hop has been present for decades as an
American mass movement beginning in the Bronx, New York in the late 1970s
and continuing today. This mass movement is most prevalent during periods of
poverty and social collapse regardless of the geographical region (Chang, 2005;
Jensen, 2006). Although American youth adopted the hip-hop culture over 30
years ago, Reggae is said to be “rap music’s elder kin” (Chang, 2005, p. 23).
Reggae originated as a musical reaction to “Jamaica’s national, crisis, global
restructuring and imperialist posturing, and intensified street violence” (Chang,
2005, p. 23). Thus, hip-hop has tributaries to Jamaican music and culture as
evidenced by Jamaican-born DJ Kool Herc, a Jamaican-born hip-hop cultural
pioneer and DJ. DJ Kool Herc inspired American-born rap groups such as Sugar
Hill Gang. Sugar Hill Gang’s song “Rapper’s Delight” broke the mold by crossing
over from New York urban communities to “Black radio, then charged up the
American Top 40, and swept around the globe. Imitations popped up from Brazil
to Jamaica” (Chang, 2005, p. 131) bringing hip-hop into the popular world.
Hip-hop’s global impact. Hip-hop has become a multibillion-dollar global
industry influencing conventional rap music and other forms of music in addition
to mass media: “Radio, television, film, advertising, and digital media throughout
the world” (Morgan & Bennett, 2011, p. 180). Commercial hip-hop has grown
significantly in the music industry, yet, as explained by Morgan and Bennett
(2011), commercial hip-hop is only a fraction of the overall culture.
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Hip-hop culture has transformed from being a Black art to being “a crossracial and multiethnic art form that belongs to everyone” (Saucier & Woods,
2014, p. 272). Even with the recent commercialization of hip-hop in which rap is
viewed as corporate America’s manipulation of Black youth expression (Chang,
2005; Dyson, 2007; Rose, T., 1994), hip-hop is still viewed as the voice of a
generation. Many nationalities outside the U.S. in countries such as Chile, China,
England, France, Germany, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Myanmar (formerly Burma),
New Zealand, New South Wales, South Africa, and Tanzania have embraced
hip-hop as well (Bodden, 2005; Chang, 2005, 2006; Keeler, 2009; Liu, 2014;
Manabe, 2006; Mitchell, 2001). The hip-hop nation describes the global citizens
of the hip-hop culture, not only in the U.S. but also across the globe (Morgan &
Bennett, 2011). Morgan and Bennett described the hip-hop nation as “an
international, transnational, multiracial, multiethnic, multilingual community made
up of individuals with diverse class, gender, and sexual identities” (p. 177).
Despite rap’s global impact it is still viewed as a deviant form of music,
particularly by politicians, religious organizations, and the general public
(Iwamoto, Creswell, & Caldwell, 2007). In fact, those who consider themselves
rap fans are perceived as susceptible to crime and violence, in addition to
distrust and other unhealthy behaviors (Iwamoto et al., 2007; Rose, T., 1994).
Rubin, West, and Mitchell (2001) found that those who listened to rap music were
more aggressive than those who listened to other genres of music. Those who
listened to rap music had higher self-esteem but less trust and faith in other
people (Iwamoto et al., 2007; Rubin et al., 2001). Iwamoto et al. focused their
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study on Latino, Asian, White, and African American college students, and they
concluded that rap elicits a range of emotions across a diverse population of
listeners. These powerful emotions and significant meanings were evidenced in
their research as they found rap music was tied to identification, psychological
impact, education and motivation, hip-hop culture, and a misunderstood music
genre. For example, one student stated: “I like listening to emotional, like
empowering type of stuff overall, like some of the oppression, and the harsh
realities that lower-class people have to deal with—that’s what I can relate to”
(Iwamoto et al., 2007, p. 344). Whereas, another student stated: “It inspires me
to pick up a book on some of the stuff that I don’t know what they are talking
about . . . I can honestly say that I looked up some of the stuff that they are
talking about and found out information” (Iwamoto et al., 2007, p. 344).
Hip-hop v. rap music. Hip-hop is a culture that includes DJing, rapping,
dancing, graffiti, and a united system of knowledge; while, rap is spoken lyrics
expressed by rappers (Chang, 2005; Morgan & Bennett, 2011).
Rap is probably the most significant development of mainstream, popular
music since the birth of rock ‘n’ roll over 65 years ago, as evidenced by radio,
videos, and sales. The high rate of rap music sales to White youth might not
outweigh the number of Black youth listeners (Tanner, Asbridge, & Wortley,
2009) since a single purchased rap CD may be passed on from one listener to
another in impoverished Black communities (Tanner et al., 2009; Rose, T.,
1994). Personal tapes and CDs are more likely to be shared within that particular
environment (Tanner et al., 2009; Rose, T., 1994).
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Rap music has been in a constant struggle for public space in a society
dominated by White culture where there is also complex institutional policing.
Institutional policing and surveillance of rap artists and their music was
predominant in the late 1980s and 1990s. This era saw the emergence of
gangsta rap artists from the streets of L.A. whose music was filled with rebellious
and confrontational expressions primarily about police brutality and racially based
life hardships (Nielson, 2010; Rose, T., 1994).
Gangsta rap. Rap was not widely known in the 1970s until the 1979 hit,
“Rapper’s Delight.” Then rap moved from urban communities into what
Dimitriadis (1996) described as rap’s growth into “the public sphere of worldwide
cultural discourse” (p. 179). Just as graffiti was displayed on trains traveling
through the public spaces of downtown New York, high profile, politically-charged
rappers such as Public Enemy, Boogie Down Productions, Ice-T, and Niggaz Wit
Attitude (NWA) made their way on the East Coast and West Coast “using music
to launch direct attacks at institutions of power within the United States” (Nielson,
2010, p. 1257). These institutional attacks ultimately led to attacks by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and police throughout the U.S. in response to
NWA’s record, “F**k tha Police” (Nielson, 2010).
Commercial rap. Mainstream or commercial hip-hop is defined as “songs
that cross over to White and international audiences, receiving considerable
radio play” (Belle, 2014, p. 290). Commercial rappers receive far more radio play
than underground artists. They are recruited and signed by major record labels to
rap about “drugs, sex, crime, and violence” (Belle, 2014, p. 290); whereas,
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underground rappers who record on independent labels that get little air play
write songs that generally do not cross over. Underground rappers avoid
stereotypes and focus on socially conscious issues and on narratives (Belle,
2014).
Underground rap. As defined by Belle (2014), “The term underground is
often attached to notions of authenticity in hip-hop, in the sense that the music is
real because it focuses on issues such as inequality, racism, the problems with
mainstream hip-hop, and urban storytelling” (p. 292). Some underground rappers
occasionally cross over to mainstream commercial hip-hop by creating a local
and national following as evidenced by rap artists known as The Roots (Belle,
2014). In the late 1980s through early 1990s, hip-hop realigned and reimaged
itself, bringing “into the American spotlight more racially, socially, and politically
conscious rappers . . . bleeding edge music with vast social implications” (Chang,
2005, p. 245). These voices of urban American became the post-Civil Rights
Black leaders for Black youth (Chang, 2005).
West coast rap. L.A. or West Coast hip-hop became prominent in the late
1980s and early 1990s in the form of gangsta rap (Chang, 2005; Dyson, 2007;
Mitchell, 2001; Rose, T., 1994). West Coast rappers such as NWA lived the
experience of urban street life that was predominant in Los Angeles inner cities
starting in Watts and moving into Black cities that were more affluent at the time,
such as Compton. With the decline of gangsta rap in the early 1990s, hip-hop
began to see the emergence of an underground representative of a new hip-hop
generation that embraced “intellectual honesty, independent-mindedness,
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principled realness” (Chang, 2005, p. 422) with many Black youth bringing hiphop culture to college campuses which became “the hub of the local
underground” (Chang, 2005, p. 422). However, as hip-hop crossed over into the
mainstream, including White America, the question arose as to whether the
market was willing to consume the true voices of urban youth (Chang, 2005;
Rose, T., 1994).
Hip-hop’s “intellectuals.” Hip-hop stimulates “organic intellectuals,” a
term identified by Antonio Gramsci, a political theorist (Morgan & Bennett, 2011).
Hip-hop’s organic intellectuals, or rappers, use hip-hop as a tool to develop and
to practice critical thinking and analytical skills in order to critique culture and
social interactions (Morgan & Bennett, 2011). Hip-hop culture has always
recognized intelligence despite media depiction of male rappers as money
hungry, materialistic, concentrating on business opportunities, and desiring
women (Jenkins, 2011). This recognition of intelligence demonstrates the hip-hop
artist’s knowledge or consciousness (Watkins, 2005). According to Morgan and
Bennett (2011), youth are generally the artistic and cultural shapers of the hiphop scene, domestically and internationally.
KRS-One, an American hip-hop rap artist and philosopher, defined hiphop as a state of awareness or consciousness as well as a state of being (Paul,
2000). In essence, hip-hop artists are authentic writers and thinkers who are the
least valued by American society (Jenkins, 2011). Hip-hop’s images and
messages have always been the voice of the people, especially in the 1990s,
with the voices of rap artists being “the ethic that drives critical race theory”
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(Jenkins, 2011, p. 1232). Critical race theory (CRT) can relate to hip-hop by
listening to the authentic voices and counter-stories of marginalized people
demanding justice and transformation (Jenkins, 2011).
Jenkins (2011) critiqued socially aware and conscious hip-hop artists.
Although socially conscious artists are recognized as positive artists who resist
stereotypes, these artists are not embraced by mass culture because their
positive knowledge is not lucrative. “Racism can only thrive in environments that
believe the stereotype. So, the mass culture is literally not buying the person of
the intelligent, socially aware, and politically critical Black man” (Jenkins, 2011, p.
1235). The politically conscious rapper questions authority and power and sheds
light on societal injustices such as police brutality (Rose, T., 1994, p. 105).
Hip-hop in education. Hip-hop culture is relevant to education and
educational research in the classroom, particularly with teachers in urban schools
(Emdin, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2013; Petchauer, 2009). According to Callahan
and Grantham (2012), educators must seek to understand instead of fear the hiphop culture to better support Black males by viewing hip-hop as a platform for
student engagement through alternative, or nontraditional, teaching and learning
methods.
Theoretical Foundation
CRT was selected as the theoretical foundation for this study because it
provides a framework to specifically analyze and address racist structures in
America that impact higher education and ultimately oppress Black males in a
predominantly White American society. Critical consciousness emphasizes the
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need for the less dominant group to develop an awareness of economic, social,
and political circumstances in order to change their oppressed circumstances
(Lake & Kress, 2013). CRT can enlighten educators and society on the
importance of a transformation that is in alignment with the needs of noncollegian Black men and their connection with the hip-hop culture’s element of
rap music and their critical consciousness.
CRT defined. Educational researchers must take into account race and
racism’s “subtle and insidious” ways when exploring the educational experiences
of Black students (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004, p. 26). CRT is a theoretical framework
that synthesizes the work of many scholars who have critiqued the dominant
culture’s perception of race and law in addition to other components of “social
structural inequalities” (Bracey, 2015, p. 553).
CRT began as a racial intervention pioneered by Bell, Crenshaw, and
Delgado (Bracey, 2015). Rather than focusing solely on dominant, White-culture
perspectives, CRT aims to challenge dominant perspectives through progressive
measures (Bracey, 2015), while showing concern for each individual by
advocating for “radical change in systems and organizations” (Rocco, Bernier, &
Bowman, 2014, p. 457). For purposes of this study, CRT is aimed at informing
higher education and non-collegian Black men of the importance of moving
forward by eliminating dominating and oppressing social structures.
CRT origins and tenets. CRT was derived in the mid-1970s and rooted in
legal studies that argued racism is a normal aspect of American society (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2000, 2001).

42
Interest convergence is one tenet of CRT. Interest convergence
emphasizes that there will only be an attempt to end discriminatory practices if
the majority or dominant group will gain an underlying benefit. For example, in
hip-hop the dominant economic group may be viewed as American corporations
in control of producing and distributing commercial or mainstream rap artists.
These corporations profit from commercial rap artists’ music as well as their
image and words that are also used to promote food, alcohol, clothing, shoes,
sports, and movies (Rose, T., 1994; Rose, T., 2008).
Tenets. Critical race theorists subscribe to at least six tenets to guide CRT
as outlined by Rocco et al. (2014) and in accordance with Delgado and Stefancic
(2001). The first tenet states that racism is endemic and ordinary, permeating all
aspects of society in such a way as to be unnoticed. Race is a social construction
that has no biological significance. The second tenet is race as a social
construction, which argues that race and racism has evolved “as a function of
specific national, historical, social, political, and economic contexts” (p. 461). The
evolution of race as a social construction has created racial classification of
Americans that is evident in education and employment. The third tenet is
differential racialization, which means that different minority groups are racialized
or become the least valued in society at different times depending on economic
need, geographic location, and current events. Interest convergence and material
determinism make up the fourth tenet. Interest convergence and material
determinism occur when the dominant and the oppressed groups’ interests,
needs, or expectations converge, especially for economic or material gain of the
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dominant group, and the dominant group works to advance social justice for
people of color or minority groups. The fifth tenet includes intersectionality and
anti-essentialism. Intersectionality and anti-essentialism state that individuals do
not have unitary identities, but, instead, many characteristics intersect in a
person, such as race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation.
Therefore, a person’s identity cannot be reduced to one essential characteristic
or identity. The sixth tenet is voice/counterstory. Voice is the notion that people of
color have a unique voice that exists because of experience with historical and
current oppression and, therefore, they can share stories about oppression,
which Whites are unlikely to know because they have not experienced
oppression in this way (pp. 460-461).
The voice of CRT in hip-hop. For purposes of this study, I selected
CRT’s voice tenet as the tenet most connected to non-collegian Black men who
embrace the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music. DeCuir and Dixson (2004)
found that in the field of education, researchers have mostly focused on counterstorytelling and deeply engrained, historical racism in comparison to other tenets
like the voice tenet.
Black males living in urban communities have a unique voice that
oftentimes paints a picture of economic, social (racial), and political injustices
locally, in American society, and globally (Chang, 2005; Dyson, 2007; Emdin,
2010; Rose, T., 1994; Rose, T., 2008). It is critical to apply voice given that the
minority group included in this study are non-collegian Black men who share
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similar life experiences as well as historical events that have oppressed them as
a people, past and present.
Voice/counterstory is an essential CRT tenet common in educational
research (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Counter-storytelling provides a means for the
voice of marginalized groups to be heard and to help others understand the lives
of marginalized groups (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2000,
2001). Ladson-Billings (2012) described how “CRT uses storytelling or more
accurately counternarratives to weave legal truths in fanciful and oppositional
ways” (p. 118). For example, non-collegian Black men who connect with the hiphop culture may share their personal journey applying their critical consciousness
as a method “to illustrate a deeper truth” (Ladson-Billings, 2012, p. 118). For
purposes of this study, illustrating a deeper truth connects with urban America’s
authentic voices in the expressive form of rap.
Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
Few studies have examined the intersection between non-collegian Black
men, the hip-hop culture, and access to higher education. Scholarship focused
on non-collegian Black men living in L.A. County is even more limited. Yet, there
is significant research on student access, equity, engagement, retention,
persistence, and completion revealing that Black males have the lowest high
school and college achievement rates.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study is divided into three concepts.
The first of these is access to higher education such as elementary and
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secondary education systems. The second is research that has explored the
importance of reaching or connecting with urban youth, specifically Black males,
by embracing their cultural influences, such as the hip-hop culture’s element of
rap music in American society and education. The final concept is mindset and
non-cognitive factors in high school that may connect to the critical
consciousness of non-collegian Black men who identify with the hip-hop culture
and rap music.
Access to Higher Education
Research that has addressed college-age Black men who have not
accessed higher education is minimal in comparison to research addressing
persistence, retention, and completion in higher education; yet, the research on
access is significant. In this section, I focused my review of research addressing
access to higher education, which includes the role of K-12, specifically high
schools.
Achieving the American dream. Blacks, Latinos, and Asian Americans
living in the U.S. accounted for 83% of the American population growth between
2000 and 2008 (Cohen-Marks & Stout, 2011). The American dream of achieving
what one wants in society through hard work is a falsehood, particularly among
Black males because “individuals who are pessimistic about their lack of social
and political opportunities are more likely to engage in criminal activity, have
lower levels of self-esteem and efficacy, are less likely to pursue higher levels of
education, and are less likely to plan for the long term” (Cohen-Marks & Stout,
2011, p. 825). Despite the significant struggles Blacks have overcome in
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American society, they are the least likely to believe they have achieved the
American dream. In fact, Black youth are less optimistic about their future in
comparison to other groups (Cohen-Marks & Stout, 2011; Hochschild, 1996).
Even with an increase in college enrollment, underrepresented and marginalized
students of color do not have access to services, resources, and opportunities
that more privileged students may have access to (Aud, et al., 2010; Lee &
Ransom, 2011; Rose, V.C., 2013; Schott Foundation, 2009; Wyner, Bridgeland,
& Diiulio, 2007). V.C. Rose stated that “in 2011 among 25-to 29-year olds, 17%
of Black males held a bachelor’s degree or higher in comparison to 36% of White
males, 43% of White females, and 23% of Black females” (as cited by Aud et al.,
2010, p. 473). In addition, V. C. Rose discovered that Black males’ enrollment in
urban schools decreased the possibility of their attaining a bachelor’s degree,
while Black males who attended a private school were more likely to attain a
college degree. The most critical finding in V. C. Rose’s research is consistent
with the research of Anyon (2005) and Tate (2008): “Geography of educational
research demonstrates that place is a significant determinant of social, political,
economic, and educational opportunities and outcomes” (Rose, V.C., 2013, p.
483). Research shows that a poor education and unstable community
environment contributes to crime, violence, homicide, health complications, and
incarceration (Alexander, 2010; Cuyjet, 2006; Tutashinda, 2012).
Structural inequities and mass incarceration. Tutashinda (2012) and
Alexander (2010) examined social control and the health of Black male
adolescents and adults. They reported that in American society there are more
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Black males in prison than in college, “and even more on parole and probation
with many robbed of voting rights, job opportunities, and ways to advance
themselves” (Alexander, 2010, p. 3). Black males “have the lowest life
expectancy and some of the highest rates of acute and chronic disease in
America” (Tutashinda, 2012, p. 3). In addition, the number of Black males found
guilty of homicide is highest in the U.S. as compared to other countries, resulting
in prison, parole, and probation rates also being highest in America (Tutashinda,
2012). The causes of these statistics are rooted in an inequitable and unjust
American society that has historically destroyed Blacks in America
psychologically and physically (Alexander, 2010; DeGruy, 2008; Tutashinda,
2012).
Educators must consider external factors that affect the totality of Black
men in their daily lives if they desire to support Black men toward academic
success (Jenkins, 2006). Davis and Jordan (1994) found that educators and
counselors generally discourage Black males from pursuing a college education
when compared to White male students (Palmer & Davis, 2012). This inequitable
educational practice creates a barrier to Black male high school completion,
which in turn has a negative impact on their ability to become employed and to
have access to higher education (Green, 2008; Smith, 2006). The lived
experience of Black males is perceived by society as the Black man’s problem or
a cultural problem that must be addressed by the Black man (Allen, 2015;
Noguera, 2008). However, the reality is that the lived experience of Black males
is an American dilemma that questions the social equality of Black males. These
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questions have arisen because of greater employment and judicial system
inequalities for Black males in comparison to White males (Allen, 2015).
Allen (2015) challenged deficit perspectives of Black males in education
by focusing on what made them successful in high school. A qualitative, narrative
study was conducted on their experiences at a diverse suburban school in a
Western city in the U.S. specifically highlighting their experiences with “race,
school, and academic achievement” (p. 209). Structured interviews gauged Black
males’ understanding of the purpose of education in their personal lives. All the
participants articulated their shared desire to be academically successful,
gainfully employed, and content as middle-class Americans. Allen (2015) also
found that parents “were proactive in their racial socialization, providing
messages of racial pride while being explicit about the barriers racism could
create and emphasizing the need to be racially resilient” (p. 218).
Cultural disconnect in education. Several studies point to a cultural
disconnect between teachers and Black students in the classroom. One of the
major reasons Black male students gave for dropping out of high school was that
their classes were not interesting, which had a direct connection with a lack of
motivation (Bell, 2010; Bell, 2014). Bell’s (2014) sample included 15 Black men
between 18 and 55 years of age who dropped out of high school. This qualitative
study took place in rural North Carolina. Bell’s (2014) research sought to help
educators retain young Black men through graduation from high school. Three
themes identified in Bell’s research included participants feeling: (a) a cultural
disconnect with their teachers (the belief that teachers were prejudiced against
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them); (b) teachers and schools did not care about them as Black males
(teachers did not really teach them, schoolwork was too hard and rushed and
there was no opportunity to make up work); and (c) a desire to be better students
even when struggling academically. However, Bell (2014) found that only 26% of
participants dropped out for academic reasons while 74% dropped out for
nonacademic reasons such as health and home challenges. Twenty-six percent
of the participants earned a GED after dropping out and only 33% were
unemployed at the time of the study. Bell (2014) also found that “less than 1% of
those interviewed were on probation, so criminality was not a dominant theme in
this study—as one may have expected” (p. 6). Based on the findings that Black
males do not all drop out of high school because of challenging schoolwork or
unlikable teachers but many Black males drop out for reasons related to
nonacademic factors such as health and home challenges, Bell (2014)
recommended that schools and community organizations develop “social and
cultural wraparound services” (e.g., “social workers, school nurses, school
counselors, and the community”) (p. 7) to increase the academic success of
Black males.
Academic and social exclusion. Although the intended outcomes of
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) were to create equitable access and
advancement for people of color, Black males remain at a disadvantage (Harper,
2008). The lack of access to a high-quality education is of greater social and
economic concern given an increase in globalization and the need for a highly
skilled workforce (Howard, 2013). Wilson’s (2008) analysis showed “that the
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unemployment levels of Black males surpass those of every other subgroup and
exclude them from active participation in the political economy that continues to
be dependent on a highly skilled labor force and adequate levels of education,
which many Black males are frequently lacking” (Howard, 2013, p. 66). This
academic and social exclusion, as described by Howard, affects all students.
However, Black males, according to Noguera (2008), remain the most
academically and socially marginalized groups in American schools. LadsonBillings (2011) asserted that Black males are often viewed as a problem in
educational institutions and in American society:
We seem to hate their dress, their language and their effect. We hate that
they challenge authority and command so much social power. While the
society apparently loves them in narrow niches and specific slots—music,
basketball, football, track—we seem less comfortable with them than in
places like the national Honor Society, the debate team, or the computer
club. (p. 9)
Black male academic achievement has been a recurrent topic of scholarly
works for more than thirty years, with Black males in education described as “atrisk, endangered, remedial, in crisis, uneducable, extinct, and left behind”
(Howard, 2013, p. 57). These negative characterizations of Black males are
influenced by the larger society and can be internalized by Black males accepting
inequities as a way of life (Howard, 2013; Howard & Flennaugh, 2011).
Perceptions driven by media. The expectations and beliefs teachers
have about Black males often impact how Black males are treated in the
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classroom (La Vonne, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003; Reyna, 2000).
Caton (2012) explained how the media is to be blamed for the dominant culture’s
misperceptions of Black males. For example, the way Black males walk and
dress often makes the dominant culture afraid. Caton further explained that
successful Black males achieve success because of their athleticism rather than
their intellectualism. Thus, the dominant culture needs to overcome negative
perceptions by recognizing positive attributes of Black males (Caton, 2012;
Reyna, 2000).
Caton (2012) described two factors that influence the parent-student
relationship and the student-teacher relationship. The first factor is the impact of
disciplinary space on student learning. Disciplinary space is the removal of a
student from the learning environment for the purpose of disciplinary action. The
second factor is the impact of school exclusionary policies on student academic
and employment outcomes. Exclusionary policies are related to disciplinary
action that may prevent a student from participating in the learning environment
for a short or long period of time. For example, if there is disciplinary action that
removes or suspends a student, then the student may be placed in a classroom
to socialize with other students in the absence of teaching and learning. Black
male participants revealed how the school’s exclusionary policy and practice led
not only to their failure in high school (e.g., dropping out of school) but also to
their inability to find gainful employment which leads to the incarceration of many
Black men (Caton, 2012).
Mahiri and Conner (2003) stated that despite rap’s negative lyrical
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content, rap does paint a vivid picture of urban life. One example is the nation’s
zero-tolerance policy toward rule violations that confines and sends many Black
males to the juvenile justice system and then to prison. The voices of urban
youth in the hip-hop’s element of rap often describe societal challenges including
inequitable practices such as the zero-tolerance policy. Mahiri and Conner (2003)
also emphasized the need to contradict the dominant culture’s narratives that
blame rap for the struggles of Black life, as the lyrics and images in rap music are
often falsely exaggerated.
Resource-constrained environments. Nearly 50% of Black men 20-34
years of age who are unemployed live in poverty (Jennings, 2014). Resourceconstrained environments contribute to high poverty rates, increased
incarceration, and a decline in high school and/or college completion for Black
males as compared to Black females and other males in the U.S. (Jennings,
2014). Black males are also more likely to engage in illegal activities such as
“selling drugs, panhandling, or theft, in order to survive” (Jennings, 2014, p.
837)––activities that also contribute to a decline in their mental and physical
health. For example, the rate of HIV infections for Black males is 6.6 times higher
than the rate for white males and 2.7 times the rate for Black females (Jennings,
2014). Research has also shown that Black males encounter depression and
psychological distress due to economic factors that make it a challenge to
maintain a home, job, and finances (Jennings, 2014).
Violence and mass incarceration. Black male youth involved in
delinquency and violence often have difficulty escaping their environment
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(Richardson & Van Brakle, 2013; Sampson & Laube, 1997; Sampson, Morenoff,
& Earls, 1999; Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005; Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). These young men often escape to gangs and
violence due to a lack of role models in their community (Richardson & Van
Brakle, 2013). In addition, one-third of all Black males are incarcerated in state or
federal prison in their lifetime (Alexander, 2010).
Some parents of high-risk Black males overcome their frustration by
relying on the criminal justice system to discipline their children in the hope this
will correct their actions. However, Richardson and Van Brakle (2013) warned
that parents must be informed of the consequences of the criminal justice
system, which can be inescapable for Black males.
White privilege and Black aggression. Hall and Pizarro (2010) blamed
high unemployment and homicide rates of Black males on White privilege. Of the
approximately 30 million Blacks living in the U.S., many experience Black selfhate (Hall & Pizarro, 2010). Hall and Pizarro attributed Black self-hate to Black
males being viewed as a social minority in Western colonization, which has
contributed to low rates of employment, income, and the deterioration of the
Black male patriarchal status as head of household. In their view, this self-hate
was born out of slavery that physically and psychologically oppressed Black
males. Hall and Pizarro also connected Black self-hate to violence and other
factors such as “poverty, lack of jobs, high rates of incarceration, and drug
activity” (p. 656). Of the 280 million people in the U.S. population, 30 million
Blacks are blamed for violent crimes (Hall & Pizarro, 2010; Harrison & Beck,
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2005). Hall and Pizarro reported that homicides were 2.5 times more likely to
involve Black victims who were young, unemployed, and with a felony
conviction(s). As unemployment increased, Black-on-Black crime increased but
as employment increased, Black-on-Black crime decreased (Hall & Pizarro,
2010).
Zero-tolerance policies and criminal institutions. Caton (2012) studied
the impact of zero-tolerance policies on the experiences and outcomes of Black
males. Zero-tolerance policies are grounded on federal drug policies to dissuade
drug trafficking; thus, “schools, particularly those in urban areas, have come to
look, sound, and act more like criminal institutions,” where students are
characterized as criminals (Caton, 2012, 1056).
The school-to-prison pipeline. Once Black males are taken out of the
classroom they have an increased risk of feeding into the “school to prison
pipeline” (Caton, 2012, p. 1057). Caton interviewed 10 young Black men
between 17 and 20 years of age. The participants had all dropped out of an
urban high school within the past year. One key finding from the study was that
the impact of security measures affected their feelings of belongingness. For
example, surveillance alienated Black males and made them feel like criminals.
Another key finding was the need for strong parent-student relationships.
College preparation and access. Fifty years after Brown v. Board of
Education (1954), social, political, and economic challenges remain embedded in
American society with Blacks, particularly young Black males of all ages, being
far behind in their academic achievement in comparison to Whites. Black males
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represented only 4.3% of all students enrolled in higher education in 2002, which
was the same percentage found in 1976 (Harper, 2006). As a result, research
has focused on identifying ways to increase access to higher education for
Blacks in the U.S. (Allen, 1996; Nettles, 1988). However, Black males still lag
behind other groups in higher education. Black males aged 18 to 24 living in the
U.S. represented 7.9% of the total population in 2004, while only 2.8% of
undergraduate students enrolled in public flagship universities were Black males
(Harper, 2006).
Howard’s (2013) review of scholarly literature found that 47% of Black
males graduated from a U.S. high school within four years in comparison to 78%
of their White counterparts. In his review of data provided by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (2011) as well as by Truman and Rand (2010),
Howard (2013) found that “data on Black males show that they are more likely to
live in crime-plagued neighborhoods, become victims of homicide, and become
susceptible to many of the challenges that affect low-income communities where
many Black males reside” (p. 61).
Howard (2013) argued that too much emphasis is placed on the
challenges Black males experience in their communities and socially. Instead, he
stressed that the challenges are in the classrooms. The challenge is “the lack of
racial awareness and cultural ignorance among school personnel, apathetic
teacher attitudes, and poor-quality instruction that they receive, be it in urban,
rural, or suburban schools” (Howard, 2013, pp. 61-62). Howard advocated for
scholars to focus on how Black males navigate through life issues personally and
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academically. He also challenged educators to identify and learn from schools
that effectively educate Black males.
Although academic preparation for college entrance should be the
responsibility of the K-12 education system, according to Garibaldi (1992)
academic failure starts in K-12. If remedial programs are not implemented, then
schools ultimately fail minority students, particularly those students attending
schools in urban communities. This failure contributes to underprepared K-12
students and their ability to transition into college (as cited by Palmer & Davis,
2012).
Premature departure from high school. Many young Black men stop
caring about their education upon completion of elementary school (Kunjufu,
1995). Black males often place blame on their teachers for no longer nurturing
them resulting in their disengagement. Harper and Davis (2012) reported that
according to the Schott Foundation (2010), “only 47% of Black male students
graduated from high school in 2008 with peers in their entering cohorts” (p. 104).
As a result, Black men’s completion across all post-secondary levels is extremely
low in comparison to Black women (Harper & Davis, 2012).
Overcoming challenges. Research has also provided an overview of
Black males who overcame challenges and barriers in their environment and
successfully graduated from high school and college (Harper, 2006; Palmer, et
al., 2009; Parson & Kritsonis, 2006). Palmer et al. (2013), interviewed Black
makes to explore how to decrease the high dropout rate and to build the
academic support structures that promoted college enrollment. The Black male
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participants indicated that were four critical factors that needed to be in place for
them to be academically successful: (a) skilled and culturally competent
teachers, (b) high educational expectations, (c) mentorship, and (d) family and
community support. Palmer et al. (2013) found that adopting culturally relevant
pedagogy taught by minority teachers inspired and better supported young Black
males as they completed high school and prepared to matriculate into college
(Bissell, 2000; Davis, 1999; Davis & Jordan, 1994; Fergus, 2009; Joe & Davis,
2010; Thompson, Warren, & Carter, 2004).
According to Bell (2014), educators cannot be the only ones to blame for
Black males devastatingly low graduation rates. Graduating Black males from
high school must become the primary focus of the community. However, Bell
failed to acknowledge that if Black communities are not provided the same
equitable and accessible resources of more privileged communities, then it
makes it difficult for Black communities to uplift their Black males. Bell expressed
the need for the Black community to address the low Black male graduation rate
“as a Civil Rights mandate” (p. 3) with the Black community leading this effort.
According to Bell, “America’s failure to graduate more Black males will cost the
nation in terms of increased incarceration costs, poverty, and an ill-prepared
labor force, which will translate into increased health costs and welfare services”
(p. 3).
Remedial programs in higher education. The elimination of remedial
programs from institutions of higher education may unintentionally and negatively
impede minority students’ access to higher education (Palmer & Davis, 2012).
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Palmer and Davis found that participants seeking to enroll in an institution of
higher education, including Black males, experience difficulty because of their
high school grade point average or scores on college admission exams. For
minority students, particularly Black males, to successfully matriculate into a fouryear institution, they must be provided access to remedial programs to
academically prepare them for college-level coursework (Palmer & Davis, 2012).
Investing in remedial courses not only prepares Black males academically and
socially but also decreases crime and increases the ability of Black males to
participate in a knowledge-based economy (Palmer & Davis, 2012; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005).
Harper and Davis (2012) sought to determine what compels Black males
who graduate from high school, enroll in college, aspire to earn post-graduate
degrees, and commit to a career path in education. They conducted a content
analysis of essays composed by 304 Black male undergraduate students
enrolled in four-year universities throughout the U.S. Harper and Davis applied
John U. Ogbu’s (1978) oppositional culture theory to their study, demonstrating
that minority students, especially Black students, develop a resistance to
dominant culture spaces where “whiteness is cyclically rewarded and people of
color are routinely subordinated” (p. 106). Harper and Davis found that students
understood that their schools were far below acceptable levels in treating Black
students equally, they still believed that education remained a means of making
things more equal and that there was hope in completing a postgraduate
program. Harper (2008) concluded that colleges and universities must also begin
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to identify and adopt practices to provide access to Black males who are
academically struggling. This same practice could be implemented to reach
Black males who have not yet accessed higher education opportunities,
specifically non-collegian Black men.
Self-efficacy. Wood, Newman, and Harris (2015) examined Black males’
experiences in their first year at a community college with a specific emphasis on
self-efficacy in the academic environment. Their study sought to determine
whether math and English self-efficacy had an effect on the academic
performance of first-year community college Black male students. As cited by
Wood et al., according to Bandura (1977, 1986), self-efficacy is “one’s
confidence in their ability to control their emotions, behaviors, and actions in
order to actualize desired objectives” (p. 3). In an academic context, as
supported by Solber, O’Brien, Villareal, Kennel, and Davis (1993), Wood et al.
(2015) explained that self-efficacy is reflective of individual students’ perceptions
about their academic competence and ability. Although Wood et al. (2015)
focused primarily on the experiences and academic support needs of first-year
community college students, their research posited the need for transitional
programming—a bridge or pathway from high school to college “to help ease
their [Black males’] socio-cultural and academic adjustment in college” (p. 16).
College access programs. Means and Pyne (2015) reported that college
access programs provide supplemental support to students who may not attend
college (Corwin, Colyar, & Tierney, 2005; Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013; Klugman
& Butler, 2008; Perna, 2005). Students participating in college access programs
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are generally underrepresented students who benefit from the following access
initiatives: (a) academic preparation, (b) college admissions pathways, and (c)
financial aid (Bergin, Cooks, & Bergin, 2007; Bloom, 2008; Klugman & Butler,
2008; Means & Pyne, 2015). College access programs are valuable, despite
being a challenge to evaluate and fund (Means & Pyne, 2015). College access
programs close the gap when high schools fail to academically prepare students
for college entry and high school counselors lack the time and knowledge to
educate students on college and career opportunities and resources (Means &
Pyne, 2015). Without college access programs, underrepresented students might
distance themselves from higher education because of their perception that they
are different from others and may not be as successful as their more privileged
peers (Means & Pyne, 2015; Pyne & Means, 2013). In an analysis of 10 lowincome students who participated in a three-year college access program, Means
and Pyne recommended that high schools develop college access programs that
will increase and sustain collaborative efforts with colleges and universities.
Collaborative partnership between high schools and colleges and universities
can identify best practices that academically prepare underrepresented students
for college entry and success.
Ghazzawi and Jagannathan (2011) examined students’ college
attendance in comparison to their stated intentions to enroll in college when they
were juniors in high school. The students in their study attended a camp known
as REACH, a program that was initiated by the University of La Verne. The
purpose of the camp was to connect with high school students in order to make

