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NOW I SPEAK: THE AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES’ PERSPECTIVE AS TO 

WHETHER HIS IDENTIFICATION WITH HIP-HOP CULTURE AFFECTS HIS 

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 

by 

CHIQUETTA O. MITCHELL 

(Under the Direction of John Weaver) 

ABSRTACT 

     This study explores the African-American males’ 

perspectives of whether his identification with the hip-hop 

culture affects his academic achievement. Many Black males have 

embraced the popular culture of hip-hop with its glamour and 

style, but many also continue to fall behind in school or 

dropout. The use of qualitative analysis allows the participants 

in this study to speak of their experiences with hip-hop and 

education.  Glesne (1999) writes, “Critical Race Theory as a 

theoretical framework allows the ability to listen well to 

others stories and to interpret and retell the accounts [which 

is] is part of the qualitative researcher’s trade” (p.1). It 

also permits the counter narratives of these Black males’ 

perspectives of the quandary of his educational experience to be 

heard. Sixteen Black males from age 14 to 21 participated in a 

random questionnaire that measured their level of their 

identification with hip-hop. Six of the participants also 
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participated in a focus group and individual interviews to 

discuss in depth their experiences with school and hip-hop. The 

following themes were prevalent in this study: hip-hop culture 

is a lifestyle but there are those who try to emulate the style; 

Their definition of hip-hop consists of rap music and style of 

dress, along with speech or how they talk; hip-hop is not a 

passing fad; hip-hop is viewed as a mood regulator; hip-hop 

culture means money or making money; the hip-hop image affects 

educator’s perceptions; Hip-hop is all they know. The study will 

enlighten educators as to African American male’s perception 

that how they look affects the treatment they receive in school. 

 

INDEX WORDS: Hip-hop culture, Popular culture 

Critical race theory, Critical narrative, Experiences of African 

American males 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

His shoulders straight and his chin raised high he exhibits a 

powerful presence. His head is covered in small braids 

separated into two ponytails. Two diamond studs shine from his 

earlobes. His white tee shirt is crisp, creased, and too 

large. His freshly ironed Roc-a-Wear designer’s jeans are 

three sizes too big and sag below his hips, revealing his 

underwear; he is constantly pulling his jeans up as he walks. 

His temper is as big as his clothing and is quick to flair if 

someone steps on his new white Air Jordan.     

Getting to class on time is not a priority for him or his 

friends. They stroll down the crowded halls, laughing and 

joking about which of them actually completed the economics 

assignment given as homework. Although he intended to complete 

the assignment, many things happened to distract him. His 

mother had to work late again, leaving him to prepare dinner 

for his younger siblings. More importantly however, he had to 

go to the basketball court with his ‘boys’ to get in on that 

B-ball game. The last time he missed a game his homeboys 

checked him for days calling him “a punk” and “a sell out.” 
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This is one reason he could not tell them that he actually 

enjoyed the economics class and really wanted to complete the 

assignment.  

The class is not hard for him despite the fact that his 

teacher often talks to him as if he were dumb or in elementary 

school. The level of work in this class is far below his 

ability, but like his boys, he does just enough to barely 

pass.  

The teacher does not seem to expect anything more. She has 

an eye for disruption and anticipates his misbehavior, 

constantly accusing him and the other African-American boys of 

talking when other groups are talking as well. It seems she 

always singles out the African American males. These are the 

boys written up and sent to the principal’s office; and the 

consequences range from in school suspension or worse. 

It is not unusual to see teenage African-American males 

dressed in the latest hip-hop fashion. Even their younger 

counterparts emulate the style, swagger, and the language of 

this global phenomenon known as hip-hop. I believe that youth 

this age have no authentic knowledge of why they follow this 

culture. Plato’s correspondence theory of reality says they 

are actually imitating images they are exposed to through the 

television and music media. (Weaver and Daspit in Dimitriadis 

and Carlson, 2003).  
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Some genres of hip-hop music negatively influence youth. 

For example, gangsta rap, which emerged in the 1980’s in Los 

Angeles, introduced a message of resistance laced with 

profanity and contempt for authority, especially for, the 

police. “Cop killer” by Ice T and Body Count sold millions of 

records and at the same time  made   waves with politicians and 

mainstream Americans who perceived it as “obscene, and sick”. 

(Johnson as cited in Light, 1999, p.289)   Pattillo-McCoy 

(1999) writes about the experiences of middle-class Black youth 

who embraced gangsta rap music and its style: 

The appropriation and unique rending of gangsta styles 

by... youth for sheer entertainment would not be 

problematic if the stylistic realm existed separately from 

and had no repercussions in the material realm. Instead, 

symbols feedback into the material world. (p.123)  

 In this material world, embracing this image allows others to 

misinterpret the identity of Black youth. Pattillo-McCoy (1999) 

further stated, “Sometimes when you dress like a gangsta talk 

like a gangsta, and [behave] like a gangsta, soon enough you 

are a gangsta” (p.123). The emulation of this style can cause 

problems with those in authority who discern such behavior as 

deviant. Consequently, schools and various other public 

facilities institute rules and policies regarding dress.  
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  The “gangsta thug” image presented in hip-hop music and 

video have been accused of the disruption of the academic 

achievement of African-American males (Kane, 2005; Reese, 2004; 

Tucker, 2006).  Ronald Ferguson ( as cited in Gray-Kontar, 

2005), senior research associate at Harvard University’s Weiner 

Center for Social Policy contended that the drop in reading 

scores of African-Americans in 1989 correlates directly with 

the rise of rap music in popular culture. Hip-hop emerged in 

the 1970’s, but Ferguson maintained that hip-hop record sales 

began to increase in 1988, the same time as the decline in 

reading achievement. Ferguson further states, 

I want to make it clear that I don’t know for sure if 

there’s any connection between hip-hop and achievement, 

but there is a coincidence in time where the turn down in 

academic gains for Black teens happens at the same time 

that hip-hop took off commercially ( as cited in Kontar, 

2005,¶6 ) . 

