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This is a remix methodology.  

It is, perhaps, fitting that an education research project rooted in hip hop should borrow from the 

philosophies that define the culture’s primary elements. Like a DJ spinning records, this approach 

establishes the rhythm, a steady mantra to support layers of theory from altogether different sources, 

woven together to creatively fashion a cohesive whole from previously unrelated concepts. Like an MC 

freestyling stream-of-consciousness rhymes, this approach will make connections between various 

points, crafting a narrative argument to illustrate the vitality of the subject matter.  

CRITICAL THEORY                                                           .  

One of the critical educational challenges of our time lies in the existence of achievement gaps. 

Throughout the Western world, educational researchers have spent several decades identifying and 

debating solutions to a measurable disparity in scholastic achievement among non-white students. In 

Nova Scotia this is most pronounced in the African-Nova Scotian and Indigenous communities, trends 

that were identified as early as the mid 1990s (Black Learners Advisory Committee, 1994; Council on 

Mi’kmaq Education, 2017). The causes of achievement gaps are well documented (Gillborn, Demack, 

Rollock, & Warmington, 2017; Strand, 2014; Yeh 2017), as is the desire to address the issue in Nova 

Scotian schools (Nova Scotia Department of Education, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2016A, 2016B), but 

confronting the issue with any kind of effective strategy to overcome it involves acknowledging some 

difficult truths about society.  
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Critical theory arose as a challenge to traditional theoretical models that failed to account for two 

important factors: the effects of historical change, and the myth of objective neutrality. Coalescing 

around the Frankfurt School and the work of Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, Benjamin, and 

others, critical theory sought to identify institutional systems of power and their effects on society. 

Where traditional theory claimed an objective position, critical theorists argued that such a position was 

impossible. Horkheimer (1972) says,  

Critical theory is in contradiction to the formalistic concept of mind which underlies 

such an idea as the intelligentsia. According to this concept there is only one truth, and 

the positive attributes of honesty, internal consistency, reasonableness, and striving for 

peace, freedom, and happiness may not be attributed in the same sense to any other 

theory and practice. There is likewise no theory of society, even that of the sociologists 

concerned with general laws, that does not contain political motivations, and the truth 

of these must be decided not in supposedly neutral reflection but in personal thought 

and action, in concrete historical activity (p. 222). 

There is, according to the critical theoretical view, a historical set of mechanisms by which the 

ruling class in society manages the labour class that are exploitative, oppressive, and detrimental to 

human freedom in sectors ranging from cultural production to education. A significant concern of 

critical theorists, then, is the study of these systems at work. What is revealed by these investigations is 

a longstanding exercise of power by wealthy white, European men who have, over several centuries, 

entrenched themselves and their descendants into a capitalist economic framework that has been, at 

times, sustained by colonialism, slavery, genocide, and inhuman working conditions. This far-reaching 

oppression has benefited a global minority at the expense of the rest of the world’s population. This 

broad phenomenon was summarized in a verse I wrote for a song titled “What Made the White Man 

White”, from my group Higher State’s debut self-titled album: 
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Back in the day when the Church was moved to Rome 
White men stole and took control of the throne 
They shaped knowledge by consensus to relentlessly ensure 
That their power was absolute and forever would endure 
The kings and queens of Europe sent their ships to spread the word 
That their own claims to greatness were all rules to be observed 
They conquered distant nations and waged wars against the heathens 
That is, any one on earth who didn’t believe what they believe in 
Empires rose upon the bones of those from whom the lands were taken 
Justified by a book held high, loosely translated 
Established a ruling class and created global trade 
The engine ran on genocide, but there was money to be made 
Generations fade away and the machines just keep on turning 
They lead a life of leisure while their fortunes do the earning 
Secure in several centuries of social manipulation 
That benefited white men in nearly every situation 
(McGuire, 2017) 

 

The resulting systems of power have had a profound impact on the development of Western 

society, establishing norms and standards of practice that have been repeated and recreated for so 

many generations that they now appear to the majority as obvious and natural, regardless of the degree 

to which they may oppress. Said (1993) and Butler (2004) are among countless scholars whose work 

reflects the complex ways that culture and identity are shaped by hegemonic systems that reinforce 

Eurocentric, sexist, heteronormative, and class-based values while actively diminishing the agency of 

groups and/or individuals who deviate from that narrowly defined model.  