61
college accessible by giving them an opportunity to participate in college life
while they were still in high school. Students stayed in college dormitories,
participated in targeted extra-curricular activities, and attended business classes
instructed by the University’s undergraduate and graduate business faculty.
Ghazzawi and Jagannathan (2011) also argued that outreach programs are not
only beneficial for helping students access higher education, but they are
essential for upward and social mobility. An average of 95% of the students
contacted in the follow-up study were attending college; thus, there was a
positive relationship between participation in the REACH camp and actual
college attendance. Students also expressed a feeling of belongingness, which
eliminated their fear of succeeding in a college environment.
High school counselors. Although some students are academically
successful and may not require additional support for college preparation, most
underprepared and/or underserved students require academic and counseling
support in order for them to be motivated and, ultimately, for them to be prepared
for college-level courses (Rumbault, 1999; Zhou & Kim, 2006). Therefore,
schools are in a position “to help students achieve beyond the predictions of
circumstance and conceivably move social expectations toward greater equity
and achievement” (Strick, 2012, p. 15). High school counselors have an essential
role in interacting with students to improve their access to and to increase their
enrollment in higher education (McKillip et al., 2012).
Students who had had more access to counselors with a knowledge of
higher education and career options were better prepared to transition to college
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(Griffin, Allen, Kimura-Walsh, & Yamamura, 2007). Chen, Wu, and Tasoff (2010)
found that in 2004, 92% of high school seniors indicated a desire to enroll in a
college or university (as cited in McKillip et al., 2012). However, Aud et al. (2010)
claimed that in 2009, only 31% of 25- to 29-year old high school graduates
obtained an undergraduate degree or higher (as cited in McKillip et al., 2010).
Therefore, high school counselors must be recognized as social agents who
have the potential to guide students as they prepare to transition to college and
to ameliorate the gap between intention and enrollment. There is a need for more
in-depth research on school counselors and how they (school counselors)
prepare students for a successful college transition (McKillip et al., 2012).
Classroom environment. Allen (2015) reported that the classroom
environment could be a volatile space for Black male students because there is
the potential for tension between the teacher and student. Black male students
expressed that it was important to have teachers who genuinely cared about
creating a comfortable and welcoming teaching environment and demonstrated
an ongoing interested in their personal and scholastic achievements. In their
study, Griffin et al. (2007) recognized the need for high school students to have
more access to advanced curriculum to prepare them for college.
Community colleges. Many Black male high school seniors who decide
not to enroll in college enlist into the military service or pursue immediate
employment (Nevarez & Wood, 2010; Wood & Harrison, 2014). The majority of
Black males who decide to enroll in an institution of higher education enroll in
community college. The Beginning Post-Secondary Students (BPS) Longitudinal
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Study (2009) reported that 70.5% of Black males selecting to enroll in public
colleges begin at community colleges and 28.5% enroll in public four-year
institutions of higher education. Wood and Harrison’s findings demonstrated that
Black males elect to enroll in a community college “for academic reputation,
transitional ease (e.g., school’s easy admission, and school’s acceptance of
college credit), and cost” (p. 95). Wood and Harrison also discovered that Black
males generally select a college based on an institution’s ability to place students
into gainful employment. Wood and Palmer (2014) argued that “helping students
cultivate the ability to focus would impact cognitive maturation, which may
facilitate better decision making relating to academic or social issues in or
outside the community milieu” (p. 149). They also documented the need for
community college practitioners and students to serve as mentors to incoming
students to enhance Black male academic success, particularly in their first year
of college.
Exiting the community college. Perrakis (2008) reported that 11.5% of
Black male students will exit their community college within one year of
admission, 48.9% depart after three years, and 83% will move on after six years
without completing a certificate, degree, and/or transfer requirements. These
significant declines in persistence and completion rates of Black men are
especially concerning given that community colleges are the primary postsecondary entry point for Black male students and other students of color
(Perrakis, 2008). Perrakis found that this lack of persistence and completion is a
result of Black men not having a space to build relationships, not having positive
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faculty-student interactions, and feeling disconnected from the college
environment.
A bridge toward success. The institution’s obligation includes the
responsibility of faculty to understand and relate to Black male students. Wood
and Ireland’s (2013) study revealed the following academic factors that faculty
can embrace to promote persistence and achievement of Black male students:
developmental reading, learning communities, courses focused on successful
study skills, and completion of an orientation.
Lamar (1974) posited that a community college with genuine interest in
the academic success of Blacks would assess the institution itself to create
bridges for successful transition and completion. Lamar recommended special
follow-up, especially during community college recruitment, in the form of small
group as well as one-on-one meetings to show Black students they are sincerely
needed in the institution and can make academic progress toward their goals.
Mentors. Mentoring programs have a positive impact on college
enrollment for at-risk students because participation in such programs increases
social networks (Ahn, 2010). If low-income, urban, and underrepresented youth
have a social network of people (e.g., mentors) familiar with the college
enrollment process then students have more access to the resources required to
successfully navigate through their college experience (Ahn, 2010). Two themes
were discovered in Ahn’s research: (a) mentors can rapidly increase the social
capital of urban youth, and (b) access to mentors does not necessarily ensure
that a student will gain more social capital. Ahn explained that for students to
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gain more social capital, mentors must be committed and resourceful by
providing access to college services/resources and opportunities for a successful
academic experience. If there is no mentor commitment, then there will be a
decrease in social capital of urban youth; whereas, if there is a strong mentor
commitment, then there will be an increase in social capital of urban youth.
Reaching Black Males
In addition to college access, many empirical studies have examined the
barriers Black males face in American society that have a negative impact on
their academic achievement. My summary of this body of research is organized
around the two themes of (a) image, perceptions, and opportunities; and (b)
embracing hip-hop in education.
Image, perceptions, and opportunities. Past and present-day research
demonstrates that academic segregation by race and class yields fewer
educational opportunities for Black males. Without access to educational
opportunities, Black males have fewer economic and social options, which leads
to unemployment, poverty, and violence (Allen, 2015). These responses to poor
economic and social opportunities “are then used as powerful forms of Black
masculine representation, as media discourse and sensationalization often
contribute to the negative imagery of Black men as deviant, irresponsible and
uneducable” (Allen, 2015, p. 211).
Perceptions of young Black men. Many educators perceive young Black
men to be “aggressive, disrespectful, defiant, and intimidating even when their
behaviors were not intended to be so” (Allen, 2015, p. 211). This in turn impacts
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their ability to receive a high-quality education. These misinterpretations and
perceptions of Black males shape Black masculinities and negatively impact their
academic achievement (Allen, 2015; Howard, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2011).
Although the four students examined by Allen persisted by enrolling in college or
a university, this measure of academic success can also be a form of social
exclusion where peers may accuse academically successful Black males of
acting White. However, Allen found “that the Black male students were aware of
how their academic prowess was seen by their peers but seemed indifferent to or
simply refuted the idea that their academic success came with a social cost” (p.
220). Negative images of Black males contribute to the misconceptions and often
inaccurate, unquestioned, and unsubstantiated perceptions held by faculty.
However, Black male students are perfectly capable of succeeding when they
attend a solid institution that has the appropriate resources and curriculum, and
has the genuine desire to academically prepare this population of students
(Allen, 2015; Fries-Britt, 1997).
Resiliency, climate, and access. Allen et al. (2007) examined the
college access climate in Los Angeles, California after the 1992 Los Angeles
riots. Students continued to prepare for college despite concerns about school
safety and violence, school facilities, and the need to improve cross-cultural
development (Allen et al., 2007; Los Angeles Human Relations Commission,
2007; Noguera, 1996; Williams v. California, 2000).
The 1980s through the early 1990s exhibited not only growth of urban
communities but also increased access to higher education for students of color
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(Griffin et al., 2007). For example, Griffin et al. described how colleges practiced
affirmative action in admitting students and how K-12 and university partnerships
and outreach efforts resulted in an increase in college enrollment. According to
the UC Office of the President (2003), new, underrepresented minority students
at the University of California nearly doubled from 10% to 19.4%. Conversely,
post-riot, public higher education was at a standstill in its mission to provide
equitable college access. This is attributed to higher education’s shift from a
racially conscious to a racially neutral admissions process (Griffin et al., 2007).
The elimination of affirmative action in public higher education with the
implementation of California Proposition 209 in 1996 crippled the state’s public
institutions from using race as a factor in admissions” (Griffin et al., 2007, p. 233).
Adoption of a “cool pose.” Palmer et al. (2009) summarized several
perspectives to explain the lack of academic progress for Black males. One
perspective is the theory of acting White by denying their own Black identity and
culture and adopting a different culture in an effort to be accepted (Palmer et al.,
2009). Davis (2003) explained that Black males perform poorly because they
perceive school as fitting outside of their masculinity (as cited by Palmer et al.,
2009). Majors and Billson (1992) argued that the Black male’s adoption of a cool
pose—“a coping mechanism used to become acclimated to their environment
and to communicate masculinity” (Palmer et al., 2009, p. 430)—forces Black men
to resist formal education. Majors and Billson (1992) defined playing it cool, or
“the cool pose,” a method that can be traced back to slavery, as a form of
creative art allowing Black males to repress their innermost feelings while
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avoiding punishment (p. 27). As described by Majors and Billson (1992):
Although the “cool cat” may appear indifferent to the problems around him
or seem impervious to pain, frustration, or death, he is unlikely to allow his
deeper feelings to surface. If he lifts his protective shield, he risks
appearing timid. Cool pose helps him achieve a stern, impersonal
masculinity in the face of adversity. (p. 28)
The cool pose creates a persona to make Black males feel empowered when in
actuality they, unlike White males, have little control and access to power and
resources in America (Majors & Billson, 1992).
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) found that Black students might limit
themselves academically to conform to their peers (as cited in Fisher, 2005). In
Fisher’s study, both overachieving and underachieving students of African
heritage viewed academic achievement as a means of success for Black and
White students. However, the underachieving student participants’ thoughts for
their future conflicted with the traditional American dream. Fisher found that the
students classified as underachievers did possess future goals but their common
career goal of becoming a rapper was not respected as a career goal in
education. This resulted in students being overlooked because they did not have
an acceptable career goal. In essence, underachieving and overachieving Black
students expressed that “any stereotype that assumes they are to perform one
way or another ultimately adds to the pressure of being a high-achieving Black
student” (Fisher, 2005, p. 203).
Education as a means to become liberated. Harper and Davis (2012)
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researched what compels Black men “to care so much about education, despite
what is routinely reported in the literature about their gradual disinvestment in
schooling and comparatively lower rates of educational attainment” (p. 105).
Harper and Davis found that undergraduate Black men throughout the U.S. do
value education and view education as a means of becoming liberated. Thus,
institutions must demonstrate they value the academic development and
achievement of Black males by incorporating culturally responsive curricula,
increasing teacher expectations and broadening teaching abilities, eliminating
disparities in school resources, recruiting ethnically diverse male teachers not of
the same race, fostering positive multicultural learning environments, and
establishing equitable as well as current education policies.
Stereotypes. According to Harper and Nichols (2008), expecting Black
males to put aside their cultural differences, dispel stereotypes about each other,
and foster collective responses to toxic campus racial climates are all unlikely to
occur in the absence of strategic institutional effort to bring together diverse
“subgroups” (pp. 212-213). Harper and Nichols used Celious and Oyserman’s
heterogeneous race model to address stereotypes of Black men. Their study
focused on Black men collegians. Their findings can be applied to adopting a
better approach to access by first understanding that although Black males share
common experiences, including hardships around racism and inequitable
opportunities, Black males cannot be categorized as all being the same (Harper
& Nichols, 2008). Responsibility must be placed on educators to be thoughtful
and intentional about fostering the conditions that will enable student learning.
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Embracing hip-hop’s cultural and social movement in the academic
classroom. Bridges (2011) described hip-hop as “the collective experience,
modes of thinking, and epistemologies of urban youth” (p. 326). This collective
experience re-introduces hip-hop to urban education in an effort to “heal or
promote healing” in urban communities (Bridges, 2011, p. 327). Bridges
advocated for recruitment and training of Black male teachers to connect with
and stimulate the relationship between teachers and Black males starting in K12. Bridges found that study participants, hip-hop artists, and critical theorists of
the hip-hop generation voiced their dissatisfaction with the current state of public
education in urban communities. Participants interpreted their K-12 academic
experiences “as repressive, dehumanizing, and depleting” leaving them “bruised,
battered, disaffected and disconnected from school” (p. 335). Bridges also
discovered that Black males of the hip-hop generation are “under attack as they
are subjugated to race, class, and gender-based aggressions that, for many,
have shaped their thinking about schools as unsafe emotional and spiritual
spaces” (p. 335). On summarizing his findings Au (2005) stated: “Schools do not
provide content deemed worthwhile; Schools do not teach the skills necessary
for economic survival; schools are associated with enforcing/teaching whiteness;
schools do not pedagogically engage or interest students; and the school
curriculum is full of racist lies and miseducation” (p. 216).
Educators need to transform pedagogy as well as their way of thinking to
embrace Black males. In addition, schools must invest in and support Black male
teachers to connect with and teach vulnerable student populations such as
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students of color living in urban communities (Bridges, 2011). hooks (1994)
declared that educators must demonstrate compassion and respect when
teaching students. In addition, educators need to remain “actively committed to a
process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they are to
teach in a manner that empowers students (hooks, 1994, pp. 13-15).
Hip-hop as a social movement. Saucier and Woods (2014) described
hip-hop as another way of describing Black culture and social movement that is
pressuring American society to address race, power, and difference (Baraka,
1991; Saucier & Woods, 2014). According to Saucier and Woods, other scholars
have documented the relationship of hip-hop with feminist discourse (Brown &
Kwakye, 2012; Pough, 2004; Sharpley-Whiting, 2007), religion, activism,
masculinity (Jeffries, 2011; White, 2011), space, film, language, and
globalization. These scholars believed that hip-hop culture did not provide an
escape from alienation and global capitalism (Asante, 2009; Clay, 2012;
McCarren, 2013; Ogbar, 2007; Sharma, 2010; Watkins, 2005). In addition,
according to Saucier and Woods hip-hop is not to be classified as Black studies.
Black studies have a deeply rooted historical context; whereas, in Saucier and
Woods’ view hip-hop as a form of multiculturalism that can lead to a better
understanding of all that makes up humanity.
In their ethnographic study, Kirkland and Jackson (2009) observed the
language and style of 11- to 14-year old Black males in the My Brother’s Keeper
(MBK) program. They also examined in what ways Black males lacked literacy as
well as “how literacy formed and functioned with the group, particularly among
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the cool kids” (p. 278). The scholars applied Turner’s (1970) concept of
symbology to determine how Black males formed identity and cultural values as
well as social and cultural communities (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986; Dyson, 2001, 2003;
Moje, 2004). Kirkland and Jackson also applied Majors and Billson’s (1992)
“psychological assessment of coolness,” (p. 280) in addition to Patterson’s
(2006) Dionysian trap. According to Kirkland and Jackson, Patterson’s Dionysian
trap is defined as a “deadly illusion of acceptance,” that “can seem appealing to
young black men but in the end ensnares them in a process of self-sabotage and
eventual destruction” (p. 280). Patterson attributed this ultimate self-destruction
to American mainstream culture’s promotion of materialism in addition to
unrealistic images of what a young Black man should look and act like based on
popular images (e.g., rappers and athletes) that are shaped by corporate
America. Thus, Patterson’s Dionysian trap was viewed as a web that kept young
Black men from valuing education. Kirkland and Jackson also shared that
Patterson’s study found that young Black males’ cool identities “coincided with
their black masculine literacy practices” (p. 280), which are entwined with popular
cultures like hip-hop and sports.
Kirkland and Jackson (2009) described Connor’s (1995) four reasons why
black males seek to be cool, including (a) adopting coolness “as a strategy for
navigating their world; (b) as a system to establish their own manhood; (c) as a
source of resilience; and (d) as a form of aggression, strength, and power”
(Kirkland & Jackson, 2009, p. 281). One of Kirkland and Jackson’s findings was
that the cool kids’ use of cool language is influenced by hip-hop, specifically rap
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lyrics and culture: “Cool talk, thus, operated based on a paradoxical dynamic—to
help the cool kids distinguish themselves from others but also to align them with
the cooler elements of their peer worlds” (p. 285). Not only did they find cool talk
to contribute to identity but also hip-hop fashion influenced identity. including
clothing choices (Kirkland & Jackson, 2009).
Masculinity and the “cool pose.” Henry (2002) explored black
masculinity and the influence of “hip hop culture and the ubiquity of rap music
and the “videomercials” that sell it” (p. 114). With the images on mainstream
television and radio in constant rotation, Black males are told that for success in
life they must be cool, assertive, arrogant, and street-wise. In many cases, this
may result in Black male students being too cool for school, known as the cool
pose (Majors & Billson, 1992).
Rappers construct a masculinity that equates to being tough, invulnerable,
violent, and dominating (Anderson, 1990, 1999; Collins, 2005; Majors & Billson,
1992; Neal, 2006; Oware, 2011). Oware posited that “one element of rapper
discourse is their invincibility as rap artists—the notion that they [rappers] cannot
be defeated by competitors; they cannot get hurt; and, if disrespected, they will
retaliate with violence. These characteristics personify what it means to be black
and male in gangsta rap—a ‘real nigga’” (Oware, 2011, p. 23).
Humanity. To shed light on a different perspective, Oware (2011) studied
the Black male rappers’ expression of humanity towards other Black males they
identify as friends through a content analysis of rap lyrics. Oware found that there
are rappers who communicate positive messages in their rap lyrics to empower
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other Black males. He found these messages to be genuine, generally
expressing “their despair and grief over fallen comrades, similarly to the black
males in the communities where many of these rappers originate” (p. 32).
However, these messages conveying a sense of despair, hope, and brotherhood
may not be authentic. Rather, these empowering and seemingly genuine
messages may be a means to promote those rappers whom they have
acknowledged. Oware (2011), stated:
The feelings conveyed might not be “real,” truly experienced by those
analyzed in this research, but “performed,” staged, or in this case
communicated, actions and beliefs. Without actually interviewing each and
every artist and questioning his true intent, how can we, the listeners,
know truth from fabrication. (p. 32)
An outlet for expression and positive socialization. Black youth are
“rap’s most loyal audience and consumers” (Bryant, 2008, p. 356), and rap music
and videos is their outlet for expression and the means in which identity is formed
(Arnett, 2011). Although rap has been criticized for its misogynistic visual and
lyrical content, many youth nevertheless adopt what they see and hear as part of
their identity and behavior (Arnett, 2011; Bryant, 2008). However, Bryant (2008)
found that “the more time participants spent viewing rap music videos, the
greater likelihood of accepting the negative images in rap music videos” (p. 374)
including, but not limited to, male and female adversarial relationships.
Furthermore, Bryant (2008) discovered that participants with a strong spirituality
or faith “were less likely to accept the negative images of women in rap videos”
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(p. 375). Contradictory to previous research, the church may be the structure for
providing “positive socialization for African American youth” (p. 377).
Commercialization of the hip-hop culture. Travis (2013) blamed the
commercialization of hip-hop culture on the downfall of Black progress toward
social transformation. He also shared that songs focused on change and
empowerment are placed in the conscious rap category. Yet even with today’s
mainstream commercial rap, the intellectual identity within the hip-hop culture is
still present and voicing the need to break free from social, racial, and economic
constraints. As written by Travis, rap makes listeners aware of what change is
required to address the needs of communities. Furthermore, research has shown
that individuals who were inspired by rap created healthy relationships with
others, possessed an awareness of the surrounding world, and desired to make
positive contributions to their community (Travis & Bowman, 2012).
Hip-hop in the academic classroom. Black males often engage in
academic practices outside of the traditional academic environment in local
spaces where the hip-hop culture is celebrated (Harrison, 2010; Petchauer,
2012; Schloss, 2009). Educators having a better understanding of Black males
outside of the traditional classroom can provide insight on Black male
engagement and aspirations (Irby et al., 2013). Kitwana (2002) affirmed,
“laboring in hip-hop gives Black males something to believe in and a sense of
personal worth and satisfaction” (as cited by Irby et al., 2013, p. 18). However,
hip-hop cultural production is of minimal material value to those outside of the
Black culture unless cultural production is profitable. Yet, Black males continue to
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engage in hip-hop cultural production. According to Irby et al. (2013) Black
males’ commitment to hip-hop culture provides the rationale for educators to
connect with Black males by learning from their “engagement, creativity,
aspirations, skill sets, and commitment to labor” (p. 18).
Petchauer (2010) examined students’ use of hip-hop sampling in the
academic environment and how hip-hop spaces or locations and practices
played into the lives of collegians when on campus. One participant shared “that
like a hip-hop producer, making an instrumental, he might intentionally compose
the different parts of an essay in an asynchronous manner before melding them
together as a whole” (Petchauer, 2010, p. 365). The collegian further explained
how he transfers all he learns in the classroom into a rhyme while incorporating
the techniques he uses to rhyme in the classroom (Petchauer, 2010). Another
collegian practiced shorthand to abbreviate words or phrases and even used
symbols to abbreviate words. According to Petchauer, “the shorthand technique
that developed through emceeing became a practice to intentionally capture
material in class. Having to memorize songs the day of a performance sharpened
his memory skills, which also transferred over into education” (p. 368).
Petchauer (2009) concluded that hip-hop is relevant in education and
educational research in the following three ways: (a) educators are focusing on
rap music texts to support marginalized groups including educating urban
students on how their lives are prone to capital manipulation and control; (b) hiphop is woven into youth identity, including their perspective of others and the
world; and (c) institutions of higher education around the word weave hip-hop
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into curriculum and other academic affairs that impact students (Petchauer,
2009). Walker (2006) reported that over 100 colleges and universities offer hiphop courses in different academic departments (as cited by Petchauer, 2009, p.
947).
The Academic Mindset of Non-Collegian Black Men
This section reviews scholarly literature on the awareness, or what Freire
(1970) described as the critical consciousness of oppressed people such as, but
not limited to, Black males. Critical consciousness is the lived experiences and
transformation to developing an awareness of economic, political, and social
factors (Freire, 1970). These factors can be experienced individually or
collectively and often become a critical way of thinking, understanding, and
responding (acting). Once an individual experiences the factors, they are
followed by an attempt to move from domination, dehumanization, and
oppression toward a reconstructed, transformed mindset (Dweck, 2006; Freire,
1970). Dweck defined mindset as being in a fixed or growth state. A fixed
mindset is being comfortable with the norm and not making change to avoid
failure as well as growth; whereas, a growth mindset challenges the norm, makes
changes, accepts failure, learns from failure, and makes change to improve the
self (Dweck, 2006).
Academic mindset. As I defined it, academic mindset examines
non-collegian Black men’s awareness of racially-based challenges and structures
in the U.S., specifically as these challenges and structures pertain to their ability
to access higher education. Academic mindset also considers how non-collegian
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Black men who embrace the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music perceive
higher education and whether or not their individual perception is what Dweck
(2006) defined as a fixed mindset or growth mindset in aspiring to earn a college
degree.
Because hip-hop narratives are in the form of texts or lyrics expressing the
social and political climate of urban people and circumstances, including Black
males, the literature revealed that the hip-hop culture produces and/or empowers
urban Americans to be aware and express their awareness (Petchauer, 2009).
Iwamoto et al. (2007) described the power of rap music as educational,
energizing, inspiring, and universal. Rap is educational because it informs the
listener of societal injustices. Rap is energizing because it inspires the listener to
understand the messages articulated in songs. Rap is inspiring because it
motivates the listener to overcome hardships. Finally, rap is universal because
the music connects listeners of various races, cultures, and geographical regions
(Iwamoto et al., 2007).
The hip-hop culture’s element of rap music along with critical
consciousness and mindset are factors in the academic success of Black males.
Therefore, this section will extend Dweck’s (2006) scholarly work on mindset to
include a broader perspective that is community and socially-based, producing a
collective way of thinking. Ultimately, the connection of academic mindset and
critical consciousness may demonstrate a pathway to reaching non-collegian
Black men and facilitating true access to higher education. The facilitation of true
access to higher education involves the elimination of structural barriers that
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prevent people of color from successfully enrolling in and, ultimately, persisting
and completing, college degree requirements.
Critical consciousness. Hip-hop narratives exist in the form of texts or
lyrics that have a social consciousness (Petchauer, 2010). Texts are formed to
capture social, economic, and political conditions (Petchauer, 2010). For
example:
Many artists and groups who are more politically oriented, such as KRS
ONE, Public Enemy, and Immortal Technique, mention names of past and
present activities, political prisoners, historical figures, and important
events. (p. 366)
Hip-hop has evolved into a “cultural resource” interwoven with “identities,
values, and aspirations” of people from all over the world (Petchauer, 2011b, p.
769). Petchauer (2011b) drew from Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy, as
reviewed by McLaren (2007), to determine how and understand why knowledge
is constructed as well as why some constructions are accepted by the dominant
culture while constructions of the non-dominant culture are not accepted. Freire’s
(1970) critical consciousness recognizes that there is an imbalance when
dominant groups “privilege some groups and disadvantage others” (Petchauer,
2011b, p. 772). Petchauer (2011b) described this imbalance in hip-hop as
“knowing what’s up” (p. 772). About Kalfani, a participant in Petchauer’s study:
For Kalfani, having a critical perspective meant desiring to learn
information about how minority groups are educated about health risks,
how health care is made accessible, and how health is related to racial
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and economic oppression in the United States. Learning about the
Tuskegee Experiment, in which African American men were intentionally
denied penicillin treatment for syphilis, was particularly startling to him. . . .
When articulating these most interesting and exciting aspects of his
education, Kalfani summarized, “It’s shocking to learn that kind of stuff in
school. Honestly, I come to school to learn stuff I am not supposed to be
learning, like facts like that. That’s what makes school fun to me.”
(Petchauer, 2011b, p. 779)
Kalfani advocated for a different approach to education because by
design, one is “not supposed to be learning” (Petchauer, 2011b, p. 779) the
material he learned. Kalfani demonstrated the critical questioning underground
rappers employ when they question the way in which reality is depicted by
commercial or mainstream rappers (Petchauer, 2011b). This was evident in
Kalfani’s interpretation of and feelings about the Tuskegee Experiment and the
experiment’s impact on Black men.
In Petchauer’s (2011b) study, although hip-hop was applied as a tool to
awaken one’s critical perspective, Filipino American collegians who were aware
of these aspects of hip-hop did not act on these aspects. Instead, they only
desired to be involved in hip-hop as an expressive cultural activity without
examining its social and political aspects. In other words, Filipino American
collegians preferred to focus on hip-hop’s music rather than its message. Thus,
Petchauer’s (2011b) research demonstrated some of the limitations on the
capacity for hip-hop to translate a critically informed consciousness.
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As revealed in the scholarly work of hip-hop and academic researchers,
including but not limited to Emdin (2010) and Petchauer (2011b), hip-hop culture
and rap music have transitioned from being researched as a negative music
genre to being viewed as “deconstructing cultural content and dynamics for
personal growth and development, community well-being and redressing
inequities” (Travis, 2013, p. 140). Hip-hop knowledge is “the aesthetic, social,
intellectual, and political identities, beliefs, behaviors, and values produced and
embraced by its members, who generally think of hip-hop as an identity, a
worldview, and a way of life” (Morgan & Bennett, 2011, p. 177). Two major
categories of rap, gangsta rap and progressive (conscious) rap, advocate for
social transformation in different ways (Pinn, 1999). Progressive (conscious)
rappers convey their spoken words in more of a positive context while reflecting
on the need for social transformation in a positive manner. Whereas, gangsta
rappers might express the need for social change by addressing police brutality
and mass incarceration speaking in raw, profane, and explicit words as well as
presenting their message in the form of what may be perceived as negative,
threatening images. (Dixon, Zhang, & Conrad, 2009; Pinn, 1999).
Performance mindset. Having a mindset that is expressive demonstrates
the ability of students to be expressive, yet the performance can hinder their
ability to be expressive (Broomhead & Skidmore, 2014). Broomhead and
Skidmore identified several potential factors resulting in students’ inability to
perform, including “student conceptions of performance, social stigma, lack of
preparation, and others. . . . Students experience an unintentional but natural
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psychological shift in their mindsets in response to perceived threats in normal
performance situations” (p. 33). As a result, the mindset shifts to a survival or
default mindset (Broomhead & Skidmore, 2014). This default mindset, similar to
a fixed mindset (Dweck, 2006), keeps an individual, in this case a student, in a
no-growth mindset out of fear of failure (Dweck, 2006). Research, however, has
proven that the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music connects with and grows
the minds and voices of urban youth. Urban youth may not demonstrate
academically what Dweck defined as a growth mindset but if educators seek to
understand and relate to their students’ life experiences and individual creativity
as well as potential, their voices can be transformed from a no growth or default
mindset to a growth mindset both academically and socially. Educators must not
only be sensitive to their students’ community and life circumstances, but they
must also embrace an increased racial awareness and cultural knowledge which
is reflected in teacher attitudes and quality of instruction (Callahan & Grantham,
2012; Howard, 2013).
Resiliency. The hip-hop culture has created a resilient people who
overcome difficult circumstances by voicing the reality of today’s complicated,
unjust society through rap music (Dyson, 2007; Kitwana, 2002; Rose, T.,1994).
Similar to the people who embrace the hip-hop culture, students encounter
struggles in the classroom. These students either embrace the obstacle by taking
on a growth mindset or fall into a state of exclusion and victimization, which can
be seen as a fixed mindset (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). In essence, mindsets
contribute to two of the most critical challenges faced by educators: “(a)
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academic underachievement and (b) the impact of peer exclusion and
victimization” (Yeager & Dweck, 2012, p. 302). Yeager and Dweck found that
student mindsets could be changed, ultimately leading to a more resilient
student.
According to Yeager and Dweck (2012), resilience can be defined as
achieving a positive outcome despite “serious threats to adaptation or
development” (p. 303). Similar to the findings of Petchauer (2009, 2011) on hiphop local spaces and textural meanings and the application of rap lyrics, there
are numerous circumstances, or factors, that can shape a person’s resilience
(Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Yeager and Dweck connect resilience to learning:
Our research and that of our colleagues show that if students can be
redirected to see intellectual ability as something that can be developed
over time with effort, good strategies, and help from others, then they are
more resilient when they encounter the rigorous learning opportunities
presented to them. (p. 306)
Although it is important for researchers to analyze lyrics in order to grasp
the lived experiences and circumstances of rappers as well as those who relate
to vocalized stories, one cannot assume that lyrics are interpreted and applied in
the same manner, as experiences may be different even in the same racial and
economic groups (Petchauer, 2011b; Sullivan, 2003). Hip-hop collegians are
defined as “college students whose educational interests, motivations, practices,
and mind-sets have been influenced by their active participation in hip-hop”
(Petchauer, 2011b, p. 771). Petchauer’s (2011b) study painted a descriptive
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picture of the lives of hip-hop collegians and how having spaces and activities on
the college campus positively contributed to their academic experience.
Chapter Summary
The review of literature summarized research that supports the need for
educators to reach and embrace Black males of the hip-hop culture. Black males
struggling to survive and to achieve in urban communities need to be understood
and uplifted. They need to be provided safe and welcoming educational
environments in order for them to demonstrate and apply their creativity and
critical consciousness for positive social transformation.
This chapter provided an extensive overview of the philosophical
foundation, historical foundation, theoretical foundation, conceptual framework,
and reviews of empirical research as they relate to critically conscious
non-collegian Black men of the hip-hop culture. All sections of this chapter were
synthesized and connected to how the hip-hop culture and rap music shapes the
mindset of Black men. Most important is the need to advocate for structural
change in American society to remove educational barriers to achieve equal and
equitable access for a college education. This true access to higher education is
the elimination of structural barriers that have been in place throughout history
preventing people of color, like non-collegian Black men, from being informed of
and provided the services, resources, and guidance required to make their
transition to college enrollment and ultimately, persistence and completion,
successful. Chapter 3 will explore the problem further by providing an overview of
the qualitative research using a transcendental phenomenology lens.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
American schoolchildren face alarming inequities in educational opportunities.
While the public schools attended by some U.S. students are among the best in
the world, other children are cast off into unsafe, unsupportive, unchallenging,
and under-resourced schools where their chances of academic success are
minimal. These inequities are tied powerfully to parental wealth, education,
ethnicity and race, and they persevere from generation to generation.
Welner & Farley, 2010, p. 1
Black men make up 4.5% of the student population in higher education,
which is the same percentage as nearly 40 years ago in 1976 (Harper, 2006;
Palmer et al., 2013; Strayhorn, 2010). In addition, the lack of access to a highquality education is of greater social and economic concern given an increase in
globalization, the need for a highly skilled workforce, and an even stronger need
for a balanced American society in which all people truly have equal, equitable,
and accessible opportunities (Carby, 1992; Cuyjet, 2006; Howard, 2013).
Therefore, this study also explored the 40-year stagnancy and decline of Black
men’s academic achievement in higher education because of inaccessible and
inequitable policies and resources that are historically rooted in American society
and complicated by mass incarceration.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences
of college-age, non-collegian Black men living in urban communities of L.A.
County, California, who identified with the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music
and demonstrated an awareness or a critical consciousness of social, racial,
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economic, and political factors in the U.S. This study examined the role of rap
music as a revolutionary cultural movement in education and its risks and utility
in attempts to increase the enrollment of Black men in higher education. To
accomplish this purpose, I posed the following research questions:
1.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
role of hip-hop culture in fostering or diverting their higher education
goals?