 Many African-American youths can quickly recite the 

lyrics to rap songs, such as Lil Wayne’s “I ain’t never ran 

from a nig... and I dam... sho ain’t bout to start running…”, 

but they are slow to respond to such academic questions as 

“What is the title of introduction to the Constitution 

called?” The answer is “The Preamble”. 
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 Opinions vary over the extent to which hip-hop 

influences youth. Studies have explored the relationship 

between hip-hop music and identity formation of adolescent 

youth (Wood, 2004), and hip-hop as an oppositional culture 

(Gosa & Young, 2006).  Other literature has addressed the 

misogynistic treatment of females and the profanity-laced 

lyrics present in many hip-hop songs (Quinn, 1971; Watkins, 

2005; Rose, 1994; Haugen, 2003; Sharpley-Whiting, 2007). 

Raymond Anderson’s (2003) research on the causes and effects 

of identifying with hip-hop culture relates more to the 

questions posed in this study. Anderson sought to determine, 

among other things, the extent to which youth of various 

ethnicities perceive hip-hop as a part of who they are and the 

importance of hip-hop to their sense of identity. However, 

there was no mention or focus on the academic achievement of 

African-American males. More attention is given to the results 

of this study in the following chapter. 

 The voices of those articulating experiences associated 

with hip-hop culture have been unwelcome in education 

settings. Identifying with this alternative culture, while 

facing challenges of education in mainstream settings, has 

been problematic for many African-American males. In addition, 

discriminatory policies and practices may have complicated 

matters even more. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The education of the African-American male has been under 

scrutiny for decades. Researchers have thoroughly documented 

this population’s low academic achievement (Ogbu, 2003), poor 

school attendance (Voelkle, Welte, & Wieczorek, 1999, and high 

suspension rates (Mendez & Knoff, 2003). Research also 

suggests that suspensions for African-American males are “more 

frequent and run for longer periods of time than other student 

groups” (Lee, 1991, p. 1).  

Some scholars (Graybill, 1997) have argued that the 

traditional school setting, with its rigid structure and rules, 

is unsuitable for African-American males. The suspension, 

expulsion, and grade retention of African-American males often 

results in their placement in alternative programs where many 

struggle to earn a GED. Even more disheartening is the research 

that reveals many more fail to complete even the remedial 

programs (Roderick, 2003). 

Researchers and scholars have persistently sought answers 

to the problems that place the African-American male population 

at risk. The policies and practices implemented, however, have 

been less than successful in decreasing those chronic and 

inappropriate behaviors that parallel poor academic and 

educational outcomes. Programs implemented in reaction to these 

outcomes have also done little to decrease the consistently high 
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dropout and unemployment rates in this population (Mendez & 

Knoff, 2003).  

Giroux (2000) surmises that that elements of popular 

culture such as hip -hop   have been transformed into to 

“educational sites   where youth learn about themselves and 

their relationships to others in this world” (p.8). The 

identities that our youth embrace are actually created by 

symbols of popular culture in hip-hop. Therefore, the question 

is low achievement among African-American males a manifestation 

of these males’ identification with the cultural phenomena 

called hip-hop. This study will examine whether the African 

American male perceives his identification with hip-hop as 

affecting his academic success, and if this identification 

contributes to a resistance toward education.   

Emergence of Alternative Culture(s) 

Youth culture has changed significantly over the past 

decade, with fewer adolescents acquiring their values and 

identity from family, church, and school. According to Rose 

(1994), “[t]hese older local support institutions had been all 

but demolished along with large sectors of its built environment 

and hip-hop culture has emerged as a source of alternative 

identity and social status for youth” (p. 34). This embrace of 

an alternative cultural identity might be viewed as a trait of 

resilience, or resistance to an imposed ideology. Resilience  



                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                

18 

meaning that hip-hop is used as a defense mechanism to survive 

the violence and everyday experiences of poverty, and resistance 

as opposition to the hegemonic systems of society.  With the 

emergence of this contemporary culture comes a new “verbal 

language, body language, and attitude” (Kitwana 2002, p. 8).   

 It is conveyed by way of rap and hip-hop music, videos, movies, 

and designer fashions also (Kitwana, 2002; Dimitriadis, 2001).  

African-American males, in particular who choose to 

identify with this culture described by some as an “oppositional 

culture” (Ogbu, 1991) seem to exemplify negative aspects such as a 

hyper-masculine walk, and a toughness. These are some of the 

same characteristics that they admire in many of the rap hip-hop 

artists who boast of criminal activity, gang involvement, and 

womanizing ways. The question raised is whether the message 

promoted by hip-hop regarding what it means to be an African-

American man interferes with the academic achievement of 

African-American youth (Diamond, 2006; Gosa & Young, 2006). The 

African-American male who is conscientious of his studies and 

follows the rules and mandates of the school must contend with 

peer pressure to reject instruction because to excel 

academically is perceived by many as “acting White” (Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986). In an effort to dispel this perception and maintain 

status with peers, some youth may develop an attitude of 

defiance or resistance toward learning. 
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 Literature with perspectives and recommendations submitted 

by scholars who profess to know the problems and the solutions 

for what afflicts the African-American male is overwhelming. 

There remains little research; however, that explores the 

African-American male’s perspective on these problems and 

possible solutions.  Their silence in the matters affecting them 

could account for their lack of motivation or enthusiasm for the 

various innovative initiatives that seek to enhance their 

chances for achieving academic success. Rose (1994) believes 

that the appeal of hip-hop music is in the expression of 

cultural identity through “the pleasures and problems of 

African-American urban life in contemporary America” (p. 2). 

Hip-hop allows those who embrace it to talk about experiences of 

daily living, harsh or otherwise. Therefore, when allowed, the 

African-American male can articulate information necessary for 

engaging them in the learning process in that way increasing 

their success. 

