
 

 

Overview 

As a doctoral student, I earned nine credits for my 

dissertation, through which I learned a great deal about 

English and Literacy. Below, I share excerpts from four 

sections of my dissertation: (1) Introduction, (2) 

Literature Review, (3) Method, and (4) Results. Then, I 

provide a list of the Literacy and English texts I read 

and then cited in my dissertation.  

NOTE: To reduce the length of this document, I chose 

to truncate the featured excerpts. This hurt the flow of 

the writing but did not affect the content in any way.  

1. Introduction 

Rap and Literacy. Due to the prospective benefits of the use of rap, numerous secondary teachers 

have utilized it as a text to support the development of academic and critical literacies (e.g., Hill, 

2006; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2004). In this body of literature, rap text refers to rap lyrics 

(provided orally, textually, or visually) with the intention of accomplishing literacy-related goals. 

This understanding of literacy comprises academic literacy, “engaging (reading), producing 

(writing), and talking about texts across the content and levels of education” (Morrell, 2005, p. 

314) and critical literacy, “the consumption, production, and distribution of … texts by, with and 

on behalf of marginalized populations in the interest of naming, exposing, and destabilizing 

power relations and promoting individual freedom and expression” (Morrell, 2005, p. 314).  

2. Literature Review 

Approaches to English. Locke (2010) identifies four approaches to English Language Arts 

(ELA): cultural heritage, textual competency, personal growth, and critical practice. The cultural 

heritage approach aims to promote familiarity with canonized works and the literary elements 

found therein (Locke, 2010). In a study of 29 school districts, Hoffman (2007) found that the 

canon, a set of texts written primarily by “dead white males” (p. 149), remains prevalent in 

secondary ELA. Of the 20 most widely read texts, only three were written by women and people 

of color. Hoffman concluded that, as efforts to diversify the canon had not been realized, ELA 

continues to marginalize students from diverse backgrounds. 

Rap and the Canon. To promote academic, critical, and media literacies, many ELA scholars 

and practitioners advocate for the use of rap as a text in instructional settings. Arguments 

supporting the use of rap often rely on similarities between rap and traditional texts. For 

example, like traditional poetry, rap contains language, imagery, and texture, and employs a 

number of poetic devices, including metaphor, alliteration, and assonance (Pate, 2009). To 

illustrate these connections, Sitomer and Cirelli (2004) present pairs consisting of one poem and 

one rap song, which were matched on the basis of theme and literary device. One such pair 

includes Sojourner Truth’s "Ain’t I a woman?" and Talib Kweli’s "For Women," both of which 

use allusion and explore themes pertinent to racial and sexual equality. 
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Alexander-Smith (2004). To appeal to students’ interests, Alexander-Smith (2004) integrated rap 

and other types of music into a unit on tone. She began by playing a rap song and asking students 

to choose tone words. After providing a typed version of the lyrics, she asked students to defend 

their choices with lines from the text. Once they had gained an understanding of tone, she directed 

their attention to the theme and social issues addressed in the lyrics. Then, she engaged students in 

similar lessons using jazz, spoken word poetry, and anthologized poems. As a final activity, 

students assembled an eight-line found poem using phrases taken from the texts they had read. 

Lynch (2007). Lynch (2007) paired rap with a canonized text to bridge the divide between the 

classroom and students’ urban surroundings. To avoid what he called hook-resentment, 

“hook[ing] students into a unit with lessons about pop culture, only to abandon the popular for 

the canonical shortly thereafter” (p. 44), he used The Canterbury Tales to prepare students to 

engage with rap. Students examined literary devices (e.g., rhyme, assonance) and reflected on 

social issues within The Canterbury Tales and wrote poems that mirrored Chaucer’s style. This 

assignment led to a lesson on rap, in which students read and analyzed lyrics by artists such as 

Kanye West. As a culminating assignment, students used lines from their previous poems to 

write new, socially conscious rap songs, which they performed and recorded. 

3. Method 

Positionality. It was not until my Master’s program that I realized the extent to which racism is 

woven into many aspects of education. As a student in a course on Young Adult Literature (YAL), I 

examined reading lists for middle and high school English. I began to wonder why most of the texts 

were written by dead, white males, and why YAL and other texts were typically excluded. I realized 

that racism and other forms of prejudice were reflected in and perpetuated by school curricula and 

practices. This experience not only helped me to understand the ways in which racism and other 

forms of discrimination are woven into English, but also laid the groundwork for my dissertation. 

4. Results 

Reflections: Academic Literacy. In addition to increasing students’ content knowledge, 5 

preservice teachers (PSTs) indicated that rap could be used to promote academic literacy. Of 

these PSTs, 3 identified a connection between rap and writing development. Kevin explained 

that he could use rap to provide students with “an example of how to write and express 

themselves” and Kylie indicated that she "would have students write a rap… without realizing 

they were writing poetry.” Apart from writing, 3 PSTs noted that they would use rap to promote 

other types of academic literacy. For example, Carolina noted that she would use rap to help 

students “learn poetry and language,” while Kevin explained that he would use it “a primary 

source to analyze.” 

Lesson Plans: Sources of Information. While 8 PSTs integrated digital texts, only 5 integrated 

paper texts into their lesson plans. Of these PSTs, 4 incorporated primary source documents. 

Bruce contended that he would have students “read selected passages from the Texas Cowboys’ 

Journal” and Kylie explained that she would provide copies of “the U.S. and Texas 

Constitutions.” In addition to primary sources, 2 PSTs indicated that they would incorporate 

student-generated texts into their lessons. As such, Vivian noted that she would have students 

“use their homework questions” to compose a letter about environmental conservation, while 

Kylie explained that she would offer students a handout with “student-friendly definitions of key 

terms.” These remarks reveal that nearly half of the PSTs would use paper texts in their lessons. 
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