2.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
hip-hop culture relative to their alignment or misalignment with
higher education institutional culture?

3.

What lyrical themes are present in the rap music most valued by
critically conscious non-collegian Black men, and how do the lyrical
themes influence the academic mindset of critically conscious noncollegian Black men?

In this chapter, I first present the methodology for this study, including a
discussion of its philosophical foundations. Next, I provide a description of the
research design within my selected methodological approach. Following the
research design, I detail the specific research methods used in this study. This
description includes information about the setting, sample, and data collection
including instrumentation and procedure, and data analysis including
trustworthiness and the role of the researcher. I conclude with a chapter
summary.
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Qualitative Research
Qualitative research was defined by Creswell (2013) as “the collection of
data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data
analysis that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes”
(p. 44). Qualitative research is also conducted to ultimately empower
marginalized groups such as non-collegian Black men to share their personal
journeys freely without fear of being judged (Creswell, 2013).
Philosophical Foundations of Qualitative Research
Taking into consideration similar qualitative research characteristics as
conveyed by other scholarly works written by Creswell (2013), Hatch (2002), and
Marshall and Rossman (2011). Creswell (2014) described several key elements
of the qualitative research process. These key elements include: (a) collecting
data in a natural setting by interacting with participants face-to-face in a
comfortable environment familiar to each participant; (b) collecting data through
the process of “examining documents, observing behavior, or interviewing
participants” (p. 185); (c) gathering multiple forms of data (e.g., interviews and
focus groups) rather than replying on a single data source and organizing the
data into common categories or themes; and (d) adopting an inductive process
where the researcher works with the themes and the database until a
comprehensive set of themes is identified followed by a deductive review of data
from the themes to determine if more evidence is required. If additional
information needs to be gathered Creswell (2014) recommends that the
researcher (a) remains focused on embracing the voice of each participant; (b)
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accepts that qualitative research may emerge with new directions after data
collection occurs; (c) reflects on how the researcher’s background may influence
the direction of the study; and (h) develops a holistic account of the study’s
problem by capturing different viewpoints and factors to establish the big picture
of the problem.
Strengths and Limitations of Qualitative Research
Strengths. Qualitative research is best when exploring a research
problem or issue in which there is an unknown answer or variables (Creswell,
2012). Because the literature review for this study lacks the rich content needed
to address the research questions, a qualitative study will allow me to obtain
more information by hearing and capturing the voices of participants (Creswell,
2012). Qualitative research also gives the researcher flexibility in shaping the
design based on the responses of participants, which may lead to a new direction
(Maxwell, 2013). Rather than relying on quantitative data and statistical analysis,
qualitative research gains meaning through the analysis of words and images in
the form of transcripts and even photographs (Creswell, 2012).
Limitations. The analysis of words and images can be a lengthy process
depending on the number of individuals and the phenomenon being explored
(Creswell, 2012). Qualitative research, unlike quantitative, is not prescriptive and
does not commit the researcher to focusing on a single way or a sequential way
of collecting data. Instead, qualitative research design can change the direction
of the data gathering at any point in time in response to new ideas or thoughts
that are based on how each participant responds (Maxwell, 2013). Qualitative
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research cannot be generalized to larger populations and must allow for
researcher bias (Creswell, 2014).
Exploring the Lived Experiences of Non-Collegian Black Men
A phenomenological qualitative study was selected to capture and
document the lived experiences of college-age (18-24), critically conscious
non-collegian Black men residing in urban communities of L.A. County. This
qualitative study enabled me to reach and connect with America’s urban voices
of the hip-hop nation (Morgan & Bennett, 2011). Participant voices supported the
study’s aim to advocate for the emancipation of Black males and to transform
American society’s perceptions of Black males in addition to addressing
inequalities and inequities in accessing higher education.
Research Design
For purposes of this study, the transformative research design responds to
a demonstrated need that exists in the literature to “lift up the voices of
participants and to develop a call for action using data sources that can
challenge injustices and provide evidence that is acceptable to stakeholders”
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 151). I applied a phenomenological research
design to this study while exploring my participants lived experiences through an
emancipatory and transformative lens.
According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), the transformative design
has the following advantages: (a) the researcher positions the study within a
transformative framework and an advocacy or emancipatory worldview; (b) the
research helps to empower individuals and bring about change and action; (c)
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participants often play an active, participatory role in the research; and (d) the
researcher is able to use multiple methods that produce results that are both
useful to community members and viewed as credible to stakeholders and policy
makers.
Phenomenology
Phenomenology defined. Phenomenon are actual experiences;
whereas, phenomenology is the study of those actual, or lived, experiences
(Barritt et al., 1985). For purposes of this study, I chose to study the lived
experiences of non-collegian Black men who embrace the hip-hop culture’s
element of rap music.
A phenomenological research method was chosen to gain a deeper
understanding of non-collegian Black men by listening to and documenting their
personal perspectives while recognizing my own perceptions, biases, and
general way of thinking about the phenomenon (Lester, 1999). For example, as
the researcher, as an educated Black woman living in an urban community in
L.A. County, as an administrator in the California Community College system, as
a woman who embraces the hip-hop culture and listens to various genres of rap
music, and as the sister of a brother who has been incarcerated and who does
not have a college degree, it was critical for me to recognize my own perceptions
and biases. Recognizing my personal perceptions and biases allowed me to
reframe my way of thinking by being more open to the lived experiences of
participants that may be different, or similar, to my experiences.
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Once the shared or common experiences and perspectives of noncollegian Black men were collected, the phenomenological research design
established a path for me to move forward to challenge what Lester (1999)
referred to as “structural or normative assumptions” by interpreting the lived
experiences of Black men. This interpretation of lived experiences establishes an
informative and supportive gateway that advocates for transformation and action
(Lester, 1999). This interpretation is the captured essence of the shared lived
experiences of non-collegian Black men. Therefore, in phenomenology, what is
most significant was my ability to describe the essence of the lived experiences
of my participants through their individual and collective voices (Moustakas,
1994).
Transcendental phenomenology. Creswell (2013) highlighted two
approaches to phenomenology: (a) hermeneutic phenomenology and (b)
empirical, transcendental, or psychological phenomenology. For purposes of this
study, I refer to empirical, transcendental, or psychological phenomenology
simply as transcendental phenomenology.
Van Manen’s (1990) hermeneutic phenomenology is described as
interpreting the “texts” of the lived experiences of participants (p. 4) while
Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental phenomenology focuses less on
interpretations and more on a description of each participant’s experience. As
defined by Moustakas (1994), transcendental is a state “in which everything is
perceived freshly, as if for the first time” (p. 34). Removing personal biases and
perceptions can be a challenge but it must be done to hear and document each
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participant’s lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994). As stated by Barritt et al.
(1985): “It is experience itself to which we need to turn to understand human life.
Experience is found in the taken-for-granted world of everyday and therefore we
must study it there” (p. 219).
Once collected, data were reduced to meaningful statements and quotes
and combined into themes/categories. I then recounted, in the form of a textural
description, what each participant experienced and how they responded to the
interview questions (Creswell, 2013). Lastly, a combination of the textural and
structural descriptions conveyed to me an understanding of their individual and
shared lived experiences (Creswell, 2013).
Hip-hop as a phenomenon. The central phenomenon under study was
the influence of the hip-hop culture’s element of rap on the academic mindset of
non-collegian Black men and their feelings and/or beliefs about higher education.
According to Creswell (2012), this central phenomenon becomes a process of
understanding through the exploration of “a sequence of activities, actions, and
interactions among people” (Creswell, 2012, p. 431). For example, during my
research, I spoke with participants by telephone. I also communicated with
participants via text messaging, email, and social media (e.g., Facebook). In
addition, I engaged with participants during the interviews and sought clarification
by telephone, text messaging, email, and/or Facebook after the interviews.
Research Methods
In this section, I describe the specific research methods that I utilized to
apply transcendental phenomenology in this study. Specifically, I discuss the
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setting, sample, data collection, data analysis, and steps taken to ensure
trustworthiness.
It is critical in phenomenological research for me to bracket my own
assumptions, biases, and prejudices (Barritt et al., 2001). For example, as the
researcher, I believe that much of today’s commercial rap has a negative impact
on the mindset of America’s youth. By understanding my prejudices and what I
already know about the phenomenon, I attempted to discover, through an open
lens, the essence of each participant’s lived experience.
Setting
Because my study’s participants resided in urban communities of L.A.
County, CA, with the majority of participants living in South L.A. (also referred to
as South Central L.A.), a review of Southern California’s (CA) population growth
and demographics was essential. Southern CA population growth occurred in the
1980s in areas of Orange County, Ventura County, and San Diego County, all of
which have less than 1% of Black residents (Brown, Vigil, & Taylor, 2012). During
this same period, the unemployment rate for Black youth in L.A. was a
distressing 45% (Brown et al., 2012). The rise of gangs in Compton, Inglewood,
and L.A. were caused by plant closures that led to youth unemployment and too
much money being spent on cities where Black residents did not live. The
investment in cities with less than 1% Black population combined with a 45%
staggering unemployment rate for Black youth not only terminated employment
for nearly 70,000 people but “this deterioration in the labor-market position of
young Black men is a major reason why the country’s economy of drug dealing
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and youth crime has burgeoned” (Davis, 1992). Brown et al. (2012) also blamed
the 40% of L.A. County children living in poverty, and “political attacks on youth
employment schemes in the inner city” on the increase of gangs and the increase
of school dropout rates (pp. 222-223).
Local spaces. Black males engage in academic practices that often occur
outside the traditional academic environment in local spaces (Irby et al., 2013).
These are spaces outside the classroom where those (including Black males)
who identify with the hip-hop culture dance, showcase their visual art, rap, and
much more (Harrison, 2010; Petchauer, 2012; Schloss, 2009). Educators who
seek to understand Black males outside of the classroom can gain insight on
Black male engagement and aspirations by deepening their understanding of
these local spaces (Irby et al., 2013).
Urban communities in L.A. County were selected for the purpose of
identifying college-age Black men who faced difficult life circumstances and
struggled academically due to social, racial, political, and/or economic factors.
Rap is also prevalent in urban communities like those in L.A. County, in which
rap is embraced by young men of color who have experienced social and racial
injustices. (Chang, 2005, 2006 Rose, T., 1994, 2008).
L.A. County demographics. According to the U.S. Census Bureau
(2014), L.A. County’s 2013 population was 10,017,068 representing 26% of the
total California population. L.A. County’s Black population of 921,570
represented 9.2% of the total population. In 2008-2012, 76.4% of L.A. County
residents aged 25 years and older had graduated from high school; whereas,
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29.5% of the county population had attained a bachelor’s degree or higher in the
years 2008-2012.
In 2015, L.A. County had the sixth largest Black population nationwide,
with the majority of the Black population living south of downtown L.A. in Baldwin
Hills, Carson, Compton, Inglewood, Long Beach, South L.A. (formerly South
Central), and Watts. Also in 2015, of the nearly 9.9 million Angelenos, 856,874
identified as Black or African-American representing 8% of the total population.
Of the 856,874 Black Angelenos, 402,404 identified as a Black or AfricanAmerican male (BlackDemographics.com, 2015).
Educational attainment of Black males in L.A. County. Of the 224,253
Black males enrolled in school as of 2011, 64.3% were enrolled in K-12 and 30%
were attending college or graduate school. In addition, of the 847,246 Black
Angelenos who were 25 years of age and older, 87.6% of the Black men had
graduated from high school. However, only 22.1% earned a bachelor’s degree or
higher (BlackDemographics.com, 2015). According to the Los Angeles Urban
League and United Way of Greater Los Angeles (2005), nearly 60% of high
school graduates enroll in community colleges but most Black community college
students fail to transfer to a four-year college or university.
Rap music in California. According to statista (2015), a statistics and
studies portal containing more than 18,000 sources, Billboard reported that in
2012 an estimated 24.2 million people in the U.S. were consumers of rap music.
Statistics for the U.S. albums sold in year 2012 were as follows: rock, 102.5
million; alternative, 52.2 million; rhythm and blues, 49.7 million; country, 44.6
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million; metal, 31.9 million; pop (unknown in year 2012) but 24.62 million in the
year 2013; rap, 24.2 million; Christian/gospel, 22.9 million; soundtrack, 12.3
million; Latin, 9.7 million; dance/electronic, 8.7 million; jazz, 8.1 million; classical,
7.5 million; and new age, 1.7 million. As reported by McCormack (2014), Movoto,
a real estate blog using data from the National Endowment of the Arts, the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, and the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, rap music
is most popular in California and New York followed by Seattle, Minneapolis, and
the Southern states.
Instrumentation
I originally developed six instruments: (a) a question and answer (Q & A)
reference guide with a participant criteria checklist for college, university, and
organization colleagues to reference as they partnered with students to identify
potential participants for the study; (b) a focus group recruitment flyer; (c) an
initial screening questionnaire to be conducted by telephone or in-person prior to
the interview; (d) a consent form signed by each participant authorizing me to
interview them; (e) a focus group protocol to be used as a prompt for focus group
questions; and (f) a semi-structured, individual interview protocol that included a
rap analysis for each interview participant to complete. In addition to these six
instruments, confirmation and thank-you letters were originally to be emailed
and/or sent via text message to participants. Confirmation and thank-you letters
were not sent to participants, because of the elimination of the focus groups and
the modified protocol only including interviews. I informally thanked each
participant face-to-face and via text message.
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Dr. Emery Petchauer, an educator, a hip-hop practitioner, and my study’s
consultant, along with professional colleagues, family, friends, and
acquaintances provided feedback on my screening criteria and questions. Three
volunteers, who were Black men, reviewed the recruitment flyer, Q & A reference
guide and criteria, screening questionnaire, focus group protocol, and interview
protocol. This gave me the opportunity to edit and refine the questions prior to
recruiting participants.
Initial and modified protocols. The initial (original) protocols included an
introduction, the purpose, and the role of the researcher and the note takers,
participant expectations, a review of the participant criteria, verification of each
participant, the focus group and interview timeframe, trustworthiness of the focus
group and interview, protection of each participant’s identity and collected data,
focus group questions, interview questions, and probes.
Given recruitment challenges that occurred, including delayed responses,
cancellations, no shows, and the difficulty gathering committed participants due
to a variety of personal circumstances, I received approval from California State
University, Fullerton (CSUF) to modify my Institutional Review Board (IRB)
application. The modified IRB eliminated the two focus groups. The focus group
questions were combined with the interview questions so that the duration of
each interview did not exceed 90-120 minutes.
Sample
I recruited college-age non-collegian Black men who lived in or in the
surrounding areas of South L.A. Participants met the following criteria: (a)
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identified as a Black or an African-American man; (b) 18-24 years of age; (c)
graduated (earned a diploma) from a high school in L.A. County or prepared for
and passed the GED examination in L.A. County; (d) never enrolled in an
institution of higher education with the goal of completing courses required to
obtain an undergraduate degree or enrolled in a college or university but was
academically unsuccessful in the first year of college enrollment; (e) embraced
the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music; (f) demonstrated an awareness of
social, racial, economic, and/or political factors (a critical consciousness) that
complicated their beliefs and feelings about pursuing higher education for a
college or university degree; (g) not incarcerated, on parole, or on probation
during the study’s duration; and (h) did not have a medically diagnosed physical
and/or mental disability.
This study applied the snowball technique, which is a form of purposeful
sampling. As described by Noy (2008), “a sampling procedure may be defined as
a snowball sampling when the researcher accesses informants through contact
information that is provided by other informants” (p. 330). The snowball technique
allowed me to identify potential participants by word-of-mouth in selected urban
areas, including areas that are populated by Black males in local spaces for their
creative expression. These local spaces included barbershops, community
centers, youth organizations, employment centers, the L.A. Urban League, high
schools, churches, neighborhood eateries, and social gathering places where the
hip-hop culture and rap music are embraced by the Black community.
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Following CSUF’s IRB initial approval of my study, I contacted a
diversified network of professional and personal contacts. A diversified network
of contacts is essential for identifying participants utilizing the snowball
technique. Therefore, five primary sites were initially identified to assist with
recruitment: (a) the Male Success Alliance Program at California State
University, Dominguez Hills; (b) the Passage Program at Los Angeles Southwest
College, (c) the Incite and Student Diversity Success Initiative (SDSI) Programs
at Fullerton College, (e) designated organizations and programs in the Compton
Community College District, and (f) the African American Male Network and
Development (A2MEND) Non-profit Organization Mentee Program.
Recruitment flyer. A focus group recruitment flyer (Appendix B) was
distributed in December 2015 to secondary and post-secondary educational
contacts. The recruitment flyer directed interested participants to contact me via
email or telephone using a Google email address and Google Voice
telephone/voice/text service. A Google email and Google telephone number were
established to protect my personal contact information. I contacted interested
participants by email or telephone, including text messages, immediately or no
more than one day following them contacting me or me being provided their
contact information from an acquaintance or a colleague. Each potential
participant was required to respond to the screening questionnaire with me by
telephone or in-person prior to the interview. The screening questionnaire
assisted me in determining potential participants qualified for an interview.
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Screening questionnaire. Potential participants were directed to email
me at blackmenhiphopstudy@gmail.com or contact me on my Google Voice
telephone/voice/text number in response to the recruitment flyer. I contacted
potential participants by telephone via voice or text message or by email and
required them to respond by telephone to 10 screening criteria questions (see
Appendix C) that asked for demographic information, determined if they met the
criteria for the study, measured their level of engagement with rap music, and
inquired about their critical consciousness.
Originally, 12-16 participants were to be selected, with five alternates in
case of cancellations or no shows, based on their responses to the screening
questionnaire. With the elimination of the focus groups and the decision to only
conduct semi-structured, individual and small-group interviews, a minimum of six
to eight participants were required for the study; however, 10 participants were
interviewed.
Confirmed sites and contacts for recruitment. After distributing 2,500
flyers in South and West L.A. via U.S. mail, email, and Facebook, I realized that
a different approach was necessary. Although I received one potential participant
from a professional contact located at the Male Success Alliance Program in
December 2015, the potential participant failed to attend the pre-scheduled
interview on two days scheduled in the month of February 2016. Due to the
winter holidays and to most professional contacts not returning to their school
sites or college campuses until mid- or late-January/early-February, I relied on
student and professional contacts at Los Angeles Southwest College (LASC) to
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assist with recruitment. LASC became my recruitment and interview base
because participants resided in the vicinity of the college and/or attended the
college. The majority of the participants lived in walking distance of LASC. I gave
contacts a thorough overview of the study that included a Q & A reference guide
and participant criteria checklist (Appendix A). The reference guide highlighted
the problem statement, purpose statement, research questions, significance of
the research, participant criteria, and hard copies and electronic copies of the
recruitment flyer to be distributed to student contacts that were identified to assist
with recruitment. Student contacts at LASC spread the word by distributing
recruitment flyers to their fellow students, family, friends, associates, and
acquaintances that may have met the study’s criteria. I also provided an overview
of the study and criteria to professional and student contacts prior to them
connecting with potential participants.
Semi-structured interviews. Ten participants were selected for the semistructured individual or small group interviews. The duration of the audiorecorded interviews were 90-120 minutes for each participant. Interviews were
scheduled on a date that that was convenient for each participant. Interviews
occurred in February and March 2016 at LASC during a weekday and on two
Saturdays. The majority of the interviews were scheduled the day or evening
before and even one hour prior to the interview given life circumstances of each
participant, including family and employment priorities as well as the participants’
lack of time management skills.
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Incentives for interview participation. I provided free snacks and
beverages as well as a free $20.00 Visa gift card to each participant. There were
no cash incentives. I needed participants to desire to share their story because
they wanted to and not because they would receive cash. Initially, fellow
educators and administrators were concerned that potential participants would
not be interested because of the gift card amount. I discovered that all of my
participants were excited to receive a gift card and food. In fact, all of the
participants arrived hungry accepting the snacks and beverages provided.
Several of the participants had never received a gift card and all of them
indicated they would use if for food or car fuel. If a participant did not attend the
interview or was more than 20 minutes late, he was rescheduled for a later time
or another day. The gift card was given to each participant at the conclusion of
the interview.
Human subjects. Participants in the study received a signed paper copy
of the consent form the day of their scheduled interview. The consent form
explained the intent of the research, the approximate time commitment required
of participants, the challenges and potential positive implications of the research,
the incentives, an overview of participants’ confidentiality rights, and a statement
assuring interviewees that they could withdraw from the study at any time without
consequence or penalty. A few of the participants appeared nervous to sign the
form. However, as I read and restated each line of the consent form, they
seemed to understand and accept why the form required their signature. I
equated their uncertainty or hesitation to sign an official form as a threat to them
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given that the forms they may have signed in the past, separate from this
research, were legal documents.
Location. Individual and small group (two to three) interviews were
conducted at LASC. LASC was convenient due to the college being located in
South L.A. In addition, the participants lived 5-30 minutes away from LASC and
were also familiar with the campus and surrounding community. Several of the
participants had friends attending LASC. In addition, several of the participants
had enrolled or previously enrolled at LASC. This familiarity with the campus and
surrounding community made participants feel more comfortable. My
professional contacts at LASC secured a private classroom or meeting room for
the interviews. Prior to the selection of LASC as the research location, other
locations were considered, including but not limited to community centers, park
and recreational areas, poetry and open microphone venues, barber shops, and
art galleries situated in Baldwin Hills, Compton, Inglewood, or West L.A.
Confidentiality. Given the nature of the small group interviews in addition
to the snowball technique referral process, it was impossible to conduct an
anonymous study. However, interview participants were assured that their
personal identity would remain confidential in the screening questionnaire,
interview transcripts, and in the dissertation. I protected the confidentiality rights,
including identity, of research participants by assigning a first name pseudonym
to each participant. All data collected by me was secured in my private home
office located in a lockable file drawer and on my personal computer.
Data Collection and Management
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For this transcendental phenomenological study, the types of data
collected were participant responses to the screening criteria questionnaire that
was reviewed by me and with each interested participant by telephone or inperson prior to the interview; my personal interview notes that were transcribed
by a web-based transcription service; and audio (voice) recordings if the
participant elected to be recorded.
Procedures. This section describes the timelines and steps that were
taken to access the study’s participants. A description of the type, number, and
length of the interviews along with the names or types of documents and material
I collected is also provided. Of the ten participants, one elected to not be audiorecorded. He stated that it felt “weird.” This participant was joined in the interview
by another participant [his friend] who felt comfortable being audio-recorded but
respected his friend’s desire not to be recorded. Thus, two of the ten participants
were not audio-recorded. I made a strong effort to personally type, word-forword, all participant responses to each question. In addition, I asked participants
to restate what they shared to capture meaning and statements to consider as
significant quotes that answered the research questions. For the two participants
who were not audio-recorded, I made an even stronger effort to type everything
shared. Having the audio-recorded option allowed me to listen and relax during
the interviews. Whereas, the two participants who were not audio-recorded took
me more time to type as I also focused on what was being shared. Although I
captured the essence of what each participant communicated, the experience
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was less stressful on me as an interviewer when it was possible to audio-record
the sessions.
Seidman’s three-interview series. I adapted Seidman’s (2006) threeinterview series for my study. Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series is an indepth, phenomenological interview design that “involves conducting a series of
three separate interviews with each participant” (p. 16). According to Seidman,
as long as the adapted structure allowed for participants to reconstruct and
reflect upon their personal lived experiences, “alterations to the three-interview
series structure and the duration and spacing of interviews can certainly be
explored. But Seidman (2006) warns that too extreme a bending of the form may
result in your not being able to take advantage of the intent of the structure” (pp.
21-22).
Revisions to the adapted Seidman’s model. My original adapted model
included a unique three-interview series approach in the form of a reverse
sequence in phases rather than in a series of three interviews. This reversed
sequence was originally separated into two sessions: a two-hour focus group that
focused on refection of the meaning, the subject of the third interview in
Seidman’s. This was to be followed, on a separate day, by having young men
participate in a two-hour one-on-one interview. The one-on-one interviews were
to focus on the subject of Seidman’s interview one,, focused life history and the
subject of Seidman’s interview two, the details of the experience. However, given
the difficult life circumstances of my study’s sample group (e.g., family
obligations, work or legal priorities, limited or no transportation, and a lack of time
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management), I decided to eliminate the focus groups and no longer apply an
adapted reversed sequence model that included two separate two-hour sessions
(the focus group and interview) on different days.
The three-interview series was adapted into one interview session rather
than occurring on three separate interview days as recommended by Seidman
(2006) (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Adaptation of Seidman’s Three-Interview Series
Seidman’s Three-Interview Series