Personal Rationale for Research 

As a parent of two African-American males who have 

graduated from Savannah Chatham County Public Schools, I have 

often had to speak up for them in situations with teachers. I 

have always allowed my children to express themselves verbally. 

I often tell them, “it is not always what you say, but how you 

say it”. Even when trying to challenge respectfully a statement 
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or an action by the teacher, my sons have been shut down and 

silenced. After hearing both sides of the story, my sons and the 

teachers, I have had to address the injustices against them. On 

one particular occasion, a high school principal became involved 

and had to move my son out one class to another. This was 

unfortunate in that the class in which he was removed was the 

only advance class in that subject.  

 My boys do not fully embrace the hip-hop culture. While 

their pants may be larger than their actually size, they do not 

“sag”. They also enjoy hip-hop and rap music, and designer 

clothing. One of my sons speaks using the vernacular, slang and 

he walks with a swagger. The other speaks more grammatically 

correct. Those that know them may say that they represent 

mainstream Black youth, yet both still experienced the 

discrimination and injustices most often experienced by Black 

males who fully embrace and imitate hip-hop culture. Their 

experiences and my work as a School Social Worker have 

heightened my passion for the education of the African American 

male. Their voices must be heard. Their perspective and 

experiences matter and are significant if we as a society are to 

save them from educational demise. 
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Statement of Research Question(s) 

 Does the African-American male view his identification with 

the hip-hop culture as affecting his academic achievement? The 

voice of the African-American male can express historical and 

culturally relevant experiences that generate discourse about 

the best possible solutions to the problem of his disintegrating 

academic success. The goal of this research is to answer the 

following questions based on the personal life experiences of 

the African-American male:  

• Does identification with hip-hop culture contribute to 

an attitude of resistance to education? 

• Does the hip-hop image negatively affect the academic 

achievement of African-American males? 

• Does hip-hop culture promote an oppositional culture 

that affects the academic achievement of African-

American males? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework of critical race theory 

(CRT) is often used when conducting research regarding the 

inequality of education in America (Lynn, 2001, Berry 2003, 

Conner 2004). Ladson-Billings and Tate’s (1995) introduced CRT 

into field of education to provide for inquiry into the 

policies, practices and structures that continue to oppress 

children of color.  Critical race theory’s intercentricity of 
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race positions it as a permanent, prevalent functioning element 

of society. Race has a significant impact on the daily 

experiences of all African-Americans.  Disparities often found 

in education may be attributed to race, class or gender. Race 

traverses offer forms of domination such as class oppression to 

create unique life experiences for African American males.  

Therefore, the use of Critical Race theory as a lens to explore 

the education experiences of the African-American male is 

relevant. This, despite the major criticism by scholars that 

critical race theory relies too much on storytelling and 

narrative data(Farber and Sherry, 1995, 1997) This study will 

use critical race theory (CRT) as a major lens to view and 

discuss race in the context of school experiences. The African-

American male is offered few opportunities to be heard in 

today’s society and he is most likely the first to receive 

negative treatment from mainstream society, whether consciously 

or unconsciously. Critical race theory liberates the voices of 

those silenced and ignored based on their minority station in 

society, and it allows for inquiry into the inequities in 

education based on race, gender, and class. In the education 

setting, there are practices and policies that require attention 

if African-Americans are to become empowered to control their 

destinies. Critical race theory does all of the above by placing 

race and racism at the center of analysis while challenging 
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unfair and inequitable educational practices (DeCuir & Dixson 

2004).  

Critical race theory emerged in the 1970’s from the work of 

legal theorists, Derrick Bell, Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado 

(Delgado, & Stefancic, 2001). Critical race theory was a 

response to what these theorists believed to be a flawed legal 

system unable to administer justice objectively to people of 

color because of their own personal biases. Bell, Freeman, and 

Delgado established critical legal studies and surmised that 

race held a more significant position than class in society, and 

sought to elevate the lived experiences based on race. The 

previous actions of the legal system negated the “lived 

experiences and histories of those oppressed by institutional 

racism” (Yosso, 2006, p.169). Although critical race theory’s 

influence was largely recognized in the area of law, Gloria 

Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995) recognized a place for 

it in education due to the inequalities that preserve 

oppression. Critical race theory specifically involves five 

major tenets that may be utilized in garnering an understanding 

of issues related to curriculum, pedagogy, research, and theory. 

These tenets include the following: (1) intercentricity of race 

and racism; (2) challenge to dominant ideology; (3) commitment 

to social justice; (4) the centrality of experiential knowledge; 

and (5) utilization of interdisciplinary approaches. 
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 The intercentricity of race and racism considers how race 

intersects with other subordinations based class, gender, 

sexuality, etc. (Delgado, & Stefancic, 2001, 2002). I have 

observed examples of this numerous times in my schools, when 

Black males are suspended for what seems like minor infractions 

like talking in class when Black females talk far more often 

than Black males. This coincides with the high suspensions/ 

expulsion rates of Black males compared to Whites and females.  

Critical race theory recognizes a conscious or unconscious 

hierarchical structure that privileges Whites and subordinates 

people of color. An example of this may be a server who 

unconsciously seats a White couple and overlooks an African-

American couple awaiting a seat even when both arrived 

simultaneously.  

Critical race theory challenges dominant ideologies such as 

colorblindness. White educators’ claims to colorblindness and 

objectivity as well as declarations of equal opportunities, are 

challenged as self-serving practices that perpetuate racial 

inequities and political powerlessness in American schools. Such 

ideologies actually ignore, silence, or distort epistemologies 

of people of color (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 

2000). Social justice is paramount in critical race theory and 

uncovers the concept of interest-convergence which suggests that 

some civil- rights legislation enacted on behalf of African-
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Americans was actually in the interest of whites. Therefore, 

such legislation may not have significantly affected the lives 

of the African-Americans. Bell (as cited in DeCuir and Dixson, 

2004) pointed to the “limited and precarious gains of Brown,” 

the loss of African-American teachers, and administrators, and 

the loss of neighborhood schools through desegregation to 

support of this argument (p. 28).  

The centriality of experiential knowledge in the form of 

narratives and storytelling are significant vehicles through 

which African-American males can voice experiences. In Critical 

race theory, storytelling is used to dispute the stereotypes and 

images presented by the mainstream. It allows these African-

Americans to challenge privileged legal or political discourse, 

and it assists others in understanding the experiences of the 

marginalized. Delgado Bernal (as cited in Yosso, 2006) credited 

Critical race theory with recognizing the experiential knowledge 

of marginalized individuals and affirming it as legitimate and 

appropriate for discourse, and for understanding, and examining 

of racial injustice. Also known as counter-narratives,( DeCuir & 

Dixson, 2004) lived experiences are also used as an aesthetic 

form of storytelling; sharing lived experiences is effective in 

fostering  the processing and critique of possible racist 

situations by offering diverse positions, and perspectives while 

placing race at the center of resolutions that deconstruct the 
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dominant power base (Parker, Deyhle,& Villenas, 1999).  The use 

of critical race theory narratives allows the voice of the 

African-American male to be heard and his stories analyzed for 

injustices that may contribute to academic difficulties.   

From an interdisciplinary perspective critical race theory 

intersects with other disciplines to examine race and issues of 

racism from a present as well as historical position. 

Contemporary themes such those offered through film, theater, 

and psychology add to the challenge of existing discourse of 

race and racism. Critical race theory uses interdisciplinary 

approaches to connect the practices of pedagogy and theory in 

schools and society keeping race as a focal point (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2001).  

In the field of education, critical race theory presents a 

firm theoretical framework for analyzing the policies, practices 

and structures that continue to oppress and disenfranchise 

people of color. Additionally, it unmasks the deceptive faces of 

those ideologies that are perceived as normal, everyday rules 

and guidelines set forth for the good of everyone. 

 The role that race plays in shaping the attitudes towards 

hip-hop as well as educators perceptions is of importance to the 

academic achievement of African American males.  A significantly 

large number of African-American males  embrace this culture 

compared with those of other races and genders.  A poll 
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Table 1 
 

Demographic Profile of Participants 

 

 
Profile of Participants (n = 17) 

______________________________________________________________________  

 
Participants    Age        Academic status      School                       

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

CA-1       19     10th grade     Corp Academy 

CA-2      20    12th grade     Corp Academy 

CA-3      20    12th grade     Corp Academy 

CA-4      19    12th grade     Corp Academy 

CA-5      19    12th grade      Corp Academy  

CA-6      20    12th grade     Corp Academy  

CA-7      18    10th grade     Corp Academy  

CA-8      20    12th grade     Corp Academy 

WF-1      20    11th grade     WFHS 

WF-2      18    12th grade     WFHS 

WF-3      17    9th grade     WFHS 

WF-4      17    9th grade     WFHS 

WF-5      19    12th grade      WFHS 

WF-6      19    11th grade     WFHS 

WF-7      15    9th grade      WFHS 

WF-8      15    9th grade     WFHS 

WF-9      17    10th grade     WFHS 
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Appendix C 

 

Participant Questionnaire  

 

 
 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 

 

DEPARTMENT OF CURRICULUM STUDIES 

 

 

Identification with Hip- hop Questionnaire 

 

This questionnaire will determine your level of identification with Hip-Hop as a culture 

including style of dress, musical preference, way of speaking and dance. Choose ONE number, 

which represents your answer. The range is from 1- 7 with 1 as “strongly disagree” and 7 as 

“strongly agree” The numbers in between indicate a medium level of “agreement or 

disagreement.” 

 

 
        I disagree             I neither agree nor             I agree  

           strongly          disagree             strongly 

                      

1. I would watch and listen to hip hop                 1      2          3        4   5      6 7  

music /videos even if they were no longer considered popular 

 

2. In general, those involved in Hip hop culture have similar       1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

goals. 
 

3. I would be proud to be known as someone who listens to/watches      1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

hip-hop music /videos 

 

4. The image of hip hop music, dance, style of dress etc. represents      1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

my life style. 

 

5. I often describe myself to others by saying “I like rap/hip hop      1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

music/videos and style”. 

 

6. I try to encourage others to see hip-hop as being a good thing.       1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

7. Lovers of hip-hop are different from others.         1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

8. I enjoy listening to hip-hop more than any other musical type.       1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

9. I tell my friends that hip-hop and its artists are a great culture to 

be a part of.            1      2          3        4   5      6 7 
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10. I take criticisms about hip hop personally-that it is not real music        1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

or that it has too much sex and violence.     

 

11. I am personally willing to help hip-hop continue to be a success.       1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

12. Listening to others outside of hip hop culture              1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 criticize the style and music is irritating to me. 

 

13. I have admiration and good feelings for hip-hop, its artists 

 and audience.            1        2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

14. Fans/listeners of hip hop remain true to the culture for                         1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

life. 

 

15. I feel I am a part of a community with hip-hop.       1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

16. The growing recognition of hip hop is an example of        1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

what a dedicated hip-hop audience can achieve. 

 

17. I individuals who identify with hip hop have a lot in  

common.            1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

18. I find it difficult relating to the lyrics and style of hip-hop.      1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

 

19. The use of hip hop music and style is only a small part       1      2          3        4   5      6 7            

 of whom I am. 

 

20.  Telling others about the new music and style of hip hop is                  1      2          3        4   5      6 7          

important to me.                     

 

21. I find that my values and the values expressed in         1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

hip-hop music are very similar. 

 

22.  I feel very loyal to hip-hop.          1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

23. I feel a sense of belonging among others that           1      2          3        4   5      6 7  

like hip-, hop music, video, dress, etc. 