Adapted Three-Interview Series

Multiple day interviews

One day interview

-Day one, 90-minutes, Interview One:
Focused Life History

-The adapted three-interview series
all occurred in one, same day
session, 90-120 minutes

-Day two, 90-minutes, Interview Two:
The Details of the Experience
-Day three, 90-minutes, Interview
Three: Reflection on Meaning

-Focused Life History (20 to 30minutes)
-The Details of the Experience (20 to
30-minutes)
-Reflection on the Meaning (20 to 30minutes)

The primary reason for the adapted three-interview series was the high
possibility that participants would not follow through with the second and third
interviews scheduled on different days. This was a reasonable concern given
each participant’s difficult life circumstances including but not limited to a lack of
or no transportation, limited or no finances, legal obligations, employment, and/or
the need to care for family in the absence of a parent/guardian(s).
Instead, I adhered to Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series approach by
making sure to “respect the structure” by understanding that each interview
“serves a purpose both by itself and within the series” (p. 19). Seidman (2006)
recommended 90 minutes for the interview; however, due to the elimination of
the focus groups, 90-120 minutes were allocated for completion of each
participant’s interview. I asked participants “how” instead of “why” questions to
support Seidman’s model.
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In the one-on-one interviews I incorporated the focus of each of the three
interviews recommended by Seidman. Interview one, focused life history, had
participants “reconstruct and narrate a range of constitutive events in their past
family, school, and work experience” (p. 17). The main emphasis of participants’
reconstruction of events was on how incidents and circumstances in their lives,
including the cultural influence of rap music, influenced their choices about
pursuing a college degree. This allowed participants to share “their early
experiences in their families, in school, with friends, in their neighborhood, and at
work” (Seidman, 2006, p. 17).
The focus of Seidman’s interview three, reflection on meaning, was
originally designed to be conducted in focus groups in which 12 to 16
participants, separated into two groups, would be brought together to “reflect on
the meaning of their experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 18) as their experiences
relate to the hip-hop culture, rap music, and their feelings about education.
However, interview three was incorporated into the interview protocol for the
reasons provided earlier in this chapter. Participants considered their
experiences as they addressed “the intellectual and emotional connections”
(Seidman, 2006, p. 18) related to: (a) educational experiences, (b) inspiration rap
songs, and (c) critical consciousness. Ultimately, participants responded to given
what you have reconstructed in interview three, “Where do you see yourself
going in the future” (Seidman, 2006, p. 18). As stated by Seidman (2006):
Making sense or making meaning requires that the participants look at
how the factors in their lives interacted to bring them to their present
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situation. It also requires that they look at their present experience in detail
and within the context in which it occurs. The combination of exploring the
past to clarify the events that led participants to where they are now, and
describing the concrete details of their present experience, establishes
conditions for reflecting upon what they are now doing in their lives. The
third interview can be productive only if the foundation for it has been
established in the first two. (pp. 18-19)
Although it was in interview three, reflection on meaning, that I focused on
each participant’s understanding of their lived experiences as related to rap and
education. However, participants made meaning of their experience throughout
all three interviews. As stated by Seidman (2006) “The very process of putting
experience into language is a meaning-making process” (p. 19).
In Seidman’s (2006) interview two, the details of the experience, asked
participants “to concentrate on the concrete details of the participants’ present
lived experience” as it pertains to present-day life barriers and challenges that
are dictated by past life events and circumstances (p. 18). In congruence with
Seidman’s (2006) interview two in the three-interview series, I asked participants
to share the details of their actual experiences rather than sharing their opinions.
According to Seidman (2006), individual opinions are derived from individual
experiences. I also asked participants to talk about their relationships with family,
mentors, peers, high school counselors and/or teachers, and community. In
Interview Two, I asked participants to reconstruct a day in their life “from the
moment they woke up to the time they fell asleep” (p. 18).
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Although I successfully completed all interviews within the 90-120-minute
timeframe, I could have used an additional 60 minutes for each interview. This
would have given me the opportunity to ask follow-up questions and seek
clarification. The extra time would have allowed more time for participants to
reflect and provide more detail about their lived experiences that may not have
been revealed or clearly articulated when responding to the interview questions
Data management. All data collected were stored in a locked cabinet in
my home office on a password-protected personal USB drive and on a
password-protected personal computer. All data stored electronically were saved
on my personal audio-recorded device and uploaded to my personal computer
and on my portable devices. Participant data was also stored on paper according
to IRB standards. All data collected electronically and in other formats were
secured to protect any information that would potentially identify the participants
to insure confidentiality of all data collected. Interview transcripts were saved
electronically and on paper. These transcripts were stored in my secure storage
cabinet at my home address. All data were backed-up once a week on all
password-protected devices and in a password-protected drop box.
Transcripts. I typed detailed notes of the interviews using Microsoft Word.
I also reviewed my notes immediately following each interview to include more
detail such as informal conversations with the participants prior to and at the
conclusion of each interview. Questions and responses were captured using an
audio recording device to record the lived experiences of each participant who
gave me consent to record their interview. Transcripts of the audio recordings
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were typed out by a web-based transcription service, edited by me, and securely
stored on my personal computer for review during the data analyses.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
After analyzing the qualitative data, I interpreted the meaning of the results
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) described the
process of interpreting data as “stepping back from the detailed results and
advancing their larger meaning in view of the research problems, questions in a
study, the existing literature, and perhaps personal experiences” (p. 209).
According to Creswell (2013), data analysis in this transcendental
phenomenological research design included the following steps: (a) building on
the data from the screening and interview questions; (b) highlighting significant
statements, sentences, or quotes related to how the participant experienced the
phenomenon referred to as “horizontalization” (Moustakas, 1994); and (c)
developing clusters of meanings from the significant statements, sentences, or
quotes into themes. I then proceeded with the data analysis by writing textural
and structural descriptions. As an additional step recommended by Moustakas
(1994), I reflected on and in some cases wrote about my own personal
experiences and the context and situations that shaped my mindset. Once the
structural and textural descriptions were summarized, I composed a composite
description revealing the essence of the phenomenon, also called the essential,
invariant structure.
I utilized Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Word to compose and store
documents for analysis, to block and code text segments, and to “organize codes
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into a visual, making it possible to diagram and see the relationship among them;
and search for segments of text that contain multiple codes” (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011, p. 208). This visual diagram was in the form of flip-chart papers with
codes and categories written on post-it notes. The highlighted themes/categories
were based on the data collected. The importance of identifying themes,
according to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), is “to build a discussion that
convinces the reader that the theme, or category, emerges from the data” (p.
209). Therefore, I cited specific quotations and provided multiple participant
perspectives “to show divergent views” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 209).
Analysis. Identifying key words and phrases from interview participants,
conceptual categories, and emergent themes captured raw data from the
screening criteria questions and interviews. The use of qualitative codes
identified the essence of the individual and collective voices of my participants.
The pre-coding and coding performed was cyclical. Themes (categories) were
labeled then linked to each participant’s story, to my purpose, and to the
individual as well as the collective responses of other participants. A combination
of emergent and in vivo coding was applied. First, emergent coding was
conducted in which I read each participant’s transcript three to five times to
identify and link my themes. Second, I connected themes by coding each
participant’s transcripts using one to five words. This process of in vivo coding
captured the true essence of my data because I remained close to the young
men in this study by documenting their own words/voices (Creswell, 2013;
Saldana, 2013).
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Rap song analysis. Each participant was required to select one rap song
that was most meaningful to him. Participants informed me of their selected song
prior to or during their scheduled interview. A content analysis of rap lyrics was
not a requirement for this study. However, participants shared their general
feelings about and interpretations of their selected song and how their selected
song made them feel about pursuing a college degree. This added to the
significance of the study because “everyday exposures to music and associated
emotions are important to consider for insight into how music may be
developmentally relevant or therapeutic” (Travis, 2013, p. 142). My rap song
analyses identified common themes based on participant feedback.
Trustworthiness. The trustworthiness of this study was critical to
evaluating its significance. I applied the four elements of a trustworthy qualitative
study emphasized by Lincoln and Guba (1985): (a) truth value is achieved by
establishing confidence in the accuracy of the findings; (b) applicability is
achieved by showing that the findings have relevance in other contexts; (c)
consistency is achieved by showing that the findings if replicated with the same
subjects could be repeated; and (d) neutrality is achieved to the extent to which
the findings of a study are shaped by the respondents and not by the biases,
motivations, or interest of the research.
I remained committed to capturing the lived experiences shared by the
participants. A critical component of my successful interviews was the
establishment of an immediate trusting rapport between each participant and me.
This was accomplished because of each participant’s trust and relationship with
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the person(s) who made the referral. The referring person connected the
participant with me, and then I immediately reached out and ultimately connected
with each participant. I was successful in creating and continuing a trusting
rapport for several reasons: (a) I am a Black woman; (b) I live in an urban L.A.
community like the participants; (c) I shared my personal journey that included
being raised by a single Black parent (my father) and the life experiences of my
brother who did not complete high school and who has been incarcerated.
Seidman’s (2006) three-interview structure also supported me in
maintaining trustworthiness throughout the study. First, the structure placed
participants’ comments in context. Second, the structure encouraged interviewing
participants (or following up with the participants) over the course of one to three
weeks to account for idiosyncratic days and to check for the internal consistency
of what they said. Third, by interviewing a number of participants, I connected
their experiences and checked the comments of one participant against those of
others. Finally, I aimed to capture how my participants understood and made
meaning of their experience. According to Seidman (2006), “If the interview
structure works to allow them to make sense to themselves as well as to the
interviewer, then it has gone a long way toward validity” (p. 24).
To ensure trustworthiness of this study, a professional transcriptionist was
recruited to transcribe the audio recordings. Once I received the transcripts, I
reviewed them for discrepancies. I also adopted a peer examination process
known as peer debriefing by recruiting an impartial family member to uncover
researcher biases and analyze the data. This family member, who was familiar
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with my population of non-collegian Black men, served as a peer debriefer,
analyzed codes and themes, and, increased the credibility of the data analysis
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I also connected with Dr. Emery Petchauer, my research
consultant, for his guidance on how best to structure my data analysis to tell the
authentic stories of my participants. In addition, participants had an opportunity to
provide feedback throughout the duration of the data analysis.
Role of the Researcher
As a Black woman with 25 years of combined student, classified,
management, and administrative experience in the California Community
Colleges, I take great pride in all I have accomplished and continue to do to
provide quality educational experiences for all students and to provide
meaningful professional and organizational development for classified staff,
faculty, and administrators, including my own personal and professional
development.
Raised in Los Angeles, in the urban community known to as the Crenshaw
and Historic Adams districts, I have a lived and shared experience of a diverse
myriad of races, ethnicities, and cultures, particularly in the Black and Latino
communities.
I am passionate about reaching and connecting with young Black males
by examining the barriers they face to access higher education, the difficult life
circumstances they must overcome, and the influence rap music has on their
self-motivation, critical consciousness, and academic mindset. In my opinion,
what my ancestors fought for—as well as what Civil Rights leaders and activists
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fought for––is humanization (Freire, 1970) and respect in the form of equal rights
and equitable access for people of color. This conflicts with how Black males,
particularly those living in urban, low-SES communities, are portrayed in
commercial media, including but not limited to today’s lyrical rap content and rap
music videos.
My personal perceptions and biases are that commercial rap can have a
negative influence on the mentality and actions, including the academic mindset,
of urban youth in oppressed environments. Young Black males with little or no
parental guidance and seeking to gain quick money to live a materialistic or what
they perceive to be an as an accepted lifestyle are particularly susceptible to the
negative influence of commercial rap music.
Although I have personal and professional relationships with Black men
who successfully navigated their academic pathway resulting in earning
undergraduate and graduate degrees while embracing the hip-hop culture, I also
personally know Black males, such as my brother, who failed to navigate a
higher academic pathway because of their desire to succeed in what is
sometimes termed as living a “thug life.” They were caught in a web that
ultimately led to of a loss of sense of self and purpose. Yet, many of these Black
males, like my brother, did not have educators who attempted to reach and
connect with them.
I also know of and see daily how Black males in my community are
committing their lives and the lives of others to crime, violence, and gang activity
resulting in imprisonment, addiction, homicide, and suicide. These devastating
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outcomes, combined with the targeting, brutality, and murder of Black males
throughout the U.S. by law enforcement lead to the demise of the Black
community and to the Black males’ contribution to society.
My primary ethical issues relate to maintaining the privacy of those whom I
interviewed and to maintaining the integrity of my representation of the
participants’ responses. I present my findings based on how each participant
responded rather than what I believed were the reasons for their answers based
on my personal and professional experiences, including my research of the
literature.
The techniques and goals that worked for me as an underprivileged yet
determined community college transfer student who managed to complete and
earn undergraduate, graduate, and pending post-graduate degrees and
certificates, and who was raised by my father, a single parent, may not be
relevant to the participants in my research. I addressed this area of bias by
providing descriptive observational details and avoiding interpretive notations that
had judgments related to my values. I recorded direct quotes as much as
possible and when summarizing content, I stayed as close to the original wording
as possible. By recording direct quotations and descriptive presentation, the
potential for imposing my values on the interpretation was less likely and the rigor
of the study was protected. In addition, my focus on avoiding research bias was
critical in analyzing the data for themes that emerged from the data analysis.
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Chapter Summary
This phenomenological research study offers practical guidance to
administrators in higher education. This study will help K-12 and higher education
faculty, classified staff, administrators, community partners, and other
stakeholders to understand the influence that rap music has on the academic
mindset of college-age, non-collegian Black men. This study is also beneficial
because it examines the participants’ critical consciousness, academic mindset,
and cultural influences that contribute to their pursuit of a higher education. This
study is also beneficial to rappers and American society.

119

CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Chapter 3 presented the qualitative methodology used to empower
marginalized non-collegian Black men to share their personal journeys freely
without fear of being judged (Creswell, 2013). This qualitative study enabled me
to reach and connect with America’s urban voices of the hip-hop nation (Morgan
& Bennett, 2011). A phenomenological research design was chosen to gain a
deeper understanding of non-collegian Black men by listening to and
documenting their personal perspectives while recognizing my own perceptions,
influences, and ways of thinking about the phenomenon (Lester, 1999).
Interviewing this sample of non-collegian Black men individually and in
small-groups allowed me to capture the essence of their individual and collective
voices. As I met with participants individually, I heard their authentic voices (lived
experiences). The individual authentic voice expressed dreams, fears, and
difficult life circumstances as a young Black man living in urban Los Angeles
(L.A.). Their collective voices enriched this study because several of the young
men were connected to each other and shared their common yet different life
experiences. The small group interviews were dynamic because the young men
appeared to be more trusting and transparent as they shared their stories in the
presence of a peer(s).
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The remainder of Chapter 4 documents the individual and collective
perspectives of the 10 non-collegian Black men in the study. An analysis of the
overall data provided a deeper understanding of their lived experiences (Lester,
1999) and their perceptions about secondary and post-secondary education. In
addition, the data revealed each participant’s connection with the hip-hop culture,
particularly, how the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music motivates, or “hypes
them up,” to do better.
Research Questions
The research questions are listed below. For purposes of this study, the
“hip-hop culture” focuses on hip-hop’s element of rap music.
1.

How do critically conscious, non-collegian Black men perceive the
role of hip-hop culture in fostering or diverting their higher education
goals?

2.

How do critically conscious, non-collegian Black men perceive the
hip-hop culture relative to their alignment or misalignment with
higher education institutional culture?

3.

What lyrical themes are present in the rap music most valued by
critically conscious, non-collegian Black men, and how do the lyrical
themes influence the academic mindset of non-collegian Black
men?

In responding to the previously stated research questions, these findings
present the lived as well as academic experiences of the participants. The
majority of the young men lived in South L.A. (also referred to as South Central
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L.A.) near the city of Inglewood in close proximity to Los Angeles Southwest
College (LASC). The study’s core findings include: (a) Rap music did not deter
the selected participants’ desire to enroll in college, but instead rap motivated
them and increased their confidence; (b) the structural inequalities (Jones, 2001)
identified in the community and educational environments in which they lived
were essential in influencing the post-secondary academic success of Black
men; (c) although not immediately evident, non-collegian Black men living in L.A.
County urban communities who participated in this study do possess a critical
consciousness; and (d) critical literacy, or conscientization (Freire, 1970), is
gained through rap music. Before presenting these findings in detail, a brief
portrayal of the research participants is provided.
The Research Participants
Table 2 provides a general overview of the 10 non-collegian Black men
who participated in this study. All participants were college-age (18-24) living in
L.A. County. In addition, they all graduated from a L.A. County high school with a
few of the young men re-entering college after stopping out for a short period of
time. The young men who had some college experience were only enrolled for
one year or less (one or two terms/semesters). Other participants had not
enrolled in an institution of higher education since they graduated from high
school. Although a few of the participants had legal challenges, including, but not
limited to, previously being incarcerated, none of the participants were currently
on probation or parole. Two of the participants had a father and mother in their
household with the remaining participants living with only their mother, sibling(s),
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grandmother, aunt, other relatives, and/or friends. None of the participants were
married nor did they have children at the time of the interviews. The participants
all sought hourly/temporary, part-time, or full-time employment to financially
support themselves and their families; finding stable employment was a struggle
for all of them. All of the participants were engaged or highly engaged with rap
music on a daily basis. Five young men were interviewed individually. The
remaining participants were more comfortable interviewing in a small group with
a peer(s). Group one consisted of two participants and group two consisted of
three participants.
The Research Participants and Their Mindset
Academic mindset. Academic mindset considers how individuals who
embrace rap music perceive higher education and whether or not their individual
perception is what Dweck (2006) defined as a “fixed mindset” or “growth mindset”
in aspiring to earn a college degree. A positive perception of higher education is
correlated with the desire to pursue a college degree despite difficult life
circumstances. Academic mindset can also include the presence of an
individual’s critical consciousness (awareness of economic, political, social, and
racial barriers) as linked with the three interconnecting spheres of mindset
(Dweck, 2006), hip-hop, and education.
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Table 2. General Overview of the Participants

Age

Some
college

Floyd

22

Yes

Aaron

23

Yes

Martin

23

Yes

Pseudonym

Reason for not
persisting in
college
Other priorities,
changed focus.
Lack of direction,
goals.
Misinformed about
financial aid and
loans.
Life
circumstances,
family, and the
need to make
money.
Other life priorities,
loss of
focus/commitment.

Critical
consciousness

Mindset
(Academic,
Growth, or
Fixed)

Yes

Academic

Yes

Academic

Very Highly
Engaged

Yes

Academic

Daily
Engagement

Yes

Academic

Very Highly
Engaged

Yes

Academic

Yes

Academic

Yes

Academic

Rap
engagement
Very Highly
Engaged
Daily
Engagement

James

20

Yes

Darryl

21

Yes

Dorian

21

No

—

Kory

22

No

—

David

20

Yes

Enrolled for
financial aid;
dropped out.

Very Highly
Engaged

Yes

Growth

Kevin

22

No

—

Very Highly
Engaged

Yes

Growth

Derek

24

Yes

Not interested in
college, dropped
out.