 

24.  It easy to identify myself with hip-hop music and style.                1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

25. I really care about the future of hip-hop.         1      2          3        4   5      6 7 

 

 

* Anderson, R.D.S. (2003) Black beats for one people: Causes and effects of identification with hip-hop culture. Unpublished 

doctoral dissertation, Regents University. (UMI No. 3082039) 
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Table 2 

 

Participants Who Have High Identification  

 With Hip-hop 

 

 
Participants   Summated score   School                       

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

CA-1         135       Corp Academy 

CA-2        151       Corp Academy 

CA-3        100       Corp Academy 

CA-4        047       Corp Academy 

CA-5        113       Corp Academy  

CA-6        121       Corp Academy  

CA-7        126       Corp Academy  

CA-8        131       Corp Academy 

WF-1        133       WFHS 

WF-2        122       WFHS 

WF-3     122       WFHS 

WF-4        147       WFHS 

WF-5        153        WFHS 

WF-6        057       WFHS 

WF-7        118        WFHS 

WF-8        095       WFHS 

WF-9        145       WFHS 
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Appendix D 

 

Focus Group Discussion Questions 

 

 Purpose 

 

1. To determine how important hip-hop is to participants, and 
how this importance is manifested in their lives? 

2. To explore ways ion which they identify with hip-hop 
culture? 

3. To establish how hip-hop has influenced their attitude 
toward academic success? 

 

 

School and Hip Hop 

 

         

1. What do you think Hip-hop is?  
2. What is the main thing that attracts you to hip hop/What is 

a good example of what hip-hop is to you? 

3. Are Black males who do not embrace hip-hop treated 
differently from those who do? How? 

4. Does your identification with hip-hop (style of dress, 
language etc) effect how teachers and principals treat you? 

5. What parts of your identity would you say are related to 
hip hop culture? 

6. Does teachers expectations of you relate to your 
appearance? How? 

7. DO you have an opportunity to discuss popular culture or 
hip-hop in your classes? 

8. Do most of your teachers seem to have a positive or 
negative impression of hip-hop culture? 

9. Are you discriminated against because of your 
identification with hip-hop? How? 

10. What overall message do you get from hip-hop music? 

11. Do you see hip-hop as promoting an oppositional 

culture? 

12. Do the messages you get from hip-hop influence your 

perception of education? How? 

13. Does listening to hip-hop motivate you to succeed 

academically? 
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Additional Questions for Focus Groups 

 

1. When and where were you when you were first introduced to 
Hip-hop? 

2. Has it changed much since then? 
3. Are there any artists that you admire? Who? Why? 
4. Do you try to imitate or copy them? In what way?  
5. Do you think you could be a friend or relate to any of 

them? 

6. Do you dress in what is considered hip-hop (or urban) 
fashion? Why? 

7. Are Black males who do not embrace hip-hop specifically the 
fashion, treated differently from those who do? 

8. Does your identification with hip-hop affect how others 
treat you? 

9. Does your identification with hip-hop cause you problems in 
school? 
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Appendix E 

 

Individual Interview Responses 

 

 

 

1. How important is hip-hop to you? 
 

 Cal- “it’s very important to those who choose to participate.   

It like… gives us a outlet to the struggles of life. Like when 

you put life to music, it’s like cool. Some things you say in 

music you can’t say.”  

 

Steven- “Yea. It’s like ours, our music and we can say what we 

want” 

 

2. How do you identify with hip-hop? 
 

 Steven- “I can relate to what they say. The stuff they go 

through, it like touch home sometime. 

 

Cal-“Yea, in a twisted way it’s kind of soothing. I mean I 

don’t get comfort in someone 

 pain, that’s why I say twisted, but it’s kind of good.” 

 

Steven- “Cause we all have pain” 

 

 

3. How has hip-hop influenced your attitude towards school? 
 

Steven-“I think it has influenced me stay in school. It 

depends on who you listen to. There are certain groups who 

focus on positive mindsets.  Their lyrics talk about staying 

in school, not selling drugs, and being good parents to their 

children.” 

 

1. What is hip-hop? 
 

 Cal- it’s a culture way of life.  

 

Steven- Yea. Its life, but rapping is a skill too. Like to 

able to write songs, spit lyrics and beats, its like amazing 

thing to experience. 

 

2. What is the main thing that attracts you to hip- hop? 
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 Steven- “The main attraction for me is hearing everyone’s way 

of life.  Like I ain’t  never stayed in California, but a good 

artist can make you feel like you there.  My main example of 

this or the person who drew me in would be Tupac.  His words 

were able to be felt by lot of people no matter what race? 

 

3. Are Black males who do not listen to hip- hop treated 

differently? 

 

Steven- “Not necessarily especially now a days”  

 

4. Does hip- hop or your identification with hip-hop effect 

how teachers and people treat you? 

 

Cal-“Yes, because I think they put me in  with the negative 

stuff of what they know  heard about hip-hop. Hip -hop songs 

they’ve heard about selling dope so I’m looked at as a dealer, 

wife beater, gang banger etc. “ 

 

Steven- “Sometimes in school they look at me or us like an 

underachiever cause of  these same reasons.  True enough there 

may be some black males who live the hip-hop culture and fit 

those means, but I feel that is some bad in all things, I mean 

some gone misrepresent “ 

 

5. What parts of your identity would you say are related to 

hip-hop? 

 

Cal- “ I think how I dress and  how I talk” 

 

Steven-“ how I dress, my dreads, I like to sag my pants, not 

so much how I talk? 

 

3. Do teacher’s expectations of you relate to your appearance? 
 

Cal- “Yea, based off first appearance, I think they think I’m 

troublemaker.”  

 

 

Steven- “ Majority of my teachers got a negative outlook on 

hip-hop but they are based off media .”   