Very Highly
Engaged

No

Fixed

Very Highly
Engaged
Very Highly
Engaged

Overview of the participants. Table 2 indicates that the non-collegian
Black men who participated in this study had one of three mindsets: (a) an
academic mindset, (b) a growth mindset, or (c) a fixed mindset. The majority of
the participants possessed an academic mindset because they demonstrated a
growth mindset (including the desire to pursue a higher education) and critical
consciousness. A few of the participants demonstrated a growth mindset and a
critical consciousness but because they had no desire to pursue a higher
education, they did not possess an academic mindset. Only one of the
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participants did not demonstrate a growth mindset nor did he have a critical
consciousness. This participant possessed a fixed mindset.
Floyd, 22 years-old and living in South L.A., was recently enrolled in a L.A.
County urban community college; however, he had to delay his studies for
personal reasons, including the need to earn money. Floyd possessed an
academic mindset because he was highly determined to overcome life obstacles,
which included earning a bachelor’s degree. Floyd demonstrated a critical
consciousness because he recognized social (racial) inequities in his community.
He also provided examples on how social inequities could be overcome.
Aaron, 23 years-old and living in South L.A., had recently re-enrolled in a
L.A. County urban community college with the intention of breaking away from
the street life. Aaron had dropped in and out of college because he was making
insufficient academic progress. There were several factors that affected his
ability to persist in college, including a lack of college preparation, a lack of
academic guidance and resources (e.g., counseling and appropriate referrals)
and legal as well as home priorities. Aaron possessed an academic mindset
because he articulated his desire to overcome inner-city temptations (e.g., ganglife, everyday “hustlin,” and police harassment) by remaining resilient and
continuing to make improvements in his life, including his pursuit of a college
education. Aaron demonstrated a critical consciousness as he described the
difficult circumstances in his neighborhood and surrounding community (i.e., poor
school conditions, gangs, crime, homicide, and poverty).
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Martin, 23 years-old and living in South L.A., previously enrolled in an L.A.
County trade school but he did not complete a term due to being misinformed
about financial aid. Martin possessed an academic mindset because he had
taken steps to improve his life and the lives of his family by volunteering,
participating in job preparation trainings, being a mentee as well as a mentor to
other men of color, and expressing an interest to earn a college degree. The day
after his interview, Martin enrolled in a L.A. County urban community college.
Martin demonstrated a critical consciousness because he experienced injustices
toward young Black men in his community (e.g., personally being “targeted” by
law enforcement) and identified steps he would take to not let difficult life
circumstances and White people break down his spirit.
James, 20 years-old and living in a diverse community outside of South
L.A., attempted to be academically successful in school despite the death of his
father, brother, and sister. James did his best to support his mother and younger
sibling which meant sacrificing his college aspirations. James recently had
enrolled in a L.A. County urban community college. James possessed an
academic mindset because he desired to earn a college degree despite difficult
life circumstances. He also pushed himself hard to enjoy life when he faced
heartache (e.g., the death of family). James possessed a critical consciousness
because he recognized inequities in resources, employment, leadership, and the
overall health and safety of urban communities.
Darryl, 21 years-old and living in South L.A., had recently re-enrolled in a
L.A. County urban community college. Darryl shared his academic struggles,
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including a lack of focus, due to difficult life circumstances and family priorities.
Darryl was passionate about recording, marketing, and performing his music
alongside other amateur rappers. He demonstrated an academic mindset
because of his desire to be actively involved in uplifting the Black community,
including other Black students through his shared life experiences and music
through education. Darryl was also determined to earn a college degree. Darryl
possessed a critical consciousness given his knowledge of and desire to change
hardships faced by African Americans in urban communities.
Dorian, 21 years-old and living in a diverse community outside of South
L.A., never enrolled in an institution of higher education. He was “college-ready”
but because of the need to financially support his mother and other family
members, Dorian had to put aside a college education. Despite obstacles, Dorian
demonstrated an academic mindset because he was determined to pursue a
college education. Dorian also demonstrated a critical consciousness by
expressing his passion for addressing social (racial) and socio-economic
injustices in America. He had a strong knowledge of the Civil Rights Movement
and today’s Black Lives Matter Movement.
Kory, 22 years-old and living in South L.A., never enrolled in an institution
of higher education. Kory expressed that he was trying to survive and provide for
his family in the absence of a permanent residence. Kory possessed an
academic mindset because he was passionate about remaining strong and one
day, pursuing a college degree. Kory demonstrated a critical consciousness
because he was vocal in expressing his experience living in an urban community
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that was dominated by racial and socio-economic inequities in his neighborhood
and schools.
David, 20 years-old, living in the L.A.-Venice community with his mother
and father, previously enrolled in a L.A. County community college to receive free
federal financial aid without the intention of making academic progress. David
only attended college for two weeks as he was focused on his music career and
money; he was not interested in pursuing a higher education. David possessed a
growth mindset because he articulated personal goals and the steps needed to
take in order to make music and money. He demonstrated a critical
consciousness by sharing his awareness of educational and employment
inequities in American society as those inequities related to African Americans.
Although David possessed a growth mindset and a critical consciousness, he did
not demonstrate an academic mindset. David did not consider a higher education
a valuable path for him to pursue given other life priorities and personal goals.
Kevin, 22 years-old and living in South L.A., never enrolled in college.
Kevin possessed a growth mindset because of his desire to make money as a
rapper so that he could obtain a better life and achieve happiness. Kevin
demonstrated a critical consciousness because he shared how and why it is hard
to be a Black man in the U.S. For example, Kevin explained how he had to work
harder in comparison to peers of different ethnicities who lived in higher SES
communities. Although Kevin possessed a growth mindset and a critical
consciousness, he did not demonstrate an academic mindset. Kevin did not
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believe that a higher education would help him reach his musical goals nor did he
feel that college was meant for him
Derek, the eldest participant at 24 years-old and living in a diverse
community outside of South L.A., was the only participant who demonstrated a
fixed mindset. Derek had not enrolled in an institution of higher education
because he had grown “tired” of school. Derek lacked self-motivation and blamed
himself for not pursuing a college education. Although he stated that it is hard for
Black men to be successful, Derek also believed that the individual, including
himself, makes a decision to be successful or not successful. Derek did not fault
anyone else, nor American society; this revealed to me that he did not have a
critical consciousness. Derek desired a better life (e.g., a car, home, good
woman, and good job) but he did not view a college education as a potential
gateway to achieve his personal life goals.
Let Their Voices Be Heard!
Each participant expressed his feelings about pursuing a higher education
as a Black man in America, how they defined “a better life,” how they spent their
time the day prior to their interview, and, if they had the power to do so, what
they would change about American society. Documenting all of their responses
provided me a clearer understanding of their lived experiences, connection to rap
music, and the reasons why they chose not to enroll in college, drop-out or delay
their college studies, and/or why they struggled academically in high school and
for some, in their first year of college. As a result, three primary categories were
identified as the core findings of this study. The core findings align with the
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study’s central focus that addresses the impact rap music has on critically
conscious non-collegian Black men living in L.A. County urban communities.
Core Finding One: Rap as a Deterrent or Motivator?
Rap as creative and conscious expression. All of the non-collegian
Black men in this study agreed that rap music did not deter them from pursuing a
college education. The young men viewed rap as their creative outlet to
overcome difficult life circumstances. For example, during the rap analysis, Kory
selected Tupac’s song, “Keep Ya Head Up.” Kory expressed that he connected
with Tupac’s message because of the song’s “substance:”
Everything that he [Tupac] is talking about pertains to today. Whether it’d
be young mothers or not having a family so that you have to go and look
for a family in the street. . . . It gives me a sense of hope. It’s a confidence
booster. . . . What the song says to me is yes, you are going to have
personal losses. You are going to have people close to you removed. You
are going to maybe grow up without a mother or a father but in the end,
you are still going to be okay. You got to keep your head up because it
makes you stronger at the end of the day. . . . Whether you lose
somebody or you don’t have a mother or a father, it strengthens you
because now, you want to be that to the next generation. Because you
didn’t have a father, you want to be a father to you son, and I just think
that song gives you hope. It makes you look at the glass half full instead of
looking at it half empty.
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The participants selected songs demonstrated their ability to think and act
consciously even if some of the music was more commercial instead of socially
and politically conscious music. All of the songs made them feel empowered,
aware, determined, capable, encouraged, hopeful, motivated, inspired, and
“pumped up” to make positive change in their lives as well as in the lives of their
loved ones and surrounding community. Furthermore, the majority of the
participants identified steps to improve their lives. Examples of such steps
included re-enrolling in college, considering a higher education as a future goal,
pursuing their passion (e.g., a rap career), seeking gainful employment, and
giving back to their community. In essence, rap music motivated the majority of
the participants and increased their confidence and awareness.
Material temptation v. higher education. Although Kory initially
expressed that rap discouraged him from enrolling in college, he recognized the
value of earning a college degree. Kory shared that when he was in high school,
college was not a priority. He saw a lot of successful rappers who did not
graduate from high school nor enroll in college make a lot of money: “It’s like,
damn, that guy didn’t even have to go sit in class with me! He just all of a sudden
pulls up in this fly BMW, chains on, and it makes you think like, what is he doing
that I am [not] doing?” Kory later shared that he knew the difference between
right and wrong and that the temptation of wanting to have quick money is not
always a reality; thus, a college degree was seen as an optional path.
Martin shared that rap inspired him to pursue a college degree despite the
false reality many of today’s commercial rappers are living. Martin knew that at
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any time they [rappers] could lose that reality once they were no longer accepted
by the industry or took a turn for the worse (e.g., committing a crime and
ultimately becoming incarcerated or murdered). Therefore, Martin recognized
that this false reality would not get him far and for him to excel in life, Martin knew
that he needed to obtain a college degree. Similar to Martin’s feelings for socially
conscious yet commercial rappers like J. Cole and Kendrick Lamar, rappers who
aim to uplift Black communities through their spoken words, Darryl felt that rap
encouraged him to enroll in college and become a leader through his music: “If
kids are listening to us, we are leaders. They need people that make them wake
up. Depending on what we say and how we’re using it, it can, if we’re doing it in a
positive way, it can affect the world.” Darryl’s statement was evidence that rap
had a positive influence on his decision to pursue a higher education. What was
most interesting about Darryl’s response is that his feelings were contradictory to
the lyrics and messages in his songs. Darryl’s selected song and video promoted
what many marginalized Black males may see as a glamorous lifestyle that
includes alcohol, drugs, extravagant cars, arrogance, and promiscuous/fast
young women. However, Darryl explained that although his song is the type of
music you listen to to get ready for the weekend, it [his song] “makes me
motivated to go to school to be a sound engineer and to be my own CEO one
day. That’s the knowledge I can’t just get on the street. You may know how to
make music but you need to know how to make contracts.”
David and Darryl, two participants who were pursuing a rap career, did not
let rap—their music nor the music of other rappers—deter them. What deterred
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them was the need for quick money, which is one reason why a rap career was a
priority for them. The majority of the participants expressed that rap motivated
them to be better men by improving their lives, including giving back to their
family and community as well as pursuing a higher education. A few participants
indicated that rap did not influence them one-way or the other.
Rap is relatable and unrelatable. All of the participants felt that rap is
universal and triggers different emotions depending on the rapper and listener.
Kevin defined rap as being relatable and unrelatable. Rap that is relatable means
that an individual connects with the beat, lyrics, and/or message. Unrelatable rap
was defined as a catchy rap that grabs your attention through its beat, but not
necessarily through its message. Unrelatable rap was also viewed as connecting
with the lyrics and message for the wrong reasons (e.g., to idolize and desire to
be like 50 Cent) but realizing that the message is not a reality for the listener. For
example, Kevin stated that his selected song, “Ryder Music” recorded by 50
Cent, could be personalized based on what an individual is experiencing at any
given moment in time. The song made him feel that he could succeed in college
as well as in life: “People hear the song but you can always take it a different way
and that’s what rap music does for you. It’s a personal feeling you get from the
music.” Although Kevin demonstrated an academic mindset that had a positive
correlation with how rap made him feel confident, Kevin still made a choice to not
pursue a college degree. Whereas, Martin expressed that unrelatable rap saved
him because it helped Martin see that desiring “to be like all the rappers” was not
a true reality for him:
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In the past it made me who I was because I wanted to be like all
the rappers. So if I see you with all the chains in your movie, I mean your
videos and you had the nice cars and you had the fine girls, I’d idolize
that. That’s what I wanted because I grew up in the inner city where we
don’t hear nothing but police cars and helicopters and ambulances all
through the night and it looks like you all [rap artists] just live life but there
are also drugs. . . . They don’t even play anymore lyrical music now; it’s
just all trap, trap. You might hear like one or two lyrical songs like Kendrick
Lamar or J. Cole. They are actually rapping about something positive in a
community and they barely get any play because they are rapping about
something positive. . . . Rap has inspired me to get to that better life just
by doing what I have to do: going to school, working, taking care of my
responsibility as a man. It doesn’t necessarily mean I have to get up there
and go sell drugs or do all the bad criminal activity to get my grandma that
or take care of my family because I am doing it just as I am––going to
school and working––and as long as I am doing that, I know that shit will
definitely be taken care of so that’s how rap has influenced me to want to
have my life better.
James further explained:
[Rap] music nowadays doesn’t really influence me to do anything. . . . I
don’t let music control my life. . . . But if it’s a good sound [the words and
the beat], I’ll listen to it. I feel like rap music in the 1990s influenced me
more. Like NWA, Tupac, and most artists talking about their lifestyles and
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how they’re living. The people rapping now don’t really help their
communities like rappers then did. . . . They rapped for purpose and
memories.
Core Finding Two: Structural Inequalities and Cultural Misalignment
The first core finding revealed that rap music, for many of the participants,
fostered their higher education goals by motivating them to do better in life and
by increasing their confidence. This section explores the secondary and postsecondary educational experiences of non-collegian Black men who embrace the
hip-hop culture through their passion for rap music. The influence of structural
inequities in the community and educational environments were obstacles in the
post-secondary academic success of the participants. This required a high
degree of resilience on a daily basis.
Inner city schools, life circumstances, and the need to make a living.
The participants stated that if they desired to pursue a college degree, they
would. The majority of participants shared that inner city elementary and
secondary schools were ill equipped and that high school teachers and/or
counselors did not encourage them to make academic progress in high school in
preparation for college. Participants also believed that those who possess
institutional power, like the “government [the system],” as worded by a few
research participants, do not provide equitable community resources, including
but not limited to employment opportunities, clean and safe neighborhoods, and
quality schools for Black people living in L.A. urban communities. They believed
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that the system (White people, the government, and corporate America) had the
ultimate power to make a change particularly for marginalized people.
The participants shared that their families (i.e., mother, aunt, parents,
grandmother, and so forth) value the importance of a higher education; however,
difficult life circumstances made it a challenge for the young men to enroll and if
enrolled, academically persist and complete college courses. Difficult life
circumstances included, but were not limited to, low income and impoverished,
ill-equipped communities; being underemployed or unemployed; the need to take
care of and provide for siblings as well as a parent/guardian(s); and the neverending need to have money for food, transportation, their career goals, and to
support their family.
Community constraints and the pursuit of a college education. The
participants expressed a strong need for money to support their family, to have
transportation, and to put food on the table for themselves and their family.
Because of financial hardships, these young men were forced to place their
musical aspirations and college on hold in order to support themselves and their
families. Those who lived in South L.A. had two traits in common: their ability to
be resilient and persevere. Their communities were a haven for the homeless,
drug and alcohol abuse, gun violence, helicopters, police sirens, and police
brutality that occurred 24 hours a day, seven days a week. David expressed that
nothing in his neighborhood prevented him from enrolling in college. But unlike
his peers, David resided in L.A. near the cities of Santa Monica and Venice,
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where there were more resources and less violence in comparison to the young
men who resided in or immediately outside of South L.A.
The young men who lived in South L.A. expressed the need for libraries
and access to computers as well as the Internet. They also shared that it would
be helpful to have visible motivational signs and positive images throughout their
community. Aaron believed that people must come together; unity is critical for
the advancement of the Black community and youth. Whereas, Kory believed
that urban communities need an outlet. Kory explained that there are a lot of
talented and creative people in his community but they are lost due to a lack of
opportunities and resources. People do not know how to “further their education.”
Kory said that “the genocide in our community” is another critical area of concern.
Kory described how he became depressed after a friend was murdered and the
fear that he could be next:
So naturally as human beings, we would look to weed or alcohol just to
numb the pain. . . . I really believe that systematically, it is designed for us
to think that way. It is designed for our community not to trust each other,
not to help each other. That’s why there are so many weapons in the
community. That’s why there are so many things that can take you out of
your rational state of thinking in our own community.
Derek firmly believed that he did not need the support of his community
because it is solely up to him to do what is necessary to advance himself. If he
was not ready to enroll in college, work, take action to improve his community,
then he was not going to do it and that was his choice. Martin, however,
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expressed that educators must have a presence in urban communities and
promote opportunities to Black youth and adults. Martin’s advice to me was to
have educators visit the communities to inform people of color about college and
career pathways. Martin expressed that educators need to be in the community:
I think they [educators] should be trying to grasp us . . . because they
know that we [Black people] are the main ones that need the school. So
they should be the ones that should be trying to push us and not let us do
what we want to do and [instead] they are sending us off to jail.
The young men who lived in South L.A. asked for their community to give
them hope and the motivation to escape their difficult life circumstances including
their neighborhood. As shared by Darryl:
Sometimes being in communities like this it makes people want to achieve
something better and the only way to achieve better is to get out of here. .
. . The stuff that I see in my neighborhood is what makes me want to get
out even more. Being exposed to certain things in my environment makes
me want to rise above them and be better. Rise above poverty, drugs, and
gang violence. I want to make it out of here. Give my momma a nice
house and be able to not have her trip on bills. Resources in my
neighborhood that could help me be a successful student would be
positive role models. Leaders that encourage you to make it. . . . Maybe if
my neighborhood looked different I’d be more motivated. If others looked
at my neighborhood, it’s not motivating. Am I gonna get shot today? Am I
gonna get pulled over by the police today?

138
During the rap analysis, Kevin and I listened to 50 Cent’s “Ryder Music.”
Kevin stated that the song made him feel like society “should pay more attention
to the urban communities because they only see the negativity.” This
demonstrates that society, including educators, may have a narrow view, and
therefore, a lack of critical consciousness as it relates to their perceptions of
urban communities and marginalized people living in urban communities.
Counselors and teachers are only there for a paycheck, so what
other options do I have? Although several of the participants, particularly those
who lived in Venice, Gardena, and Lawndale, expressed that their teachers and
counselors seemed to be supportive, they still felt like they did not get the level of
quality service and support that more privileged students received. The
participants who attended high school in South L.A. felt that some teachers may
have cared but many of them were only there for a paycheck. For example,
Aaron shared that high school counselors told him that college was not meant for
him, despite Aaron having “the right mindset and GPA.” Kevin viewed college as
his ticket to becoming an athlete. He believed that his options were to be “on T.V
or go to the NBA.” Kevin expressed that schools and colleges must be “more
understanding because you don’t know what a person could be going through.
People should be able to talk to students, connect with them, and not over
teach.” Kevin defined “over teaching” students as talking above them and making
students feel less intelligent in comparison to other students in the classroom.
Lastly, Kevin expressed that he had no college ambition but if he chose to enroll
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in college, all Kevin felt he needed was his “own research on how I operate and
not how the school dictates how I should operate.”
Martin stated that his high school counselors and teachers were not
“enthusiastic” about his college preparation:
My counselor just reached out to me just to get good grades and get my
GPA up so I can graduate high school. He didn’t tell me nothing about
college and he didn’t tell me nothing about having a better future if I
wanted to go to college . . . . It was just general high school education, get
your high school diploma and good luck!
Martin attempted college but due to being misinformed about financial aid,
a lack of finances, and family priorities, he dropped out. (After the interview,
Martin informed me that he was inspired by the interview to enroll in a L.A.
County community college.)
Kory expressed that in order for him to be successful in college he needed
to be educated on financial aid options since he was unable to pay for a college
education: “The majority of the people from my community don’t go to college or
think about going to college because it’s not affordable.”
Although Floyd attempted to be successful in a community college, he
struggled with obtaining academic support needed for him to identify college
academic pathways leading to an arts degree. Like his fellow participants, Floyd
needed housing and financial assistance to provide for himself, his family, and to
put food on the table. One of Floyd’s recommendations to educators is to provide
housing for community college students, “like dorms,” particularly for students
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who are homeless. According to Floyd: “Housing would have kept me in school; it
would have saved everybody. It would have made people who are not interested
in school to come to school, which is better. The more education, the better.”
James shared that he never met with high school counselors: “When stuff
got hard, I just figured it out myself or just asked the teacher. Every time you
went to a counselor, you heard something bad.” Schools and colleges need to
connect with young Black men at an early age. James elaborated by stating:
A lot of people don’t see their potential growing up. If educators want to
help youth then go to the inner cities while they’re young. And even if they
do choose a bad path, they may remember what was said.
Darryl was enrolled in college “on and off” due to a lack of finances, the
need to help his family, and a lack or guidance as well as few positive role
models in his community. Darryl recommended educators in schools and college
reach today’s youth by connecting with their music and having more compassion
for their students:
That’s why I say music is so powerful. These kids listen to music. If they’re
listening to music, then combine music in what we do. . . . Teachers just
have to have more compassion for their students’ circumstances. They
have to really understand where these students are coming from and why.
Maybe a student was arguing with their mom all night who has a problem
with alcoholism. Or maybe parents are divorcing but teachers don’t know.
If someone’s going through those type of things they start thinking about
other things like helping my momma pay the rent and school is not a
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priority at that time. Make people wake up and realize the power in their
hands and the need to take action. . . . Educators need to really care
about their students. . . . Give them incentives and mix what they like with
education.
High school experiences and college preparation. Seven of the ten
young men expressed that their high school counselors and/or teachers did not
academically prepare them for college. Many of the young men who lived in
South L.A. witnessed how their high school counselor and/or teachers
encouraged other students to excel academically but did not encourage them to
excel. This resulted the participants not feeling “good enough” for college. Kory’s
analysis of Tupac’s “Keep Ya Head Up” made him reflect on his friends who
enrolled in college. He shared that none of his friends enrolled in college for
academic or personal reasons: “All of my friends that I have in college are
athletes, so what does that say for the people who are not athletic? You can’t go
to college unless you are athletic.” A lack of community resources, including a
quality high school education, proper academic and career guidance, combined
with no or a lack of a quality orientation to college resources and services
resulted in many of the young men not enrolling, dropping out of, failing college
classes, and/or delaying or electing not to continue their higher education
studies.
Educational institutions are misaligned with Black male experience.
Participant responses addressed their lack of college preparation as a result of
ill-equipped high schools and the under-resourced urban communities in which
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they lived. This core finding indicates that the young men who embraced the hiphop culture’s element of rap music felt that their expectations about education
were misaligned with their high school and/or college culture’s expectations of
Black males. For example, if higher education is supposed to be accessible to all,
then why are so many Black males living in impoverished and violent
neighborhoods left to find their own way without quality academic resources,
guidance, and support?
The difficult life circumstances these young men of the hip-hop culture
encountered are not necessarily accepted or acknowledged in education—their
experiences and needs were often overlooked by educators, particularly
counselors, and by American society. The young men in this study did not
experience encouragement or adequate preparation by their high school
teachers and counselors to transition to college. Those who attempted to be
academically successful in college experienced similar challenges with academic
and counseling faculty at an urban community college in L.A. County. As
expressed by the participants, secondary and post-secondary educators must
address the academic needs of non-collegian Black men who live in urban
communities and who embrace the hip-hop culture. This suggests that the reality
of our schools and communities do not align with the educational mission and
goals. This misalignment contributed to many of the participants learning to cope
by being resilient and determined.
I must survive! The majority of the young men expressed that it is very
hard for Black people to survive in America. The participants felt that they were
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treated differently than others from more privileged (higher SES) high schools
and communities. They also mentioned that because of social, racial, socioeconomic, and educational inequities, there were more personal problems that
the participants had to focus on which made it difficult to succeed in school. For
example, when reconstructing his life the day before the interview, Aaron shared
that he had guns pointed at his face when he woke up. The police had a search
warrant to raid his home. Once everything was settled later that morning, Aaron
went to LASC. He tried to focus while in class but it was not easy given what had
occurred only a few hours before class. Whereas, Kory felt that Black people are
conditioned to only think in the present and not plan for the future, which he said
is one of many reasons why Black males are unsuccessful in higher education.
Kory also addressed classism in America. He felt that all American people need
to have equal access to resources in order to be successful rather than
separating people by providing resources based on class—lower, middle, and
upper. Unfortunately, as articulated by Kory, the class that is often ignored is the
lower class like him and those in his community.
In order to survive, I “grind!” All participants stated that for them to be
successful, they had to remain focused and “grind.” Floyd defined academic
mindset as a “success pyramid” that one must climb in order to reach his/her
goal. Grinding while trying to ignore violence, poverty, dysfunction, poor
schooling, and the presence of gangs with no positive role models in urban
communities is by no means easy. For example, David selected DJ Quik’s song,
“You’z a Ganxta.” David expressed:
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This song can tell you exactly about how it is for Black people, like people
my age. . . . It’s like if I get banged on I tell people I don’t bang, and they’re
still pressing their issue. It’s just like the same as back then. I like how he
talk about how he’s doing good now and people hate on him, they want to
fight him. They want to kill him and all this. It’s just like the same thing for
me. This song is basically how life is for me all the way.
Core Finding Three: Making Sense of Reality—The Development of Critical
Consciousness
The second core finding demonstrated that the young non-collegian Black
men in this study who were living in L.A. urban communities and who embraced
the hip-hop culture did not feel supported in high school, which had a negative
impact on their decision to pursue a college education and/or be academically
successful in college. It also revealed that despite deep and systemic structural
inequalities that negatively impacted their lived experiences in high school, their
local communities, and beyond, these non-collegian Black men all advocated for
the need to change how they are perceived in education. Many of these false
perceptions were a result of educational deficit frameworks that limited how
educators and others viewed them and their potential for success. Many of the
participants felt being seen as poor and coming from unsafe and unstable
surroundings had a negative impact on their personal and academic growth.
These deficit views ignored traits like being resilient, creative, responsible and
determined. As a result, the ability of Black men of the hip-hop culture to learn
and excel in school and college environments is often crippled due to the
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misalignment of education’s mission and goals with what is actually occurring in
urban schools and communities. This section reveals that although not
immediately evident, non-collegian Black men living in L.A. County urban
communities who participated in this study do possess a critical consciousness.
The critically conscious non-collegian Black man. During the
interviews, I discovered that many non-collegian Black men possess a critical
consciousness that was demonstrated in the participants’ shared life experiences
and analysis of their selected rap song. The participants may not have known
that they had a critical consciousness but their level of awareness and ability to
communicate what change was needed in addition to why and how indicated
they are “organic intellectuals” (Morgan & Bennett, 2011, pp. 177-178). Their
ability to think organically and their attempts to resolve economic, political, and
social issues that they and other marginalized people face in urban communities
demonstrate the participants possess a critical consciousness. This is important
because urban youth and the hip-hop culture are indeed acute observers and
critical thinkers, advocating for change in societal norms (inequities), which is
demonstrated in their spoken words in the form of rap music (Jenkins, 2011;
Morgan & Bennett, 2011).
Martin was aware of how he and peers were perceived by law
enforcement. Martin felt that he could walk down the street wearing his backpack
over his shoulder and, at any moment, because of his appearance and ethnicity
the police could target him. During the rap analysis, Martin selected Lil Boosie’s
song, “O Lord.” Martin expressed that the song made him feel content about

146
being a Black man but he recognized that life is unfair and as a Black man, he
[Martin] is viewed and treated differently with harsher penalties in comparison to
a White man. Not only did Martin demonstrate his survival or coping abilities, he
also demonstrated a critical consciousness.
Kory expressed that Tupac’s “Keep Ya Head Up” made him experience
different emotions as a Black man in America:
It is saddening that there is no real progress now. There is still no
alternative for a lot of the stuff that was going on back then. They are still
occurring now but it also gives me a sense of hope because even through
we still live in these dangerous communities, you can also still make it out
and find positives to latch on to versus the negativity. We are surrounded
by negativity all day. You hear someone got shot. You turn on the news,
such and such got into a car accident. There is so much negativity, but I
feel that the song just gives you hope knowing that it’s going to get better
eventually. You have to go through the mud to get out of the mud.
Martin also expressed that if he had the power to change American
society, he would create more job opportunities for Black men and make school
free for people who lack the finances to enroll in college. Martin said that he
would also “get rid of books with gang bangin’ on every page” because all he saw
in high school was the gang bangin’ and not the content that he should have
learned. Like Martin, Darryl would improve urban schools by hiring quality
teachers who could adapt to the different learning styles and personal needs of
students. He would also purchase current and clean textbooks. Martin believed