 

 

4. Are you discriminated against because of your identification 
with hip-hop? 

  

 Cal- “ I think so” 
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Steven –“ But sometimes yea but I think it comes from them, 

teachers seeing other from people before me who have live up to 

the stereotypes and  they measure everyone of us on that. If  

you different they don’t give you a chance to prove it but  

even after proving myself different, I am still rejected 

sometimes.” 

 

 

5.  Does listening to hip-hop motivate you to succeed 

academically? 

 

 Steven- “Yea, it does because a lot  of the artists are 

educated  you don’t know it until you hear stuff about them, 

but you need  to be educated to  that’s important.” 

 

Cal- “Not really, I mean I can listen to them and I like and 

relate to what they saying but I guess it depends on who is 

saying it cause some rappers just be talking.” 

 

Steven-“they inspire me to continue striving towards something 

better than what I have come from.” 
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 Appendix F 

 

African American Male Focus Group  

TRANSCRIPT 

“African American Males perspective as to whether his 

identification with Hip hop effects academic achievement?” 

February 28, 2009 

 

The researcher began with a brief introduction of the study and 

a definition of focus group. 

R- Do you know what a focus group is? A focus group is a group 

that comes together and there is a specific subject as the 

topic. In some other groups, they allow you to talk about 

various subjects or whatever you want to talk about. This group 

will talk about “whether your identification with Hip hop 

culture impacts/effects academic achievement?” My theory is that 

AA males because they identify so closely with hip hop as far as 

dress, speech, mannerism, etc., sometimes in the school system 

it effects how people treat you or how teachers provide 

instruction or grade you. I want your perspective, tell me what 

you think- each one on you completed a questionnaire for me on 

hip-hop that measured the level of your involvement or 

identification with hip- hop. Some of you measured very high 

while others measured lower. 
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R- Lets go around and get your names to see who we have here, 

then we will get right to the questions (* Names are alias’ 

chosen by young men). 

 

MONTIE- I’m Monty I go to Windsor Forest High and I’m in the 

11th grade. 

 

Lil Carter- I’m lil Carter I go to Windsor Forest High and I am 

in the 9th grade 

 

Dee- I am De and I go to WFHS and I’m in the 9th grade 

 

Silas- I am Silas and I go to WFHS and I am in the 9th grade 

 

R- What is Hip Hop? Anybody. 

 

Silas- I think it’s the music 

R- Music 

S- Yes mamma, music 

R- A particular kind of music? 

S- Yea, rap music 

R- Okay, can something other than rap be considered hip-hop? 

 

Lil Carter- Nope, Rap is hip-hop. 
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De- I think its dance, that’s considered hip-hop too. 

R- Oh, dance is hip-hop or a form of hip-hop. 

De- yea 

R- What about style of dress? 

De- yea that’s hip-hop too 

R- How so, explain that to me. 

De- the way you see rappers on the videos dress, you got people 

out here who wanna dress like them. 

R- What does that look like? 

De- Baggy pants, tee shirts, tattoos  

Monty- or a grill, you know gold teeth. 

R- Hum, does that mean that they identify with them? And want to 

be like them? 

S- Yea, they try to relate. 

R- you know back when I was growing up, we had little dress 

“fads”, mini skirts, bell bottoms, long time ago, but those were 

“fads’ and they passed- people eventually stopped dressing this 

way and started something New. Hip-hop evolved in the mid1970’s 

and here we are 2009 and its still here- would you consider it a 

fad or a culture? 

 

S. D. M, L- (all the same time) a Culture 

S. –I consider it a culture. 

R- Why do you consider it a culture? 
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S- To me it’s like a way of life cause when I wake up I start 

w/my MP3 listening to hip hop. I go to school and when I come 

back home, and I put my MP3 back on to listen to it again. 

R- So it’s mostly music with you? 

S- Yea, music and the way I dress. 

R- How do you dress because in school you are in uniform? 

S- But when I leave school, I’ll probably throw on some jeans 

and tee shirts or somthin. 

R- How do you wear your jeans?  

S- baggy, but they don’t sag 

R- What about the rest of you? 

De- When I’ m in school and doing my work, I’m usually thinking 

of some raps I heard the night before or that morning. And it 

keeps my mind stimulated-that’s what happens when I go to school 

R- So it keeps your mind stimulated when you think of different 

rap songs 

De- you know like when the class is real quiet and no ones 

talking but trying to do some work, that’s all I think of. 

R- Do you relate to a lot of the songs you listen to? How? 

De- like most people, when they rap, they tell stories and you 

be like, that happened to me. 

R. - What about the rest of you? 
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Lil Carter- for me, it’s basically about the money for me 

basically. Cause see when I get to school, I try to hustle so I 

try to get to the money. 

R- Do you see hip-hop as a way to get money?  

Lil- yea it is. 

R- Is that the only thing you see hip-hop as… 

LC- No, it’s about friends and family, you know what I am saying 

sometimes they get involved so ah, I am about the money. 

R- How did you decide to dread you hair? 

LC- My brother, he got dreads 

R- If you never saw anyone else with dreads would you have 

wanted them? 

M- I was just use to seeing my cousins and all them. So I figure 

I get me some. As far as hip-hop I live in a hip-hop society, I 

say because you have designer, designer clothes as far as you 

looking @ Roc a wear w/ Ja-zee, I love Roc-a wear. So you got 

how they use to wear Addidas back in the day, they brought 

Addidas back and a lot of people wearing the now. 

R- And that’s all hip- hop? 

M- That’s right yea. 

R- Let’s talk about how it might affect you in school. Now that 

you all are in uniforms it’s different, you can’t come dressed 

in your baggy pants and big shirts. Although I see that some try 

to “sag” their uniform pants and do different things with your 
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shirts. (Does your identification with hip- hop affect how you 

think teachers treat you?) 

De- I do, first day of school and soon as you walk in teachers 

kind of identify the kind of person you might be and they treat 

you different. 