147
that American schools were not designed for Black people, particularly Black
youth living in urban, low-income communities like South L.A. He provided clear
examples including how South L.A. schools are ill equipped with no or poor
technology and textbooks. Martin shared how his high school textbooks had
gang writing on most of the pages; whereas, schools located in higher-SES
communities outside of South L.A. provided clean and unmarked textbooks.
The majority of the participants knew they had to work harder, “Twenty
times as hard than any other race,” to be successful, including in school. Darryl
believed that Black people developed low self-esteem and a lack of motivation
due to a lack of positive community leaders and mentors: “So if you’re in an area
that has poverty, drugs, and crime in that area, that’s all you’ll believe and there’s
no other opportunity.” James selected Ice Cube’s “How to Survive in South.”
James stated that the song made him want to pursue a college degree to help
his community:
Growing up in South Central, I’ve seen both sides and can relate to it. I
learned how to deal with people. Some people just not gonna get it but if
you talk with them eventually brothas gonna want to do something else.
My way of getting to them is glorifying the successful right. People don’t
realize you can achieve the same thing if you take the right path. It may be
longer, it may be harder, but it pays off. If we can get people in South
Central to be conscious of what they’re doing, the Black people can be
more successful.
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It was difficult for Martin to pursue a higher education because, according
to Martin, Black men are racially profiled and targeted almost daily. Despite being
profiled and targeted by police, Martin recognized that a college education is
necessary. Martin shared that after earning his bachelor’s degree; he would like
to have a career. Ultimately, Martin would like to get his Ph.D., “The highest one
of them all. That way, can’t nobody turn me down no matter what my background
look like because I got a Ph.D. You can’t turn a man down if he has a doctorate.”
As communicated by Martin and Darryl, educators and American society need to
recognize their worth and potential as Black men rather that knocking them down
by establishing barriers to their academic success.
Education is valued but is not a priority in my household. A couple of
the young men expressed that they did not feel encouraged or supported by their
families to pursue a higher education. They expressed that most people drop out
of school because their families do not value education. It was not that their
families did not value education, but it was that education was not a priority in
their household. In order to survive, employment, which equated to income, was
first and foremost in the household. That meant the young men were forced to
“hustle” in order to make money or stay at home to care of siblings, nieces,
and/or nephews while their parent/guardian(s) worked. Either way, education
was second to employment.
Rap music production and education. All participants expressed that
the lyrics, beats, and messages in past and present rap songs of different genres
oftentimes drove their understanding and motivation to do better in life. They
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related to and learned from both positive and negative lyrical content and
images. Only one of the ten participants did not demonstrate a growth or an
academic mindset. Derek’s mindset was fixed because he chose to be content
staying at home without focusing on his education and career goals. Derek
lacked self-motivation and did not desire to change, which were both reflected in
his selected song. During the rap analysis, Derek selected Drake’s “Started from
the Bottom.” Derek stated that the song made him feel like he had a lot of time to
get his “stuff together.” The song made him feel that although it is taking time for
him to progress in life, he is still progressing at his own pace. In Derek’s mind, he
felt that he had started from the bottom and he is “just progressing.”
The majority of the participants saw education and rap as potentially
aligned. Martin elaborated on Floyd’s belief that rap and education are united:
More vocabulary means you could put more stuff into your rap not just
basic I and Weed and Money. You can expand your lyrics more. Now you
become . . . more of a lyrical artist. You are rapping about something and
you are lyrical with it. . . . Rapping and education is a necessity.
Martin’s explanation demonstrated his ability to synthesize and apply his
critical consciousness to the musical production process.
Core Finding Four: Critical Literacy through Rap—Musical Preferences and
Interpretations
The third core finding revealed that although not immediately evident, noncollegian Black men living in L.A. County urban communities who participated in
this study do possess a critical consciousness. This section seeks to explain how
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the young men may have moved toward a critical consciousness by critically
critiquing lyrical text [rap lyrics] to reveal the rapper’s intended message and
connecting the intended message to the participants lived experiences. It is
important to understand that the participants in this study have their own
interpretations and constructed meanings of rap music as originally described by
Floyd as either relatable or unrelatable. This is what makes rap universal.
Conscientization. The hip-hop culture’s element of traditional rap music
aligns with Freire’s (1970) concept of conscientization. Socially and politically
conscious rappers, even those who crossover to gangsta and commercial rap,
have learned, based on their difficult life experiences, how to understand social,
political, and economic conditions and how to take action against oppressors and
oppressive elements by articulating the need for transformation in their lyrical
content. Similar to rappers, the majority of the young men in this study also
adopted the concept of conscientization. Without necessarily knowing it, the
participants learned to become critically conscious thinkers and even activists by
examining, analyzing, and deconstructing rap lyrics in an effort to relate their []
lived experiences to rappers’ lived experiences. They were able to demonstrate
their understanding of social, racial, political, and economic conditions in their
urban communities, including schools, by articulating difficult life circumstances,
what they believed to be the root of those difficult life circumstances, and how
those difficult life circumstances (e.g., ill-equipped schools and under-resourced
communities) must be transformed to uplift Black males. Many of the young men
appear to have gained conscientization not only from their personal lived
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experiences but also from the lived experiences vocalized in rap songs like Ice
Cube’s “How to Survive in South Central.” The young men also provided
examples of how rap music can create a “false consciousness” (Freire, 1970)
based upon a consumerist reality about life. However, the participants saw
beyond commodified realities (e.g., materialistic portrayals of Black males in
commercial rap videos and songs) by recognizing that they needed more than
material objects to be successful. For example, many of the young men viewed a
college degree as a means to achieve success (e.g., gainful employment, a rap
or music career, finances, a healthy and happy family) yet most of the
participants struggled to access college resources and services for them to be
academically successful or they did not believe education was designed for them
as Black men.
Kory explained how commercial rap serves as a tool to “dumb the listener
down:”
I believe when hip-hop first started, it was revolutionary. It was helping
your brothers and your sisters make a way for themselves. Nowadays, I
feel like they are promoting, and I am not saying everybody, but a majority
of it is promoting prostitution; it’s promoting alcoholism . . . and it’s very
detrimental to the Black community. . . . Sometimes artists don’t fully
understand the influence that they hold over their community or people of
color who look like them.
Kory’s explanation demonstrated his critical consciousness. He
understood the connection to corporate interests and described how rap’s
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promotion of alcohol and prostitution has a negative effect on the Black
community. He felt that the promotion of alcohol and prostitution is detrimental
because it portrays Black males and females in a negative light. In addition, it
may influence people of color, particularly, youth, to abuse alcohol and drugs as
well as to mistreat women. Kory explained that this type of behavior becomes an
accepted way of life. His desire to pursue an education was evidence of wanting
to take action, a crucial component of conscientization.
Musical preferences. The research participants had similar musical
preferences and felt that rap artists and music in the 1980s and 1990s were more
socially, racially, and politically driven; whereas, today’s rap is more commercial
(mainstream). However, the young men connected with both genres of music.
The participants related to the music of yesterday because of lyrical and visual
content meant to wake up people for them to do better and make a difference—
an example of what Freire (1970) would define as critical literacy. They related to
commercial rap because of its beat and images, and less so because of its
messages. The songs selected for the rap analyses were by different rappers,
The rappers chosen by participants included: Tupac’s “Keep Ya Head Up,” which
is commercial, socially conscious rap; Drake’s “Started from the Bottom,” which
is commercial rap; Wiz Khalifa’s “Behind the Scenes,” which is commercial rap;
DJ Quik’s “You’z a Ganxta,” which is commercial, socially conscious rap; 50
Cent’s “Ryder Music,” which is commercial rap; Eminem’s “Fine Line,” which is
commercial, socially conscious rap; Lil Boosie’s “O Lord,” which is commercial,
socially conscious rap; Ice Cube’s “How to Survive in South Central,” which is
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gangsta, socially conscious rap; and Future’s “Perksys Callin,” which is
commercial, socially conscious rap.
The participants’ choice of rap songs—socially conscious versus
commercial rap—is complex. Although there are present day socially conscious
rappers (e.g., J. Cole and Kendrick Lamar), these rappers are also in the
commercial rap category because they are pushed and financed by corporate
America (Rose, T.,1994; Rose, T., 2008). Each participant’s selected song was a
combination of socially conscious, political, gangsta, and/or commercial rap. For
example, Tupac and Ice Cube were true to the revolutionary origins of hip-hop.
They advocated for change by voicing the hardships of Black America. However,
their advocacy for change crossed over to commercial rap given their promotion
through lyrics and images of alcohol, drugs (weed), misogyny (sexual images of
and lyrical content about women), and/or guns. Many of the young men, like
Martin and Dorian, realized that they do not want to be perceived as living the
“thug life” by selling drugs, smoking weed, and “gang bangin’.” They knew these
images were inaccurate and driven by a dominant narrative that does not serve
their families or communities. They desired to be more. Martin and Dorian,
similar to other participants in this study, sought to “be a man” and contribute to
their personal and educational growth by one day earning a college degree. The
young men who desired to pursue a higher education acknowledged that in order
for them to grow, make change, be accepted in American society, and challenge
the status quo of inequality, they needed to improve themselves by getting that
“paper” (a college degree).
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Darryl’s personal song and its connection to commercial rap. Of the
10 rap artists and songs selected, only one of the songs was original work by a
participant in collaboration with other emerging artists. That original music was by
Darryl (Darryl’s song was not named in this study to protect his identity). The
song selected by Darryl was more commercial due to the promotion of material
possessions, women, and a party-driven lifestyle; however, not all of Darryl’s
original music was commercial. Darryl was very revolutionary in his shared
thoughts about Black America and how to use his music as a tool to change
society’s perception of Black males and awaken Americans to the hardships of
Black America—men, women, and children. However, the majority of Darryl’s
personal music was commercial. Darryl’s choice of music indicated that although
he desired to share positive messages, he knew that drugs, alcohol, jewelry, and
women could sell his music. This was evident as I watched his rap group’s
videos while listening to his songs that he shared.
Music and the liberation of non-collegian Black men. The
conscientization (Freire, 1970) of the young Black men in this study
demonstrated how “music, as part of our cultural past, present, and future, has
the power to liberate students and their teachers from present stereotypes”
(Abrahams, 2005, p. 8). This is a component of Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy
in which music, in this case rap, “encourages critical thinking, critical action, and
critical feeling” (Abrahams, 2005, p. 8). Critical pedagogy positions the hip-hop
culture’s element of rap music “into a social, political and cultural context”
(Abrahams, 2005, p. 8). This context, according to Freire (1970), connects “word”
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(e.g., rap music) to “world” (i.e., social, economic, and political inequities). The
participants in this study gained “self-knowledge” (Abrahams, 2005, p. 8) and
they learned to apply their self-knowledge to societal conditions that affected
them in their communities and schools. For example, many of the young men
knew right from wrong and also knew how to differentiate between positive and
negative messages in rap music. In addition, the participants refused to let
commercial rap dumb down the listener. Their ability to move forward in a
positive manner without being dumbed down by commercial rap contributed to
their self-liberation. In turn, the participants ability to be positively motivated by
rap music demonstrated how rap liberated them as non-collegian Black men.
Corporations target consumers. As articulated by a few of the
participants, commercial rappers are programmed to market material
possessions and a life of crime as well as risqué conduct to a selected group of
listeners who have or desire to have a similar lifestyle. Corporations target
consumers who may have few options in the under-resourced urban community
they live in. With limited social services and underfunded schools, residents may
see commercial music as their escape. Economically vulnerable, they are often
manipulated and brainwashed by corporations and commercial rappers to get
quick money. In essence, as shared by many of the young men, corporations
and commercial rappers “dumb down the listener.” This decrease of intellectual
capital can, in turn, deter youth from pursuing a college education.
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Despite today’s commercialization of hip-hop and what many of the
participants viewed as the degradation of Black men in today’s rap music, rap did
not deter them from pursuing a higher education.
Degradation of Black men in commercial rap. The young men in this
study believed that Black males are degraded in today’s commercial rap because
of how they are portrayed in the media (e.g., music videos) and how they are
described in rap songs. For example, rappers’ dress/attire (e.g., sagging pants),
persona (e.g., arrogance, disrespect toward women), and promotion of material
possessions (e.g., jewelry, cars), drugs, alcohol, and guns shed a negative
image about Black males. Regardless of the negative messages and images in
many commercial rap songs, the young men expressed that their selected song
for the rap analysis increased their self-motivation and confidence. The lyrics and
images associated with commercial rap may have influenced the young men’s
desire for material possessions like jewelry, cars, money, and women, but the
participants collectively agreed that rap did not influence their decision to enroll
or not enroll in college. However, rap did contribute to their self-confidence. For
example, Aaron selected Wiz Khalifa’s song, “Behind the Scenes.” Aaron shared
that the song “makes me feel good and that I am a winner and will continue to be
a winner. That I don’t have to try to do things that I can just do it.”
Portrayal of females in commercial rap. Several of the young men
described their discontent with how females are described and portrayed in rap
songs and videos. Because rappers often express how they use women for their
physical attributes such as their appearance and body, the participants viewed
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women as sexual objects—an object that they could show off similar to a material
possession. However, the participants also recognized that many rappers
degrade women. Lastly, for the young men who attempted to complete a college
degree, rap did not influence their decision to be successful in college despite
having a desire for material possessions that are flaunted by rappers.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 identified four core findings that the participants had in
common: (a) Rap music did not deter the participants’ desire to enroll in college
but instead rap motivated and increased their confidence; (b) community
resources and the environment are essential in the secondary and postsecondary academic success of Black men; (c) Although not immediately
evident, non-collegian Black men living in L.A. County urban communities who
participated in this study do possess a critical consciousness; and (d) critical
literacy, or conscientization (Freire, 1970), is gained through rap music.
The most surprising finding is that commercial rap music did not deter
participants in this study from pursuing a college education; but that all genres of
rap, including commercial rap, do motivate them to do better and builds their selfconfidence. The most significant finding is that nine of the ten young men
demonstrated a critical consciousness, which contributed to their growth mindset,
and for many, an academic mindset.
Chapter 5 will present my interpretations of the core findings; implications
for policy, theory, practice, and future research; and my recommendations.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The findings presented in this study present yet another opportunity for
advocates of marginalized Black males to take action by demanding for social
transformation to meet their academic and personal growth needs. It is critical for
America’s prosperity and the growth of the American people, that we develop
new and build on existing policies pertaining to equity and equality not only in
urban schools and communities but also in the everyday lives of Black America
(Morial, 2007).
After dedicating extensive time and effort establishing a strong rapport
with my study’s participants—my young brothers––followed by over 100 hours
analyzing the data, it once again became apparent to me that educators must
make a committed effort to understand and embrace Black males. For purposes
of this study, social transformation is an immediate need to address the needs of
young Black men who do not have or lack the resources to access and
academically succeed in higher education. Their needs were ignored by those
living in America who are more fortunate, or more privileged. Advocating for
understanding and social transformation is what the individual and collective
voices of this study’s urban young men calls for! The majority of the noncollegian Black men in this study possessed a critical consciousness, a growth
mindset and thus an academic mindset. In other words, they want to improve
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their life circumstances; they want to pursue their goals; they understand that
social, racial, economic, and political inequities have disproportionately impacted
them as Black men with little to no income; they want to further their education by
enrolling in college; but the cultural and structural barriers are many, and there is
no helping hand to contribute to their academic, personal, and professional
success. In many ways, all of the young men feel like they are on their own.
So, why do we, as educators and American society, continue to fail Black
males? Historically, Black youth, women, and men have been set-up for failure
given racially biased and inequitable educational policies and practices. In
addition, they are unlikely to academically succeed because of resourceconstrained and ill-equipped neighborhoods, schools, and difficult life
circumstances that are rooted in race and class based systems of inequities.
What is of most concern is that Black males continue to be profiled, targeted,
beaten, subjected to selling drugs, abusers of drugs and alcohol, incarcerated,
and killed in senseless acts of violence (e.g., Black on Black violence and police
brutality). Acknowledging these circumstances as historically based, as well as
created and perpetuated by American society, opens the door to social
transformation.
The problem this study addressed is the decline of Black men’s academic
achievement in higher education given inaccessible and inequitable policies and
resources that are historically rooted in American society and complicated by the
mass incarceration of Black males in the U.S. The purpose of this qualitative
study was to explore the lived experiences of college-age, non-collegian Black
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men living in L.A. County who identified with the hip-hop culture and
demonstrated an awareness or a critical consciousness of economic, political,
and social factors in the U.S. Furthermore, this study examined the role of rap
music as a revolutionary cultural movement in education and its risks and utility
in attempts to increase the enrollment of Black men in higher education.
The following research questions guided my study:
1.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
role of hip-hop culture in fostering or diverting their higher education
goals?

2.

How do critically conscious non-collegian Black men perceive the
hip-hop culture relative to their alignment or misalignment with
higher education institutional culture?

3.

What lyrical themes are present in the rap music most valued by
critically conscious non-collegian Black men, and how do the lyrical
themes influence the academic mindset of non-collegian Black
men?

This study was intended to empower marginalized non-collegian Black
men to share their personal journeys freely without fear of being judged
(Creswell, 2013). A phenomenological research design was chosen to gain a
deeper understanding of non-collegian Black men by listening to and
documenting their personal perspectives (Lester, 1999). Moreover, this
qualitative study enabled me to connect with America’s urban voices of the hip-
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hop nation living in South L.A., also referred to as South Central L.A. (Morgan &
Bennett, 2011).
Ten Black men were selected to participate in an individual or small group
semi-structured interview. The identification of themes and development of
qualitative codes identified the essence of the individual and collectives voices of
my participants. A combination of emergent and in vivo coding was applied.
(Creswell, 2013; Saldana, 2013). The following sections present data summary
and interpretations, implications, recommendations for practice, and
recommendations for future research.
Summary and Interpretations
This section presents my interpretations of the four core findings in this
study as they pertain to the hip-hop culture, non-collegian Black men, and
education. For purposes of this study, the hip-hop culture focuses on hip-hop’s
element of rap music. The four core findings are: (a) Rap music did not deter the
selected participants’ desire to enroll in college, but instead rap motivated them
and increased their confidence; (b) the structural inequalities (Jones, 2001)
identified in the community and educational environments in which they lived
were essential in influencing the post-secondary academic success of Black
men; (c) although not immediately evident, non-collegian Black men living in L.A.
County urban communities who participated in this study do possess a critical
consciousness; and, (d) critical literacy, or conscientization (Freire, 1970), was
gained through rap music.
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These core findings are elaborated upon here as they contribute to an
understanding of the larger societal context of the problem as seen through the
stories of a highly capable, intelligent, compassionate, and proactive group of
young Black men who were attempting to survive in poor, under-resourced
environments that were beyond their control.
Rap as a Deterrent or Motivator to Higher Education?
This study revealed that for many of the participants rap music motivated
them to increase their efforts to improve their life situations. They were motivated
to provide for their families, seek gainful employment, pursue their dreams,
and/or consider enrolling in college. For a few participants, rap music did not
foster nor deter their pursuit of a higher education but rap did motivate them to
improve their life circumstances, even if that meant taking small steps to identify
and achieve their life goals as they made their transition from boyhood to
manhood. This boyhood to manhood transition is also seen as their journey
toward overcoming misperceptions of what it means for them to be a Black man,
which is related to what Freire (1970) termed as their false consciousness and
ultimately their development of a critical consciousness (Freire, 1970).
I must be a man and not a boy. All ten of the young men shared that
today’s commercial rap music made them desire money, fancy cars, jewelry,
women, and a lavish lifestyle that they did not possess. Half of the young men
shared that they drank alcohol and smoked marijuana as part of their image
and/or to cope with difficult life circumstances. They indicated that their adoption
of popular images of Black males perpetuated by mass media and corporate
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America (e.g., commercial/mainstream rappers) provided a persona necessary
for them to survive in the streets. Their peers, who, like them, may have also
been molded by mass media, influenced the young men. It is through the
influence of commercial rap that the mainstream portrayals of a distorted and
destructive transition from boyhood to manhood appeared to shape their reality.
Notions of masculinity. The young men residing in South Los Angeles
and Inglewood communities expressed that when they were younger the only
male role models they had were gang members and drug dealers. To a few of
the young men, the Black men in the neighborhood who were living a life of crime
were the men who shaped their perception of what it means to be a Black man
living in an impoverished and violent community. This perception appeared to
deeply influence their beliefs of what a Black man should look like, think like, and
sound like. Several of the young men sought the attention of elder gang
members and/or drug dealers for a “sense of belongingness and social love”
(Jenkins, 2006, p. 141). Their desire for material possessions and what mass
media portrays as attractive women painted a false reality, or false
consciousness, of what it means to be an accomplished, intelligent, and aware
Black man.
The young men all reflected on a time when they were not aware of or
chose to dismiss positive pathways to a better life, such as valuing education and
identifying healthier Black male role models. Whereas, Oliver (1989) faults the
Black community for the unsuccessful transition of Black males transition from
boyhood to manhood, Oliver (1989) wrote that Wilson (1987) placed blame on
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the structural breakdown of society as a result of “racial discrimination and social
dislocation due to technological transformations in the economy” (p. 23). These
economic transformations appear to exacerbate racial discrimination, as the men
such as those in this study are often perceived to be superfluous to society. The
young men in this study provided examples of how they were negatively
perceived by White authority, specifically law enforcement, due to their race,
culture, appearance, and community.
A few of the young men shared how having access to money and
technology would motivate them to pursue a high education. However, many of
the young men found it extremely difficult to value education because they felt
devalued given the conditions of their schools and the lack of quality counseling
and instructional support from their teachers. Another explanation for their
disconnect with higher education is their fear of appearing weak, stupid, or
incapable. For example, their perception of being a man meant that they are
there to “make that paper” and “get shit down.” The majority of the young men,
even those who had no interest in pursuing a college degree, all shared with me
that they needed “people like you” to reach out to help them. I learned that they
might be embarrassed or afraid to ask for support and guidance given how U.S.
society and under-resourced conditions in their environment have shaped their
image as Black men.
These same young men also recognized that commercial rappers, who
are exploited by corporate America to “make that money by any means
necessary,” are living a false reality that degrades Black youth, men, and women
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feeding into the cultural decline of not only the Black race but also of America.
While the gendered and often misogynist societal influences distorted their
perceptions of manhood, simultaneously, their recognition of these capitalistic
and racist influences demonstrated their critical consciousness and common
desire to evolve from a boy into a man to challenge misperceptions, injustices,
and inequalities. The process of becoming a man for the majority of participants
was defined as taking the responsibility to seek gainful employment (even a parttime job) to bring money into the household to feed and shelter themselves and
their family. Becoming a man meant that they would do their best to get that
“paper,” a college degree, once the time was right.
Although the participants had different priorities that prescribed their shortterm and long-term goals, all of the participants focused on money as the main
way to achieve happiness. While this is certainly influenced by the rampant
materialism in U.S. culture, there was also clearly a connection to the economic
realities of many of the participants living in relative conditions of poverty. The
process of becoming a man translated into their desire to take the initiative to see
beyond their difficult life circumstances by working to make a positive difference
for themselves and their families. This boy to man transformation eventually
revealed to the participants that being cool to appease and impress peers was
not in their best interest.
Taking a step back to assess the data. After the interviews were
completed, I recognized that it was critical to step away from the data to assess
each young man’s lived experience, particularly their boyhood to manhood
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transition. I was very empathetic prior to, during, and after the interviews but I did
not take the time to think about what it actually takes to be a man. American
society, including mass media and entertainment, has painted a picture for men
of color on how Black males should act, think, talk, and dress. The young men in
this study all described their boyhood and manhood experiences, as well as their
perceptions of what it means to be a man. I heard their concerns; however, I did
not step back to assess the complexities and richness of their experiences as
young Black men or how their experiences connected to societal beliefs and
society’s definition of masculinity for men of color and how this impacts their
ability to academically achieve in school and college environments.
Retreating to their coolness. During the interviews, only three of the
young men demonstrated their coolness as what Kirkland and Jackson (2009)
defined as “a strategy for navigating their world; as a system to establish their
own manhood; as a source of resilience; and as a form of aggression, strength,
and power” (p. 281). None of the young men were aggressive nor demonstrated
their power or control during the interview. All of the participants were humble,
compassionate, determined, sincere, and articulate. The participants appeared
resilient, strong, and confident regardless of the challenges they faced, even on
the day of their interview (e.g., Aaron awakening to police guns in his face the
day before his interview). Contrary to Henry (2002) as well as Majors and Billson
(1992), none of the young men at that point in their lives and in this setting
adopted a cool pose in which they believed that for them to be successful they
had to mimic the persona of commercial rappers. The participants appeared
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confident in their own skin. They seemed to recognize that being a “real nigga”
(Oware, 2011, p. 23) meant more than running the streets; it meant being a man
true to oneself. Having said this, I recognized that in my presence, given the tone
and atmosphere I established to make each of him feel comfortable, they did not
feel as though they had to portray a hard persona because each young man felt
safe. However, in the real world—their surrounding South Los Angeles
communities—I also recognized that they did not feel safe and there they would
retreat to their “coolness” and what it means to be a “real nigga” (Oware, 2011, p.
23) in order to survive.
Negative implications of retreating to coolness. Black males’ retreat to
coolness has negative implications for their overall success, particularly their
academic success. If young Black men are not in a safe zone where they feel at
ease and able to communicate their needs, then these young men will revert to
their coolness and in effect, their progress will be crippled. As shared by Aaron,
Floyd, and Martin, if they do not have a ‘helping hand,’ someone to point them in
the right direction, then they will most likely give up or shy away from getting the
academic help they need. For example, Aaron told me that when he attempted to
enroll in college he knew that he might need support due to a potential learning
disability, but he was afraid, embarrassed, and did not necessarily know whom to
talk with. As a result, Aaron stopped attending his first semester of college
classes.
Rap as relatable and unrelatable. Nine of the ten participants felt that
rap music increased their confidence and motivation whether it was the lyrics,
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beat, message, or a combination of all three. All of the young men shared how
rap music connected with them as individuals. However, this required them to
negotiate the seemingly contradictory impression that rap was both relatable and
unrelatable. Simplistically, this meant that they connected with the beat but not
necessarily the message. Upon deeper examination, relatable was defined by
the young men as having an emotional connection with rap music based on
similar life difficulties and experiences they shared with the rapper. Often times,
the life story that was articulated by rappers, whether perceived as positive or
negative experiences, gives them the determination to work hard and do what is
in their power to build their success pyramid. This supports Arnett’s (2011)
finding that rap music and images are an outlet for expression and identity
formation.
Simultaneously, unrelatable was defined as connecting with the music
because the participants desired to have what the rapper was “lyrically spitting”
(e.g., jewelry, cars, women, money, and fame). While this desire and temptation
was evident, the participants also felt that the commercialization of hip-hop
culture is to blame for the downfall of Black progress toward social transformation
(Travis, 2013). This intellectual identity (or critical consciousness) within hip-hop
exists and was quite evident in nine of the ten participants. The majority of young
men had the ability to think critically as they discussed their connection with their
selected rap song. Although many of the songs were categorized as commercial
rap, they refused to be dumbed down by the lyrical content. While still vulnerable
to the need to present a cool pose, the participants knew what commodification