R- Is this based on how you look? Or Act? 

De- probably both, but they don’t know you, so it might be based 

on looks. 

S- I feel the same as he feels cause people’s impressions about 

the way you act and dress the way you present yourself to them 

and they do treat you different. 

R- Is it a stereotyped image? 

De- Yes ma’am 

R- But are you presenting yourself towards them in a different 

way because of hip-hop? 

M- No, they just feel that way. I know I have classes and people 

dress like me (uniforms) and they act just as bad as me and they 

won’t get treated different. I guess the teachers just because 

who we are, they treat us on how, who we are. 

R- Who you are in terms of… 

M- How we look and being black. 

R- Being Black and the hip hop image? 

M-Yea 
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R- Do they give you the same attention that they would someone 

else who doesn’t look like you? 

LC- that depends on the teachers and how they feel. If they feel 

that they see you trying and you need help, some teachers help 

you some on the other hand, they just fee as if he do whatever 

he do. I was in a situation one time, when I called for help 

from a teachers and the teacher looked at me crazy and she went 

on to the next student. I don’t know what that was for. 

R- You don’t know why she did that? 

LC- No, there was no reason. 

R- Do you get in trouble a lot? 

LC- no ma’am 

R- Not a lot of write-ups? 

LC- Only trouble I get in is being late. 

R- Do you think that the teacher’s expectations of you relate to 

your appearance? 

S- Yes, like if u in the streets and you see someone with a 

clean cut suite on you expect something a little higher from 

them. And you see someone with jeans on and dreads you think 

he’s hanging out on the corner or something so it’s like 

different expectations indifferent situations like that. 

R. - Someone with dreads can be just as intelligent. Who created 

this stereotype? 

LC- the streets 
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R- Where did the “streets” get it?   

No response 

R- Do you all talk about popular culture in your classes? Hip-

hop, pop, rock? 

De- not really, we talk about culture, like Muslim culture, 

religious cultures and African culture but not pop culture. 

R- You all don’t get a chance to talk about popular culture, 

that’s like your culture. 

S- No Ma’am we don’t talk about that in class. Maybe outside of 

class. 

R- Do you think it is relevant to who you are? 

S- I do, because so many kids in school listen to hip-hop and 

live by hip-hop. I figure if it’s that important we should at 

least have a 15-20 minute to talk about it. 

R- Would you say Hip ho is who you are? 

ALL- Yea, yes ma’am 

R- You all say that? 

S- in some ways yes. 

R-If some one said “tell me about your self” how would you 

describe yourself?  

M- I guess I could say, I wear dreads, I try to act hip-hop you 

know? 

R- How is that? What is that? 
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M- The way I act, everything, I talk with a little hip-hop in my 

voice- I always use some slang her and there. The way I dress, I 

know that. 

R- And you’ve always done this? 

M- Since I, I grew up everybody, my older cousins and brothers, 

I was always around it. 

R- What about you Lil Cater? 

LC- Same for me 

R- What you Dee? Cause you and S don’t appear to embrace the 

style, dress wise? 

Dee- Well I like listening to music, it doesn’t matter the type 

of music long as it has a good hook to it and outstanding beat , 

but when I wake up in the morning the first thing on my mind is 

probably a hip hop song- shower @ night think about hip hop, all 

during school, during the day.. 

R- So if someone asked you to describe yourself? 

Dee- I love hip-hop 

R- Would you say you embrace the culture? Its who you are? 

Dee- Not fully, not like 

R- What is the overall message that you get from Hip-hop? 

S- Different messages depending on the rapper, the song. You may 

have a dance; you have gangster rap- R & B all that singing, 

different things. 
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LC- I kind of get the same message- about the money all that the 

hustle. 

R- Who do you listen to LC? 

LC- T.I  

S- I like Eminem- so I listen to a lot of him, but his message 

is about life… 

Rappers, I listen to all the same messages- money, girls, the 

way they dress, cars, and all that. 

R- Are the message a true depiction of life for you all? 

Dee- I don’t really see it that way. 

R- How do you see it? 

Dee- Its more their life but my life is not really like theirs. 

I don’t have as much drama. 

R- Where does education come into this? 

S- Kanye and Common talk about education.  

What is their message? 

Dee- Sometimes rappers- Eminem, Nas, Kanye West, when I listen 

to them its like- lyrics and its makes you want to get a book 

that they might talk about. 

S- I’m not sure when I do my homework, it helps me concentrate 

better. During school, I just try to get through the day, do my 

work. I don’t cause too many problems now that I am I high 

school. I am trying to strengthen up. But I think music plays a 



                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                

144 

big role because now it’s like its a part of me, I say its got a 

little something to do with education. 

Dee- and because it’s a part of us hip-hop if you   like took 

away, I wouldn’t be able to function, I wouldn’t be too 

interested in school and no education. 

R- Even though they don’t talk about it in school? 

Dee- Like drugs, if you stopped someone from using- I guess that 

what’s goin happen to me cause I listen all the time. 

R- Do you see hip-hop as promoting an oppositional culture? Do 

you know what that is? 

All- Yea 

R- A culture that’s against normal standards 

S- Not really- sometimes they just say, “Do you” be what you can 

be- most of it is not telling you to go out and kill someone. 

Some may think that why I say it depends on who you listen too 

and what you take from it. 

R- How are you all doing academically? 

S- I am doing good. 

Others- Okay 

R- Does hip-hop or it influence have something to do with that? 

Do you think that because of your embrace of the culture 

teachers don’t give you your due? 

Dee- I notice something wrong, I am not goin let it go by, I m 

goin speak up to you in a respectable way. If there are teachers 
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that don’t treat me like other students, I am like why she treat 

me like that; I am just as intelligent as these other students. 

S- For example like, he sags sometimes and I don’t, me and him 

are in the same biology class and me and him had to work on this 

animal cell 3D project. Our biology teachers gave us our grade 

yesterday and even though we worked together, his grade was ten 

points lower then mine. I don’t understand that. 

Dee- I figured it out, it was after class- I had a 90 and he had 

a 100. I was goin to ask her today. We put the same effort and 

everything. 

R- Do you think it something to do with her perception of you? 

Dee- that the first thing I thought. Another example- everyone 

can get out of their seat, but when I get out of mine, I am the 

first one to get yelled at. I am always the one yelled at for no 

reason. I just go to sharpen my pencil and I’m yelled at to sit 

down. I don’t get disrespectful, I just sit down. 

M- It happen to me because me and another person working on a 

work sheet had the same answers- I guess they grade- the way 

they graded me was almost like they had a different standard for 

me- they expect me to show more work and the other person 

doesn’t have too. When I don’t show work, I don’t get credit; 

they don’t show work but still get credit. 

R- How much of this has to do with you being AA? 
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Dee- I don’t really like to day that people are discriminating 

or being racist cause if a Caucasian person was acting the I was 

acting they would probably get the same treatment because of the 

way he was acting, not because of his race. 

R- Is it the culture or race? 

S- The way we act- carry yourself that the first impression and 

how people look at you and what they expect. Its not so much 

about black, white Mexican. Porto Rican all this other stuff. 

Its like now that we all together we might as well start to like 

each other, we’re around each other. 

R- Many Whites embrace hip -hop also. I’ve seen a few white guys 

with dreads. 

S- I saw that too. The sag. 

R- And statistics say they buy more hip- hop music than AA. 

S- Starting to speak slang and everything like that. 

Dee- I got a  lot of friends, Caucasians and when there was an 

awards show last night and rap artist we discuss that. I got a 

lot of  Porto Rican friends and we talk about rap too. 

R- Let me make sure I got this right- you said Black males who 

do not embrace hip-hop are treated differently than those who 

do. 

Dee- Yea  

R- Why? Why would you think that clothes are clothes? 

Dee- I guess it’s the way you act too. 
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LC- talking loud, Expression 

R- The drop out rate is pretty high many go to alternate 

schools, why is that? 

Dee- some just can’t function in regular school 

S- I was just gonna say, I guess they drop out because no one 

believes in them, they keep going but if you just getting looked 

down on, no reason to just keep putting up with the same thing 

over and over. 

R- But you said a lot of it has to do with tier attitude 

S- Attitudes towards themselves and others. I mean, the way I 

see it I'm getting my education for me so it can help me in the 

future. I am not really getting it fir on one else. I know my 

family gonna be there to support me help me, keep me in school, 

and help with my work and every thing like that so... 

R- So what is it that you think se can do differently in the 

school system to help African American males reach success/ 

Dee- if enough people give us some encouragement, encouraging us 

people keep telling us we can’t do this, we can’t do that. 

LC- drugs, school drop out –it’s a personal choice 

R- Now having an African American president, do you think 

that…? 

Dee yea, it should show us we can change, it should motivate 

us. 

R- What is it gonna take? To help you all be successful 
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R- If embracing hi hop would affect how people view you, treat 

you, is that something you would consider changing? 

S- I wouldn’t 

M- Me neither, I mean I grew up around it why should I, you 

change something that’s been with you your whole life because 

you feel you should to please somebody else. 

R- So if you were going on a job interview and they said you 

have to cut your hair… 

M- That has happened to me. I went on a job interview at 

finish line and they said “you have to cut your hair” and I 

didn’t want to cut my hair so I just went without the job. 

R- LC would you cut yours? 

LC- I don’t know, I might braid it or something 

R- Would you all if it were the other way around? - You had to 

grow it out? 

S- I wouldn’t, I ‘m saying, no matter how my hair looks or how 

I look in the work place, I’m just gonna do my best, work for 

my money. So I figure if you got a customer come in the store, 

they only gonna see you one time. 

R- What are the most positive memories you all have of school? 

S- When I got a good report card, Elementary and middle 

school, I made honor roll in at lest each grade. I couldn’t 

wait to show my parents because I got paid. I knew that‘s what 

they wanted. 
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Dee- Elementary school and middle school- you had a teacher 

that really tried to work with you. 

M- Middle school, I made the honor roll and I knew my mom was 

happy. It made me feel good because my mom felt good. 

R- Describe a time when you were treated unfairly. 

LC- last year my math teacher, she would never help me. Told 

me I could go to tutorial 

R- You asked for help/-Did you go to tutorial? 

LC- yea, it didn’t help. All we really did was just sit there. 

It was like being in a normal time being in class. She ain’t 

really walk around and help us with no problems. 

R- So there was no one on one personal help? 

LC- Nall 

R- How much individual attention do you all get in class? 

S- High school is now you got a little set pace. Some 

teachers, the nice ones they be like if you need more help you 

can request it and they’ll stay after school and work with 

you. That’s the teachers that I like, they make      me feel 

more comfortable in class., it helps me know that if I ‘m a 

fail at least I’m mo have some help to bring my grades up and 

understand the work. But other teachers, they be like you 

don’t come to tutorial, I can’t help you or you know you not 

doing good in school. My teacher first semester told me “if 

you don’t pass this test, you most likely won’t pass the grade 
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and there’s no need for you to show up in tutorial. So I was 

like… 

R- Sometime it sounds like they don’t give you much hope. They 

say things to make you think what’s the use? 

S- I came into her class and she told me, she was like overall 

it takes 9th graders two times to pass my class then she said, 

see you next year and she walked off. 

R- Is that teachers still here? 

Dee- I got her now. 

R- What is the most important element in hip-hop for you all? 

Dee- the message in the music 

LC- the music 

R- Do you mean the beat? Its got to be right? 

R- I thank you all for your openness in talking with me. If 

this didn’t take for some reason is it okay for me to pull you 

from class 

All- yes, yes mamma. 
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