169
looked like, and did not allow the commercialization of the art form to influence
their individual identity or intelligence—their intellectual identity. Instead, the
young men appeared to learn from the negative, commercialized content, which
motivated them to do better in life. Doing better in life included the participants
shared desire to give back to family who supported them through difficult times
and to improve the community in which they lived.
Giving back to family and community. Travis and Bowman (2012)
found that individuals who were inspired by rap created healthy relationships,
possessed an awareness of the world in which they lived, and desired to make
positive contributions to their community. All participants expressed their desire
to see themselves and their loved ones live in a healthy and safe world. For this
to occur, all of the young men recognized the role they must take to contribute to
a better community and household. All of them desired to make positive changes
and each of them expressed that it was in their power to make a difference. All of
the young men expressed that rap music of different genres—commercial,
gangsta, and socially conscious/political rap—motivated them to work hard in
order to reach their goals. Rap made them say, “I can do it!” Similar to rap music
giving the young Black men in this study the courage to work hard or hustle, they
felt that if they had a desire to enroll and be academically successful in college,
rap music—the lyrics, message and/or beat—would inspire them to get a college
degree).
The majority of the participants expressed without hesitation that rap
music did not discourage them from enrolling and being academically successful
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in college. Three young men were very clear and confident in stating college was
not a priority due to other personal goals (e.g., pursuit of a rap career or being
content doing nothing—a fixed mindset). However, for the majority, there were
other factors such as a lack of or no community resources, including
impoverished and violent communities and ill-equipped schools, which they felt
were the deterring factors. These structural issues are discussed in the second
core finding.
Structural Inequalities and Cultural Misalignment
The second core finding considered the participants’ surrounding
community and high school experiences in relationship to their academic
preparedness for college. The data analysis revealed high school and college
structure and culture were misaligned with the lived experiences and academic
needs of the participants. This suggests that the reality of our schools and
communities do not align with the educational mission and goals. This
misalignment contributed to many of the participants learning to cope by being
resilient and determined.
They don’t really care about us: high school, college, and community
experiences. Underprepared and underserved students depend upon academic
and counseling support in order for them to be motivated and prepared for
college (Rumbault, 1999; Zhou and Kim, 2006). The majority of the young Black
men in this study attended high school in South L.A. Only one of the ten
participants expressed that his high school counselor and teachers truly cared
and supported his educational journey. The other young men felt that their high
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school counselors, more so than their teachers, were unsupportive and
uninterested in their success. Educators’ lack of interest resulted in the majority
of the young men being misinformed about college enrollment and opportunities,
including college preparation and career pathways, free financial aid,
scholarships, special accommodations for students with learning disabilities, and
other student support services.
Several participants shared how they felt excluded from the college
environment because, according to them, education was not designed to help
Black people succeed. They felt this way because of the number of Black males
who they saw struggling to complete courses while balancing the needs of home
priorities (e.g., the need to be employed and the need to care for youth in the
household). These priorities, along with their thoughts about balancing home,
work, and school, impacted their ability to receive a high quality education. These
findings affirm the conclusions of Allen (2015), Howard (2013), and LadsonBillings (2011) that perceptions of Black males shape Black masculinities and
negatively impact academic achievement.
Resilience in the face of challenge. Allen (2015) explained that in the
absence of accessible educational opportunities, Black males have fewer
economic and social options, which leads to unemployment, poverty, violence,
incarceration, and death. The young men in this study believed that they could
make a positive change in their lives by focusing on their career and/or
considering a higher education to get a college degree. However, their high
school experiences did not provide the academic or the student support
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foundation necessary for them to successfully transition to college. This lack of
academic and student support equated to a misalignment between the academic
needs of urban Black males and their need for quality advising, counseling, and
instruction. This misalignment was apparent the participants experiences in the
secondary school environment—disorderly and unclean classrooms, a lack of
quality textbooks, and uninformed counselors who were perceived to be on the
job only for a paycheck.
However, the research confirmed that in spite of such option limiting
conditions, the critically conscious non-collegian Black men who participated in
this study all advocated for the need to change misperceptions about and
increase equitable opportunities for Black males in education. The young men
attributed false perceptions that educators have about them to their inner-city
high schools, urban and low SES neighborhoods, and other societal inequities
including poor, unsafe surroundings that had a negative impact on their personal
and academic growth. These dehumanizing conditions created inequitable
opportunities for the participants to access, learn, excel, and achieve in K-12 and
post-secondary environments. This dehumanization was heightened by a lack of
community resources, including, but not limited to, unstable housing, low income,
no or limited food, and a lack of positive role models and mentors. Educators and
American society must focus on a problem solving approach (Freire, 1970) to
understand such educational and community conditions, and not rely on
simplistic, cultural deficit notions of educational inequities. The structural,
institutional, and cultural problems identified by the participants must be
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addressed. Otherwise, efforts at uplifting the spirit of Black males by having a
presence in urban communities and reaching out to urban youth and young
adults on how to access college and career pathways will have a limited impact.
Making Sense of Reality—The Development of Critical Consciousness
Nine of the ten non-collegian Black men who participated in this study
possessed a critical consciousness (Freire, 1970) that was demonstrated in their
shared life experiences and analysis of their selected rap song. The participants,
socially conscious urban youth and rappers, may not have known that they had a
critical consciousness but their level of awareness and ability to communicate
what change was needed and why change was needed confirmed that they may
be considered organic intellectuals (Morgan & Bennett, 2011), a term that
describes an intellectual class that challenges dominant ideology. Nine of the
young men also demonstrated a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). A growth
mindset challenges the norm, makes changes, accepts failure, learns from
failure, and makes change to improve the self; whereas, a fixed mindset is being
comfortable with the norm and not making change to avoid failure as well as
growth. The nine participants who demonstrated a growth mindset articulated
circumstances in American society that impeded their ability to make progress.
David and Kevin had no interest in pursuing a higher education because they did
not feel that college was meant for them. However, they saw the value in higher
education if teachers and counselors were able to connect with them in and
outside of the classroom. This revealed that if opportunities were presented to
them, they might have felt differently about furthering their education. Despite not
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having an interest in pursuing a college degree, David and Kevin still had a
growth mindset because they identified their individual plans on how to overcome
obstacles to make money as rappers. Most of the other participants had a growth
mindset because they sought to improve their lives by any means necessary.
This included their desire to enroll in college to help them be successful in life;
therefore, they possessed an academic mindset.
Feeling targeted and unsupported as a Black man despite vast
opportunities in American society. The majority of the young men advocated
for the need to overturn an oppressive American society. A few, more passionate
than others, stated that African Americans in the U.S. have historically had it hard
given inequalities and inequities that violated their basic human rights. This
degradation and genocide of Blacks in America, as expressed by several of the
young men, was not only a problem during slavery and the Civil Rights
Movement, but it remains a critical concern as evidenced by today’s Black Lives
Matter movement for racial justice.
The young men shared how they felt they had been targeted individually
(i.e., profiled and discriminated against) by the system (White America),
employers, and law enforcement at some point in their lives. During the
interviews, they also shared how they have witnessed their peers and even Black
men in their families targeted in their own communities. David, Aaron, Martin,
and Darryl provided examples on how they witnessed White students (or those
who teachers thought to be smarter students), given more attention by teachers
and counselors. They saw this preferential treatment as a form of racism,
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discrimination, and ignorance. The young men also shared how seeing other
students given more attention and access to resources made the participants feel
like they did not matter. The majority of the participants had the same sentiment
for employers and law enforcement because they had encountered employers
who made it known that they would not hire a Black person and because of
encounters with law enforcement that made them feel targeted. While Derek,
who demonstrated a fixed mindset and no critical consciousness, acknowledged
that “Black people have it hard,” but he also felt that it was in each individual’s
power to make a change. Floyd acknowledged that racism is prevalent in
America but he felt that people in the world must see each person as part of the
human race rather than categorizing humans by ethnicity and culture. Floyd
believed that if we could see ourselves as a human race then we could overcome
hate and racism.
After sharing their individual and collective experiences with racism, the
participants connected their experiences with the experiences of other Black men
and what they saw as the historical mistreatment of African Americans by a
White dominated American society. When the young men shared that a higher
education is not meant for or designed for them, their reasoning was because
teachers and counselors didn’t care. As we discussed this further, Martin faulted
White people for African Americans being held back, looked over, and in
essence, oppressed. Martin and Aaron’s high school and young adult
experiences demonstrated that they viewed racism as cultural, structural and
institutional, infused throughout American society.
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Hip-hop (rap) and academic mindset. The hip-hop culture is the voice of
urban youth and urban people. Their voices articulate downfalls in their
environment and society as a whole in addition to the demand for social
transformation (Chang, 2005; Rose, T., 1994, 2008). The young men in this
study all embraced the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music. Because nine of
the ten young men reflected critically on their school experiences by articulating
the need to move from an oppressed way of thinking toward a transformative
way of thinking (i.e., a growth mindset) about how educators can more effectively
support and prepare them, this demonstrated how the hip-hop culture influenced
their thoughts about inequities in education and helped develop their critical
consciousness. Their academic mindset was in congruence with their desire to
be academically successful only if a college education was seen as a priority and
an accessible opportunity.
Critical Literacy through Rap
Learning through music “enables children to think, act and feel in the
domain of music” (Abrahams, 2005, pp. 2-3). The non-collegian Black men in this
study all connected with rap music and were able to express their thoughts,
actions, and feelings to their selected rap song. Many of the young men not only
related to rap, but they connected their selected song’s lyrics and message to
inequalities and inequities faced by Black males in America. The participants also
expressed their need for an improved, quality academic experience in
congruence with Freire’s (1970) concept of critical pedagogy.
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Education is a conversation. All of the participants implied or expressed
how they need to be a part of the classroom experience in high school and
college. They did not want to be talked at but desired to have their voices heard
and understood by teachers and counselors. This need aligns with Freire’s
(1970) key principle that “education is a conversation where students and their
teachers pose problems and solve problems together” (Abrahams, 2005, p. 3).
Education broadens reality. Having teachers and counselors who
students can relate to and mutually learn with in a reciprocal relationship can
transform “the way that both students and their teachers perceive the world”
(Abrahams, 2005, p. 4). This is the transformation that the young men stated was
needed in their high school and on college campuses.
The young men who had an academic mindset and a growth mindset
shared their difficult life circumstances, including poor educational experiences in
their high schools as well as barriers in their urban communities that made them
more aware of the world. As non-collegian Black men, they had a deep
knowledge of societal inequalities and inequities. This understanding was also
attributed to how the participants related to the spoken words of rappers. The
participants’ knowledge of inequalities and inequities combined with their
articulated desire to make change to better them and/or their communities
demonstrated what Freire (1970) defined as conscientization. Conscientization
“implies a knowing that has depth and goes beyond the recall of information”
(Abrahams, 2005, p. 4). The young men’s conscientization contributed to them

178
being empowered to transition from boy to man by taking steps to improve their
lives.
Education is transformative. The young men described how they related
to and learned from positive and negative rap lyrical content, messages, and
images. Their connection to rap helped transform them as individuals. This
transformation lead the majority of the young men to be motivated and more
confident, as well as empowered, to grind by working toward their life goals that
may have included a college education.
Education is political. Similar to education needing to be a conversation
between student, teacher, and counselor, the young men also recognized that
education is political. They witnessed politics in education by experiencing the
poor conditions of their high schools compared to more affluent communities.
Several of the participants expressed how they needed teachers who
acknowledge their self-worth. The young men expressed that their counselors
and/or teachers did not care for them, which made the participants feel isolated
or as if they were not good enough in comparison to other students. In essence,
many of the young men felt that education was not designed for them. By
recognizing that education is political, educators can accept the knowledge
gained from students themselves—knowledge that “needs to be honored and
valued” (Abrahams, 2005, p. 4).
Implications
The core findings in this study suggest implications for policy, practice,
theory, and future research. This study indicates that the hip-hop culture’s urban
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voices of America—the non-collegian Black men who participated in this study—
demonstrated a critical consciousness and are determined to be academically
successful if a college degree is what they desire to achieve and as long as
institutions of higher education are in alignment with their needs. The evidence
also suggests that hip-hop (rap music) did not deter college enrollment and
ultimately, academic achievement. This study supports the need for noncollegian Black men living in urban communities to be reached and connected
with by educators for them to grow as individuals, and contribute to educational
environments.
Implications for Policy
The educational barriers marginalized Black males face throughout the
U.S. as identified by the participants in this study are complex. Policymakers at
all levels should heed a call for change that addresses Black males’ educational
barriers. This must be done in collaboration with educational leaders and other
stakeholders to eliminate barriers that impact the enrollment and persistence of
Black males in higher education (Harper & Harris, 2012).
College access barriers. Although college access has nearly doubled
since 1995, Blacks earn only 10% of college degrees, 12% of graduate degrees,
and 7% of post-graduate/doctoral degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).
Poverty. As cited by Naylor, Wyatt-Nichol, and Brown (2015), “Blacks
comprise 13% of the U.S. population, but 24.1% of Blacks ages 18 to 64 live in
poverty” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012c). Similar to the non-collegian Black men in
this study, Blacks with no or low income are less likely to access college and if
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they access college, they are less likely to graduate because of their income, not
ability (Naylor, Wyatt-Nichol, & Brown, 2015). Only 54% of low-income students
enrolled in college in comparison to 82% of high-income students in 2011 (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2012a).
Affordability. Non-collegian Black men’s ability to access college is also
hindered by their ability to afford college given the rising cost of tuition. Although
community colleges are more accessible and affordable in comparison to fouryear schools, the cost to enroll even in a community college prevents Black
males from pursuing a college degree. Financial aid may be available, however,
many Black males are not informed or encouraged to access these resources.
They may not enroll in college due to being uneducated on free financial
assistance such as Federal Financial Aid Pell Grants. Given that Black students
are more eligible for and likely to receive Pell Grants in comparison to other
ethnic/racial groups, according to Harper and Harris (2012): “Federal
policymakers must increase, or at a minimum maintain, spending on Pell Grants
(instead of reducing current levels) and other forms of financial aid that will allow
Black male students from lower-income families to attend college” (p. 12).
Funding. To address high school-to-college preparation, college access,
and poverty, “it is important to focus new and existing funding on measures and
programs targeting student populations that are least likely to enroll in college,
such as Black men” (Harper & Harris, 2012, p. 11). If we are charged to increase
Black male college enrollment and completion, educators must continue to
advocate for college outreach and preparation initiatives. Support and advocacy
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efforts need to involve “federal and state policymakers, institutional leaders, and
community-based organizations” (Harper & Harris, 2012, p. 11).
High school to college preparation. College preparation starts in K-8
and must continue throughout each student’s high school years. Elementary
schools and high schools are responsible for providing a quality education to all
students that prepares them for a college education, even if a college education
may not be in the student’s personal plan for his next step in life. High school
counselors, in particular, are responsible for knowing and communicating
opportunities and resources that are beneficial to students as they plan for their
high school-to-college transition. If high school teachers cannot relate to Black
males and counselors do not care enough to support Black males in attaining a
college degree, then there is clearly a need for increased professionalism and
accountability and for recruiting a diverse faculty/staff that Black males can relate
to and rely on for true guidance. Yet, even with professionalism, accountability,
and diverse teachers and counselors, a larger issue remains—the poor condition
of schools particularly located in South L.A. If gang activity, violence, crime,
homicide, drugs, and liquor stores surround the schools, how can educators
make change for a quality education and college preparation? If the schools
themselves lack funds to update and provide clean textbooks, modern
technology, a safe and clean teaching and learning facility, and teachers and
counselors who are accountable and representative of the student population,
how can educators provide a quality education and college preparation?
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The National Association for College Admission Counseling’s College
Access Agenda for the 113th Congress. The National Association for College
Admission Counseling (NACAC) is “dedicated to helping all students make the
transition to post-secondary education” (NACAC, 2010, para. 1). The young men
in this study expressed a shared need for counselors who care rather than
counselors who are only there for a paycheck. The NACAC identified that one of
the significant barriers in accessing college for high school students is a lack of
quality high school counselors who are informed about college pathways and
resources and can contribute to their students’ college readiness. Community
colleges must partner with high school administrators so that they have the
information required for their counselors to accurately guide our community of
learners from high school to college.
Implications for Practice
The core findings indicate that: (a) Current educational practices are
failing to effectively reach and connect with non-collegian Black men living in
urban communities; (b) there is a lack of alignment between campus culture and
hip-hop culture in college recruitment activities and throughout the college
experience; and (c) professional development for effective high school-to-college
transition, counseling, and teaching is not addressing the needs of Black men.
Outreach, connection, and resources. The majority of the young Black
men in this study advocated for the need to have American society, including
educators, recognize their potential and worth by providing stepping-stones to
maximize their academic achievement. Maximizing academic achievement
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equates to, first, understanding that there is a problem that is caused by
educators such as school counselors who don’t provide the support that Black
males need to be academically successful (Davis and Jordan, 1994). This must
be addressed in the K-12 system, particularly in inner-city high schools. Findings
indicate that K-12 administrators and educators must recognize and address
ineffective and inequitable school practices that have a negative impact on the
ability of Black males to graduate, gain employment, and access college (Green,
2006; Smith 2006).
Since the majority of Black men who transition from secondary to postsecondary education enroll in a community college (The Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, 2009), educators must identify and be
prepared to address external factors (e.g., under-resourced, violent communities)
that Black males face in their daily lives (Jenkins, 2006). Jennings (2014) found
that nearly 50% of young Black men are unemployed or are living under the
poverty line. Living in resource-constrained environments contributes to high
rates of poverty, incarceration, and low educational attainment (Jennings, 2014).
As voiced by many of the participants, difficult life circumstances that Black
males struggle to overcome in American society cannot be viewed as the Black
man’s problem or a cultural program that can only be addressed by the Black
man (Allen, 2015; Noguera 2008). These difficult life circumstances are an
American dilemma that questions the social equality of Black males (Allen,
2015). Rather than allowing young Black men to become statistics due to
inequities and unjust practices and policies (Alexander, 2010; DeGruy, 2008,
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Tutashinda, 2012), educators must heal the cultural disconnect in education
(Bell, 2010; Bell, 2014).
Reaching and connecting with Black men for them to gain equal and
equitable access to a college experience means that educators must go into
urban communities to embrace, rather than fear, urban Black males. With
genuine acceptance of Black males, particularly of young men who have
experienced difficult life circumstances, then we can reach out, educate, and
ensure that there are equal, equitable, and accessible opportunities made
available to Black men. These opportunities include resources that non-collegian
Black men in this study identified as critical for their success in college: financial
aid, transportation, counseling/advising, educational planning, and mentoring.
Educators can no longer only admire Black males for their musical and athletic
abilities. We must embrace, rather than hate, “their dress, their language and
their affect” (Ladson-Billings, 2011, p. 9). We must become comfortable with
Black males “in places like the national Honor Society, the debate team, or the
computer club” (p. 9). The difficult life circumstances that Black males face every
day has a devastating impact on their heart, soul, and positive movement,
particularly those struggling to survive in inner-city neighborhoods like South L.A.
Understanding hip-hop as a legitimate and valued culture. The
participants in this study expressed their need for what Palmer, et al. (2013)
identified as four critical factors required for the academic success of Black
males who overcame challenges and barriers in their environment had: (a) skilled

185
and culturally competent teachers, (b) high educational expectations, (c)
mentorship, and (d) family and community support.
Community colleges with a genuine interest in the academic success of
Black students must make a committed effort to establish bridges for successful
transition from high school to college and ultimately, college completion (Lamar,
1974). As we venture into urban communities to educate Black males on the
importance of a higher education and the resources as well as opportunities that
they may be eligible for, follow-up is necessary after college recruitment. This
follow-up needs to be ongoing in the form of individual and group meetings to
support Black students in making academic progress toward their goals once
they enroll in college (Lamar, 1974). Going into urban communities, as voiced by
the participants, demonstrates a sincere effort to uplift Black males and
demonstrate genuine care about their progression in American society.
Social networks are critical for the academic success of non-collegian
Black men. Participants expressed they needed someone to say they can do it,
call to see how they are doing, ask what support they need, share how proud
they (educators) are to see them doing the right thing—these words of
encouragement and compassion motivates them to push forward. Mentoring
programs have a positive impact on college enrollment for marginalized and atrisk students. Participation in committed mentoring programs increases social
networks and the social capital of urban youth (Ahn, 2010).
The participants in this study all embraced the hip-hop culture. They are
the urban voices of America. Their urban voices, appearance, and demeanor are
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often perceived as negative images that promote misconceptions and inaccurate,
unquestioned, and unsubstantiated faculty perceptions (Allen, 2015; Fries-Britt,
1997). Educators must accept that Black men can academically succeed in an
educational institution that has quality and relatable resources and curriculum
promoting understanding and acceptance (Allen, 2015; Fries-Britt, 1997). Similar
to the young men in this study, marginalized students will do the best in their
power to prepare for college, despite school safety and violence concerns, poor
school facilities, and a lack of cross-cultural development (Allen et al., 2007; Los
Angeles Human Relations Commission, 2007; Noguera, 1996; Williams v.
California, 2001). However, it is our responsibility, as educators, to ensure that
their efforts to access college become a reality in which they have a true chance
to achieve their dream—a college education!
Because non-collegian Black men, as found in this study, are of the hiphop culture, this provides the rationale for educators, to connect with Black men
by learning from their “engagement, creativity, aspirations, skill sets, and
commitment to labor” (Irby et al., 2013, p. 18). Despite not having a rapport with
the Black men selected for this study prior to the interviews, I was able to gain
trust that resulted in their shared experiences communicated to me through their
selected rap song. Each young man related to their selected rap song and
translated how the song’s lyrics, beat, and message positively and/or negatively
related to him. If educational research indicates that more college educators are
focusing on rap music texts to support marginalized groups, understand
marginalized groups’ identity and perceptions of the world, and weave hip-hop
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into curriculum and other academic affairs that impact students (Petchauer,
2009), then why not adopt these same approaches as we venture into urban
communities to educate and establish a gateway to accessing higher education
for non-collegian Black men? Student services programs can accomplish this
during the development and implementation of new student recruitment
strategies and orientations. This can also be a component of bridge programs
that aim to prepare high school students for college.
Professional development. Ongoing professional development is critical
to understand the difficult life circumstances marginalized students face prior to
entering college and even throughout their college experience. Trainings must
become discussions and opportunities for understanding and transformation.
Requiring cultural sensitivity professional development that includes evaluation
instruments for faculty, staff, and administrator responsibilities can lead to a
culture of learning, sharing, and acceptance. Cultural sensitivity must focus on
real issues, such as the role of the community college in community violence,
poverty, police brutality and discrimination, and discriminatory employment
practices—all issues the participants had to overcome in their daily lives.
Implications for Theory
Critical race theory (CRT). The non-collegian Black men in this study
shine a light on the immediate need for transformation that is in congruence with
their needs as critically conscious, urban voices who are overlooked and lost in
their pursuit of success while remaining determined to survive. This study’s
participants identified social and structural inequities that are rooted in the
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dominant culture of White supremacy (Bracey, 2015). Rather than centering on
the perspectives of the dominant culture, CRT explained the participants’ desire
to advocate for change pertaining to inequitable educational practices and
policies (Rocco, et al., 2014). CRT’s counterstory tenet along with recognizing
the value of the “unique voice of color,” further explained how the participants
used their individual and collective voices as an outlet to express their lived
experiences.
The voices of these young Black men were unique because of their
individual and shared experiences with historical and present-day oppression.
They communicated their experiences with oppression in secondary as well as
post-secondary education and in their urban community. These are life
experiences that the dominant culture is unlikely to understand because they
have not experienced oppression like the Black men in this study (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001; Rocco et al., 2014). Although the voice tenet was most
applicable in researching non-collegian Black men, differential racialization also
applied to the voiced experiences of participants. The young men particularly
living in South L.A. became racialized or devalued due to the community in which
they lived, their low incomes, and their difficult life circumstances.
Listening to, analyzing, and documenting the lived experiences of noncollegian Black men opened my eyes to their potential and high level of
intelligence. This became evident to me as they shared their difficult life
circumstances, their commitment to do better, and their analysis of our social ills.
Their lived experiences point to the continued need to identify structural
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inequities that are racially-based and impede on marginalized Black men
accessing and succeeding in higher education:
When viewed through the lens of critical race theory (CRT), the
achievement gap and school dropout rates for Black males can be
explained as a disparate impact of institutional racism manifested in the
form of tracking and similar ability-group practices within public
educational systems (Naylor, Wyatt-Nichol, & Brown, 2015, p. 525)
Tracking and ability grouping as forms of institutionalized racism, occurs
when: (a) students are segregated by schools based on their racial identity, (b)
schools do not provide an equal opportunity to a high-quality education, and (c)
when students’ poor school experiences impact their ability to be successful in
school, college, career, and in their overall life (Braddock, 1990; Naylor, WyattNichol, & Brown, 2015; Viadero, 1998; Welner & Oakes, 1996). In the case of all
10 participants, they experienced institutionalized racism because their high
schools lacked high-quality education, including counseling support. A lack of
high-quality education combined with priorities at home and the need to be
employed all contributed to their desire to enroll in college.
Critical consciousness. According to Lake and Kress (2013), critical
consciousness is demonstrated when the less dominant group (e.g., the noncollegian Black men in this study) develops an awareness of economic, social,
and political circumstances as they effect their day-to-day lives. As an educator,
the most significant finding was that nine of the ten non-collegian Black men
demonstrated a critical consciousness (see Figure 1). Although the young men in
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the study may not be able to define their spoken knowledge about oppression,
inequities, and historical practices as critical consciousness, they do indeed
demonstrated the capacity to develop a high level of awareness. They not only
demonstrated an awareness of racial, social and economic inequities that hinder
Black males in America, but they also sought to make change by identifying
problems and being willing themselves to be a part of the change.
Educators must learn to resist the dominant narrative that fails to see this
potential, and perpetuates micro-aggressions, stereotypes, and fear based on
the appearance and the distorted spoken words of urban Black males that are
often distorted. Such resistance to oppressive institutional norms will help noncollegian Black males feel more welcomed and encouraged to enroll and
academically succeed on a college campus. This will also support educators who
desire to work toward a shared goal of reaching and connecting with
marginalized young men through understanding and acceptance, which is critical
to address inequitable educational practices and policies.
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Figure 1. The hip-hop non-collegian academic mindset model. The model
demonstrates that non-collegian participants who are the voices of hip-hop
having a critical consciousness, indicates they also have a growth mindset. Their
growth mindset and desire to transform oppressive circumstances by pursuing a
higher education to improve their lives, demonstrates that they have an academic
mindset.
Implications for Future Research
Financial literacy and resources. Financial stability was a common need
among the participants in order to achieve success and happiness. None of the
participants were employed full-time and or had earned a college degree. Most of
the participants relied on hourly, short-term, temporary employment. They all
desired to find gainful employment to support themselves and/or their families.
But the young men lacked guidance on how to manage and save their money.
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Those who enrolled in college were unaware of free financial aid and
scholarships. Further research should examine levels of financial literacy among
students, which could also explore the most effective use of Federal Financial
Aid Pell Grants to aid in their academic and personal success.
Critically conscious non-collegian Black men. Participants
demonstrated this awareness by providing examples and connecting their lived
experiences with the need for social transformation. Further research exploring
how non-collegian Black men develop a critical consciousness would be
beneficial to understand their role as organic intellectuals (Morgan & Bennett,
2011) as it is related to their role as important cultural and educational critics.
Black parents’ educational attainment and involvement in higher
education. Although this study did not inquire about the participants’ parents’
educational attainment and involvement in higher education, it appeared that the
majority of parents, particularly those living in South L.A., did not possess a
college degree. This is important because another component to ensure the
success of Black males in education is to have Black families engaged in their
sons’ academic experience. If Black parents faced secondary education barriers
that were similar to what their sons experienced, then it may be a challenge for
parents to understand the high school-to-college transition and what is required
for their sons to be academically successful. What role do parents play in
assisting young Black male student success?
Implications for Methodology
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Interview protocol. Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series provided an
initial structure for me to get to know each participant and their individual as well
as collective lived experiences. Originally, my modified version of Seidman’s
interview series was to be used for two focus groups followed by individual
interviews. As described in Chapter 3, the participant recruitment process proved
to be more of a challenge than I expected. Because of the difficult life
circumstances of the participants (e.g., family and legal obligations, and no or
limited transportation), I needed to become more flexible and modify my interview
protocol. With IRB approval, I eliminated the focus groups and merged focus
group questions into the interview protocol. The semi-structured interviews were
duration of 90-120 minutes. I also allowed for small group interviews to
accommodate participants and to make each young man feel comfortable.
Although I was able to complete the interview within the 120-minute timeframe, I
discovered that Seidman’s approach of scheduling a sequence of interviews on
different days would have been more beneficial to the study. As I reflected on
Seidman’s three-interview series, I believe that if the participants were able to
commit to three interviews on three separate days, that would have been an ideal
model to follow as I would have had more quality time with each participant
rather than attempting to have all questions answered in one 90-120 minute
session. However, because of the difficult life circumstances of these young men,
it was highly likely that they would not follow-through with completing three
interviews on different days if I had followed Seidman’s model.
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As I interviewed the young men, individually or in groups of two to three, I
found that the majority of the participants, particularly those who were
interviewed in a group, addressed their lived experiences pertaining to school,
family, friends, career goals, and the complexities of being a Black man living in
the United States at the beginning of the interview (Phase 1) and throughout the
interview (Phase 2 and Phase 3). I also recognized during the first two one-onone interviews that some of the questions were redundant and unclear to the
participants. Therefore, I eliminated redundant questions and rephrased
questions. Once this was done, the young men remained engaged, trusting, and
open in their responses. Throughout the process, they were all willing to share
their lived experiences. In different ways, the young men expressed that they
participated to make a difference for other Black males in their communities and
to help educators understand what they need as Black men in order to survive
and ultimately achieve in life.
Critically conscious non-collegian Black women. Three of the young
men in this study recommended interviewing non-collegian Black women of the
hip-hop culture to gain their perceptions about higher education. Similar research
questions to this study may apply to non-collegian Black women to identify
whether or not rap music deters them from enrolling in college. How might their
life circumstances and mindset compare with the young men’s lived
experiences?
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Recommendations
The core findings in this study revealed how the hip-hop culture’s element
of rap music contributes to the mindset of critically conscious, non-collegian
Black men living in L.A. County urban communities. Evidence suggested that
educators must reach and connect with Black males in their communities as well
as in schools and colleges. In light of what I learned from the review of the
literature and my study’s findings, I present the following three recommendations
for higher education leadership: (a) Heal the cultural disconnect in higher
education; (b) embrace the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music to support
potential and existing marginalized students; (c) create, implement, and assess
ongoing professional development on cultural sensitivity to the college
community—administrators, faculty, classified staff, students, and other college
stakeholders including community partners.
Recommendation to Heal the Cultural Disconnect in Higher Education
This study indicates that the cultural disconnect in higher education must
be healed (Bell, 2010; Bell, 2014). The non-collegian Black men who participated
in this study all voiced a need for high school and college teachers and
counselors who could relate to their lived experiences including difficult life
circumstances. The participants shared that they are in desperate need of
educators or mentors to help them overcome barriers that hinder their academic
success not only in K-12, but also in college. The assets these young men bring
are considerable. They desire to contribute, and their perspectives are sorely
needed in higher education and beyond.
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To heal the cultural disconnect in higher education means that leaders in
higher education must be proactive instead of reactive. They need to be
intentional, transparent, and transformative in the practices and policies they
implement to build a true bridge from high school to college. Then it is their
responsibility to ensure that sufficient, accessible, and equitable academic and
student support services are developed with input from Black men.
“Match incarceration and educational investments” (Harper & Harris,
2012, p. 12). In 2010, as reported by Harper and Harris (2012), the U.S.
Department of Justice estimated that 85,600 non-collegian Black men 18-24
years of age were incarcerated in federal and state prisons; California taxpayers
paid $49,161 per inmate in 2010. To address the disproportionate amount of
funding that is allocated to federal and state prisons throughout the U.S., I
support Harper and Harris’ (2012) recommendation for “state policymakers to
enact an investment strategy that matches taxpayer dollars spent on
incarcerating 18- to 24-year old Black men with race/gender-specific efforts that
improve their pathways to and through college” (Harper & Harris, 2012, p. 12).
Advance the White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for
African Americans by reaching and connecting with Black males in their
communities. President Obama signed an executive order, the White House
Initiative on Educational Excellence for African Americans, in July 2012. One of
the goals was “increasing college access and success for African American
students and providing support to help ensure that a greater percentage of
African Americans complete college” (The White House, 2012). This initiative
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focused on an access to high-quality education in the child development years of
African Americans through their high school completion. As voiced by the noncollegian Black men in this study, they need to be reached and connected with in
their communities.
Establish committed mentor-mentee and peer counseling programs.
Require degree-granting institutions to provide committed mentors to Black
males before and throughout their college education (Naylor, Wyatt-Nichol, &
Brown, 2015). The non-collegian Black men in this study need a helping hand
and motivational words to help them know they can and will be successful.
Mentoring programs, in one form or another, may be available on some college
and university campuses. A high school-to-college mentor program could be a
component of a high school’s bridge to college program. For example, LASC
could partner with local high schools to provide mentors that could provide
support as high school juniors and seniors prepare to transition to college. Even
if it is not a current goal for students to pursue a college education, they should
be given the opportunity to participate in programs that educate them on college
and careers pathways.
The participants in this study shared a common need to have committed
mentors available to them before and throughout their college experience.
Collaborate with Black faculty, administrators, and classified staff; Black student
club advisors and students; and Black community leaders and high school
counselors and teachers to explore the creation of a college campus mentormentee program. Mentor-mentee programs could include a peer-counseling
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component in which Black students who have been academically successful in
college are selected to advise, guide, and be a listening ear to a peer who had to
overcome difficult life circumstances that the peer counselor has also
encountered in his life. A mentor-mentee programs with Black faculty,
administrators, and community leaders as leaders could pair mentors with young
men who have similar life experiences as well as college and career goals.
Community and business leaders from neighboring businesses and non-profit
organizations could be selected as mentors. These leaders could also create
opportunities to employ mentees. Collaborate with local male enrichment
programs, such as the African American Male Education Network and
Development organization, to arrange for Black male students to participate in
conferences and mentor-mentee programs.
Distribute food and transportation vouchers. Identify free or low cost
partnerships and resources to financially support food and transportation
programs. Nutritious snacks and beverages could be provided free to students
during activities and events. Explore free or low-cost food voucher programs for
low-income and homeless students that could be an initiative for the college’s
student life office led by student officers on the college campus. Another initiative
that could be explored are vouchers for free or low-cost transportation to so
students can arrive to their college classes on time without worrying about finding
a ride or walking to college through a violent neighborhood.
Bridge the high school to college gap. Establish or strengthen existing
partnerships with local high schools to ensure that Black males are prepared to
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transition to college even if a college education is not their goal. Invite high
school principals, teachers, and counselors to high school-to-college
collaborative meetings. Develop monthly college preparation workshops or
sessions facilitated by college administrators, faculty, and/or staff side and high
school colleagues to educate students and parents/guardians on academic and
career pathways, financial aid, scholarships, counseling support, and community
resources such as mental health counseling, housing, clothes, food, and
employment opportunities.
College-community promise effort. Because the young men in this
study expressed the need for educators to come to them, make it a priority to
establish a college-community promise effort. This effort would ensure that
college academic programs and student support services representatives are
involved in community activities and events where college opportunities are
promoted. For example, utilize community centers, conduct presentations in
libraries, frequent local restaurants to distribute and post educational flyers and
brochures, build relationships with church pastors and other community members
viewed by non-collegian Black males as leaders or people of authority (e.g.,
barbers, family, gang members, etc.). Arrange for college campus tours at no
cost to participants who may be interested in enrolling in college.
Recruit diverse faculty and staff. As voiced by the participants,
educators must hire diverse faculty and staff with whom Black men can relate. In
addition, training must be provided to faculty and staff on Black male experiences
and how best to reach and connect with them. Make it an immediate ongoing

200
priority to the college’s mission, vision, and values to reflect the need to recruit,
train, and sustain racially diverse faculty, in this case, Black teachers and
counselors with whom marginalized Black males can identify with and relate.
This would require strategic conversations and planning with human resources/
personnel administrators, faculty leadership, and the Board of Trustees.
Shared governance. Prioritize having Black men with a critical
consciousness participate on shared governance committees and councils.
These could include planning for new student recruitment and orientations,
student equity, strategic planning, curriculum and scheduling, counseling support
services, the Basic Skills Initiative, classroom technology, accreditation self-study
work groups, and budgetary planning and reporting.
Recommendation to Embrace the Hip-Hop Culture’s Element of Rap Music
to Support Potential and Existing Marginalized Students
Hip-hop is a culture fully embraced by many Black males, particularly
Black males living in urban communities like South L.A. Petchauer (2009) found
that college educators are focusing on rap music texts to support marginalized
groups in college classrooms. Use hip-hop as a way to bridge the gap in our
classrooms, and to identify effective practices that will help us reach and connect
with non-collegian Black males using hip-hop as a bridge to cross over from high
school to the college environment.
The hip-hop to college educational platform. Hip-hop culture has
historically provided a platform for urban youth to voice their feelings,
experiences, and to learn how to overcome community and societal injustices.
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Consider the creation of a platform for non-collegian young men to express their
higher education needs in a creative way by using hip-hip/rap as a gateway to
college. During the recruitment process, partner with high school and college
colleagues to host an open microphone event where hip-hop and education unite
in the form of live performances followed by presentations on college programs,
services, and resources. This event could occur in the summer and feature not
only live performances and college presentations but also a student panel. The
student panel could include Black male students who overcame difficult life
circumstances and successfully enrolled in and/or completed college. These
students would share their life experiences and give non-collegian Black males
an opportunity to ask questions and share their concerns as well as life goals.
Recommendation to Develop and Implement Ongoing Professional
Development on Cultural Sensitivity to the College Community
Charge professional development coordinators, directors, and
administrators with embedding cultural sensitivity and tolerance training in all
professional development activities and events. Ensure that professional
development funds are allocated for faculty participation at summits and
conferences with a focus on the hip-hop culture and education, Black male
recruitment, Black male engagement and empowerment, and Black male
achievement. Administrators and faculty should embed effective practices for
cultural sensitivity and tolerance in new faculty orientations. Provide the same
professional development opportunities to all administrators and classified staff,
particularly those staff that interact with students on a daily basis.
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Summary of the Dissertation
The problem this study addressed is the decline of Black men’s academic
achievement in higher education given inaccessible and inequitable policies and
resources that are historically rooted in American society and complicated by the
mass incarceration of Black males in the U.S. Although college enrollment and
completion rates are well documented, more attention was needed on how to
reach Black men who have not accessed a college or university to pursue an
undergraduate degree. The lack of access to a high-quality education is of
greater social and economic concern given an increase in globalization and the
need for a highly skilled workforce (Howard, 2013). For this study, of critical
concern is the effect that an ongoing decline of Black men in undergraduate and
graduate programs will have on our future (Carby, 1992; Page, 1997).
As this study explored the decline of Black men’s enrollment and
achievement in higher education, with an additional focus on high school
experiences, four core findings emerged from the individual and collective voices
of the participants in this study: (a) rap music did not deter the selected
participants’ desire to enroll in college, but instead rap motivated them and
increased their confidence; (b) the structural inequalities (Jones, 2001) identified
in the community and educational environments in which they lived were
essential in influencing the post-secondary academic success of Black men; (c)
although not immediately evident, non-collegian Black men who participated in
this study do possess a critical consciousness; and, (d) critical literacy, or
conscientization (Freire, 1970), is gained through rap music
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The four core findings suggested that educators must reach and connect
with Black males in their communities as well as in schools and colleges. I
presented the following three recommendations from a higher education
leadership perspective: (a) Heal the cultural disconnect in higher education, (b)
embrace the hip-hop culture’s element of rap music to support potential and
existing marginalized students; (c) develop and implement ongoing professional
development on cultural sensitivity to the college community—administrators,
faculty, classified staff, students, and community partners.
I am very proud to share that since meeting, developing a rapport with,
and interviewing the young men in this study, I have established and continued a
mentor-mentee and/or big sister-little brother relationship with most of the young
men that participated in this research study. I am honored to do them and other
Black males living in American society justice by presenting their lived
experiences. It is my goal to make a difference in higher education by fostering a
culture of transformative change that results in equal and equitable access to a
higher education for Black males throughout the U.S.
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APPENDIX A
Q & A REFERENCE GUIDE AND PARTICIPANT CRITERIA
CHECKLIST FOR HIGHER EDUCATION AND COMMUNITY-BASED
COLLEAGUES ASSISTING WITH RECRUITMENT
Dear Colleague:
Thank you for offering to assist with recruiting participants for my study. Please
reference the attached interview recruitment flyer, to review as you inform your
community of students and other contacts so they can assist me in reaching noncollegian Black men residing in Los Angeles County, California.
Who is the researcher? The researcher is Dione (Dee Dee) Carter, a
community college administrator who is in her third year of the Doctorate in
Educational Leadership (Community College Leadership) Program at California
State University, Fullerton. Dee Dee was born and raised in the CrenshawAdams community of Los Angeles, CA. She is also a current resident of this
community. Dee Dee embraces the hip-hop culture and listens to different genres
of rap music. Dee Dee has also witnessed the hardships many young and older
Black men face living in urban communities.
What is the researcher’s contact information? Dione (Dee Dee) Carter’s
Google Voice telephone number is (323) 515-9005. Dee Dee can also be
emailed at blackmenhiphopstudy@gmail.com.
What is the problem statement of the study? The problem this study will
address is the decline of Black men’s academic achievement in higher education
given inaccessible and inequitable policies and resources that are historically
rooted in American society and complicated by the mass incarceration of Black
males in the U.S. This study seeks to address the gap in the literature by
exploring the hip-hop culture as a cultural influence in the lives of non-collegian
Black men and how the hip-hop culture shapes their academic mindset.
What is the purpose of the study? The purpose of this qualitative study is to
explore the lived experiences of college-aged, non-collegian Black men living in
L.A. County who identify with the hip-hop culture and demonstrate an awareness
or a critical consciousness of economic, political, and social factors in the U.S.
This study examines the role of rap music as a revolutionary cultural movement
in education and its risks and utility in attempts to increase the enrollment of
Black men in higher education.
Why is the study important? This study examines the critical need to
understand the perspective of young Black men in an effort to reach, retain, and
grow Black men in higher education and American society. Those who will
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benefit from this study are administrators, faculty, staff, students, policy-makers,
the hip-hop nation, and American society.
What is the hip-hop culture and rap music? The hip-hop culture includes
dance, fashion, graffiti, language, and rap. It is a multi-billion dollar global
industry that stimulates organic intellectuals. Hip-hop culture pressures American
society to address race, power, and differences. Rap is an element of the hip-hop
culture. Marginalized people are often uplifted through rap music because rap is
their vocal outlet.
Who is eligible to participate in an interview? A minimum of six to eight Black
men who meet the below criteria will be selected to participate in an individual,
semi-structured interview. Participants will be invited to an interview scheduled to
take place in February or March 2016. Participants must provide their own
transportation to and from the designated L.A. County location. The researcher
will provide free snacks and beverages. A free $20.00 gift card will be given to
each participant at the conclusion of the interview.
The criteria for potential participants to participate in a focus group
includes:
Must identify as a Black or an African-American man
Must live in a L.A. County urban community
Must be 18 to 24 years of age
Must have earned a high school diploma or GED in L.A. County
Must have never enrolled in college to pursue a degree
Must listen to rap music
Must not have a medically diagnosed psychological disability
Must not currently be incarcerated, on parole, nor on probation
Must possess a critical consciousness (awareness) of barriers that Black
males have faced historically and in today’s American society
 Must be available for ONE individual interview scheduled in February or
March 2016 for a minimum duration of 90-minutes.
When is the interview scheduled? Participants will only be selected to
participate in one audio-recorded interview to occur in February or March 2016
for a minimum duration of 90-minutes. The researcher will confirm the date, time,
and location once the potential participant contacts her to inquire about the study.
The researcher will screen potential participants by telephone, face-to-face, or
via email in order to be considered for an interview.










Will participants be compensated for their participation? No compensation
will be provided to participants.
Who else is allowed to sit-in the interviews? Only the approved participant
and the researcher are permitted to sit-in the interview.
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW RECRUITMENT FLYER

BLACK MEN NEEDED FOR A
HIP- HOP STUDY
Never earned a college degree? Inspired, motivated, and/or
influenced by RAP music? Then, LET YOUR VOICE BE HEARD by
participating in an interview session this February or early March!
POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS MUST:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Identify as a Black or an African-American male;
(323)
Be 18 to 24 years old;
515Live in Los Angeles County;
9005
Have already earned a high school diploma or GED in L.A. County;
Have never enrolled in college to pursue a college degree;
Listen to rap music;
Have an awareness of barriers (challenges) that Black males have faced historically and
in today’s American society; and,
Be available to join ONE, 90-minute interview to take place in February or early-March
2016.

*** Potential participants who are currently on probation, parole, and/or incarcerated will not be selected for the
study. Participants must not have a medically diagnosed psychological disability. ***

LET’S MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN OUR L.A. COMMUNITIES!
PURPOSE: A study to explore the cultural influences and academic
mindset of college- aged Black men living in L.A. urban communities.

THE INTERVIEW
·

A minimum of 6 to 8 Black men to be
selected for an individual interview.
· An interview scheduled to take place
in February or early March 2016 for a
minimum duration of 90 minutes.
· Topics: high school experiences,
college aspirations, barriers in the
community and American society, and
the hip-hop culture’s element of rap
music.

FREE Snacks & a $20.00 Gift Card!
INTERESTED? QUESTIONS? CONTACT DIONE (DEE DEE) CARTER
Doctoral Student | Doctorate of Educational L eadership
California State University, Fullerton

' Call or Text: (323) 515-9005| : E-mail: blackmenhiphopstudy@gmail.com
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APPENDIX C
SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE FOR POTENTIAL INTERVIEW
PARTICIPANTS TO BE ASKED BY THE RESEARCHER
The initial screening questions listed below will be asked by the researcher to
qualify potential participants an individual, semi-structured interview.
Potential participants are required to respond to the screening questions in order
to be considered for an interview.
Potential participants may respond by: (a) telephone, (b) face-to-face, or (c) via
email.
Potential participants will contact the researcher via electronic mail at
blackmenhiphopstudy@gmail.com or by telephone on the researcher’s Google
Voice service at (323) 515-9005.
A minimum of six to eight participants will be selected based on potential
participants’ responses to the screening questionnaire.
Screening Questionnaire Script:
Thank you for responding to my recruitment flyer seeking Black men to
participate in a study about the hip-hop culture, rap, and your feelings about
pursuing a college degree.
If selected for an interview, I will provide free snacks and beverages as well as a
quiet location that is convenient for you and me. Upon completion of the
interview, each participant will receive a free $20.00 gift card. All participants are
responsible for providing transportation to and from the location.
To be considered for an interview, scheduled to take place in February or March
2016 for a minimum duration of 90-minutes, please respond to the following
questions:
(1) What is your first and last name?
(2) How old are you?
(3) What are your email address, telephone number, and mailing
address? What city do you reside in?
(4) Did you graduate from a high school with a diploma or receive a GED
certificate in Los Angeles County (yes or no)?
(5) Are you currently incarcerated, on parole, or on probation (yes or no)?
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(6) Do you have a medically diagnosed psychological disability (yes or
no)?
(7) Have you ever enrolled in college to pursue a college degree (yes or
no)?
(8) Have you thought about going to college (yes or no)?
(9) How would you rate your level of engagement with rap music? On a
scale of 1-5 (1 – Little to no engagement; 3 – Daily engagement; 5 – Very
highly engaged)
(10) On a scale of 1 to 5 with 1-Strongly Disagree, 2- Disagree, 3- Unsure,
4- Agree, or 5-Strongly Agree, please rate how you feel about the
following statements: (a) My being a Black man has little to do with my
educational progress, (b) Issues of race and class in the United States can
be overcome by individual hard work, and (c) Most people who drop out of
school do so because their families do not value education.
(11) If selected for an interview, please share the days and times of the
week when you are generally available in February or March 2016 for a
minimum duration of 90-minutes.
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APPENDIX D
CONSENT FORM
CONSENT FORM
My name is Dione (Dee Dee) Carter. I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr. Eugene
Fujimoto at California State University, Fullerton (CSUF) in the doctoral program in Community College
Educational Leadership. I am conducting a study to research the hip-hop culture’s element of rap
music’s impact on the academic mindset of Black (African-American) men who are 18-24 years of age;
currently live in Los Angeles County, California; graduated from a L.A. County, CA, high school or
passed the GED; and have never enrolled in college with the goal of obtaining a college degree.
This study will inform educators and American society on the struggles Black men encounter in their
communities including challenges they face that may influence their feelings and decisions about
earning a college degree. This study also aims to identify educational practices to better reach and
serve Black males who aspire to pursue a college degree, particularly those men who have a social,
racial, and/or political consciousness (awareness). The only identifiable risk to you as a participant in
this study is that you may recall personal and academic obstacles you had to overcome.
Your participation will involve one individual, semi-structured interview with a minimum duration of 90
minutes. I will provide interview participants free snacks and beverages. Interview participants will
receive a free $20.00 gift card at the conclusion of their scheduled interview. The interview will include
an analysis of one rap song selected by you prior to the scheduled interview. The interview will be
audio-recorded with your permission.
I hope that all the participants will respond honestly, because I want to hear your true voice as you
share your personal experiences, beliefs, values, and aspirations (goals). However, you do not have to
answer questions that make you feel uncomfortable. If you choose not to answer, there will be no
consequence and you will still remain a part of the study as long as you participate during the entire
duration.
Research records will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. I along with anyone who
referred you to me are the only individuals who will know your name outside of the interview. The
responses you provide will not be connected with your name in any way, as participants will be
referred to only by pseudonym (alias) in the write up of the study known as the dissertation. Screening
questionnaire and interview transcripts in addition to other study information will be stored in the
researcher’s locked cabinet, on a password-protected computer and on other password-protected
storage devices. I will keep data indefinitely for future publication and/or presentation.
Your participation is needed and appreciated. Your participation is also voluntary (your choice). You
are free to withdraw from participation at any time without suffering penalty or loss of benefits or
services you may otherwise be entitled to. However, if you do not participate during the entire duration
of the interview (for example, if you leave early), you will not receive a gift card.
If you have additional questions, please contact me by telephone via my Google Voice Service by
dialing (323) 515-9005 and/or by email at blackmenhiphopstudy@gmail.com. My faculty advisor’s
contact information is: Dr. Eugene Fujimoto, 657-278-7310, (email) efujimoto@fullerton.edu. If you
have questions about the rights of human research participants, contact the CSUF Institutional Review
Board (IRB) Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu.
I have no conflict of interest relating to this study, financial or otherwise.
Thank you,
Dione Carter, CSUF Graduate Student
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I have carefully read and/or I have had the terms used in this consent form and their significance
explained to me. By signing below, I agree that I am at least 18 years of age and agree to participate in
this project. I have also been given a copy of this form.
_____________________________
Printed Name

___________________________
Signature
Date

______

I agree to be audio-recorded for the purposes of this research study only.
_____________________________

___________________________

______
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Printed Name

Signature

Date

All California State University employees are mandated reporters under California¹s Child Abuse
and Neglect Reporting Act ("CANRA"). Whenever a CSU employee, in his/her professional capacity
or within the scope of his/her employment, has knowledge of or observes a person under the age of
18 years whom the employee knows, or reasonably suspects, to have been the victim of child
abuse or neglect, the employee must report the incident to the appropriate authorities.
Signature of Investigator _______________________________________ Date _______________
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APPENDIX E
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL—ADAPTED SEIDMAN’S THREE-SERIES
INTERVIEW
CHECK-IN PRIOR TO THE START OF THE INTERVIEW
30 MINUTES BEFORE THE INTERVIEW:
·
·
·
·
·
·

·

·

·
·

Remind the participant the interview will be audio recorded.
Welcome the participant, introduce myself, and share my background with
the participant.
Review the time frame of the interview and rest room location.
State the purpose of the study.
Remind the participant why he was selected for the interview.
Remind the participant that his identity and input will remain confidential
throughout the research. The participant will be assigned a pseudonym
(alias).
Express to the participant that it is important for him to be honest and
speak from his heart. Also state that if a question makes him feel
uncomfortable, there is no need to respond to the question or the question
can be restated or rephrased for clarification.
Review the consent form. Collect the signed and dated consent form from
the participant. Provide a signed and dated consent form to the participant
prior to leaving the interview.
Notes will become a part of the study secured by me, the researcher.
Snacks and beverages will be provided at no cost to the participant
throughout the interview.
90-120 MINUTE INTERVIEW
INTERVIEW PART ONE: FOCUSED LIFE HISTORY
20-30 minutes—Question #s 1-6

1. Please take a few minutes to tell me more about yourself.
a. What city were you born in?
b. Do you live on your own or with parents/guardians, siblings, friends, or
a significant other?

241
c. Do you have children? If so, how many?
d. What do you do for a living? Are you employed full-time or part-time?
How long have you been employed?
e. Do you financially support others inside and/or outside your
household?
f. What high school did you graduate from and when? Or, when did you
earn your GED?
2. Have you been thinking about going to college? Please elaborate.
a. What type of degree are you interested in pursuing? For example,
psychology, engineering, business administration, human services,
etc.
b. What support do you think you will need to be successful in college?
3. For purposes of the study, you were selected for the interview because you
demonstrated an understanding of what it means to have a “critical
consciousness” (awareness) as it pertains to economic, political, and/or social
factors in America. Please share how your awareness about economic,
political, and/or social factors shapes your feelings about going to college as
a Black man.
4. How has rap music influenced you as a Black man living in Los Angeles
County as well as in America?
a. How has rap music shaped who you are as a Black man (your identity,
your sense of self)?
b. How has rap music shaped your career/employment choices?
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c. How has rap music shaped your feelings about family?
d. How has rap music shaped your feelings about close relationships
such as friends and significant others?
5. How has rap music shaped your perceptions and decisions about going to
college?
a. What rap music, including artists, past and/or present, speaks to you
where you feel there is a connection, positive or negative?
b. What is your definition of a “better life?”
i. Describe how rap music has inspired you or not inspired you to
pursue a better life?
c. Does rap music encourage you to go or discourage you from going to
college?
6. Where do you see yourself five years from today?
a. Consider your personal life, education, and employment.
INTERVIEW PART TWO: THE DETAILS OF EXPERIENCE
20-30 minutes—Interview Questions 7-11
7. How did your high school or GED program prepare you for college?
a. What was your relationship like with your high school or GED
counselors, advisors, and/or teachers? Did they encourage you to go
to college?
b. If you went to a traditional high school, please elaborate on your high
school experience particularly in your junior and senior years.
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8. Please reconstruct your life for me by telling me how your day went yesterday
from the moment you woke up to the time you fell asleep (Note to researcher:
This is from Seidman’s three-series interview model).
9. Discuss how you relate to past and present rap artists and rap music?
a. How has rap artists and their music influenced your life choices?
10. Has rap music (lyrics and images) influenced who you are as an individual? If
so, in what ways?
INTERVIEW PART THREE: REFLECTION ON THE MEANING
20-30 minutes—Interview Questions 12-16
12. At this stage in your life, what traits or characteristics describe how you see
yourself as a young Black man?
13. Take some time to reflect on the neighborhood you live in and circumstances
that prevent you from going to college.
a. Are there circumstances in your neighborhood that makes you not
want to pursue a college degree? What are they?
b. What resources in the neighborhood could help you go to college and
be a successful student?
14. During the next few minutes, focus on challenges that you believe young
Black men, 18 to 24 years of age, face in America today.
a. What is it like for you to live in America as a Black man?
b. What would you change about American society if you had the
power to do so?
c. What circumstances in America or in your own neighborhood shape
your thoughts about going to college?
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d. What do you feel schools including colleges can do to better reach
and connect with young Black men particularly those who want to
go to college?
15. 30 minutes—Rap Music Analysis
·

Please use the notepad provided to write your feelings about the one rap
song you selected prior to the interview.
o Your notes will become a part of the study secured by me, the
researcher.

·

I have chosen not to show the video (images) so that you can only focus on
the words of the song and interpret the meaning the artist is conveying.

·

After the song is played and you have had a chance to read the lyrics, take 20
minutes to write your feelings about the song.


How does the song make you feel as a Black man?



How does the song make you feel about living in American
society as a Black man?



How does the song make you feel about going to college as a
Black man?



Is there anything I have not asked you about that you think I
should know?



If I have any further questions, is it all right to contact you
again?

·
·

15 MINUTES AFTER THE INTERVIEW
Conclusion and Thank You
Thank the participant for his commitment.
Confirm the participant’s email address.
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·

·
·

Share with the participant that I will communicate with him via the email
address provided, three to five days after the interview to check-in. The
check-in will simply ask the participant if there is anything he reflected on
after the interview and rap analysis that he would like to share via email.
Give the participant his free $20.00 gift card.
Questions, Comments, Thank You
Additional questions may surface according to responses received by the
participants.