In the world of education, critical pedagogy evolved from critical theoretical perspectives to 

articulate the ways that traditional educational practices reproduce and sustain these systems of power 

and to develop practical means of circumventing them. Freire (1970) argues that education is the key to 

liberating people from oppression, by instilling in learners a critical consciousness to help them 

understand the social context of their individual situation. Deviating from the traditional belief that 

students should be taught how to fill specified social roles through a banking model of education, an 

oppressive arrangement that inhibits freedom, Freire (1970) argues that, 
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Problem-posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as fundamental 

that the people subjected to domination must fight for their emancipation. To that end, 

it enables teachers and students to become Subjects for the educational process by 

overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating intellectualism; it also enables people to 

overcome their false perception of reality. The world—no longer something to be 

described with deceptive words—becomes the object of that transforming action by 

men and women which results in their humanization (p. 86). 

Freire also recognises that there is an innate resistance to critical consciousness, built-in to systems of 

power to ensure that the working classes do not develop the capacity to recognize their predicament, or 

their own agency. McLaren (1989) has expanded upon this idea,  

Students do not recognize their own self-repression and suppression by the dominant 

society, and in our vitiated learning environments they are not provided with the 

requisite theoretical constructs to help them understand why… their lives have been 

reduced to feelings of meaningless, randomness, and alienation and why the dominant 

culture tries to accommodate them to the paucity of their lives. (p.18) 

This critical pedagogical view illuminates the necessity of critical theory and praxis. To provide 

people with a truly liberating education we must move past the idea that education is a neutral practice.  

Freire (1985) says, “Washing one's hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless 

means to side with the powerful, not to be neutral” (p. 122) In a system where the majority is 

oppressed to benefit the wealth and power of a minority there is no ethical rationale for passive and 

perfunctory educational practices that fail to address structural inequity. The following is an unreleased 

song that I wrote to encapsulate the idea of critical pedagogy and its importance in counteracting the 

oppressive practices of the status quo: 
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Critical Praxis by Michael McGuire (aka Hermitofthewoods) 

[Sample] Henry Giroux – “Critical Pedagogy, through the lens of critical theory.” 
 
On a wholly social scale there is a need to provide the generations that follow with what they need to survive 
To sustain this whole system so it doesn’t collapse and the values that we cherish don’t just fall through the cracks 
At least that’s the idea—that vital progression—But what happens in practice counteracts all the lessons 
We last changed direction in the Industrial Age, turning urban populations to industrial slaves 
Educated away the true meaning of freedom and replaced chains with wages once they no longer needed them 
Sit em in a row, make them listen to the lecture while power is insidiously hidden in architecture 
And students are driven to a predetermined destination, purpose-built workers who are eager and complacent 
So the rich get richer and the poor get used and there are people today who think that’s what we should do 
 
[Sample] Dead Prez – “They schools can’t teach us shit!” 
[Sample] KRS-One – “You must learn!” 
[Sample] Dead Prez – “They schools can’t teach us shit!” 
[Sample] KRS-One – “You must learn!” 
 
From the Left there came a premise – that the system goes unseen  
And the people are oppressed by invisible machines 
And if we only teach them to be a cog in the gears then they submit to power without showing fear 
That’s inhuman. Leisure class wins, and labour loses. And we’ve produced a hundred generations just to prove it  
Critical movement – what if we all taught for liberation? Help the people see the inequality we’re facing 
If we can teach complexity with critical infrastructure, we can be who we are and our souls aren’t made to suffer 
We can disrupt the balance of power and authority or give up our talents to death by conformity 
What is most important? Is it fortune or freedom? Resistance or support for the system we keep feeding? 
Educate to liberate the people from oppression or rock Stockholm Syndrome and stick with what we’re getting  
 
[Sample] Dead Prez – “They schools can’t teach us shit!” 
[Sample] KRS-One – “You must learn!” 
[Sample] Dead Prez – “They schools can’t teach us shit!” 
[Sample] KRS-One – “You must learn!” 
 
[Sample] Paulo Freire – “A critical way of thinking, a critical way of teaching, of knowing.” 
[Sample] Henry Giroux – “Critical Pedagogy, through the lens of critical theory.” 
 
Everybody’s got a problem but we rob ‘em all of context 
Hidden in curriculum and caught up in the complex 
Cultivating consciousness, connecting cause to classes, and contemplating ways to move from theory into praxis 
Practical assets, drawn from real life, and the way they intersect with our sense of wrong or right 
Some will call a critical lens completely worthless, but it shows the infrastructure that is just beneath the surface 
That’s where the power is, so us knowing makes them nervous 
We could take it back because they haven’t really earned it 
They’ve turned the world against essential social transformation with the promise that their day will come  
With just a little patience 
We could be awakened from the complacency of dreams, reflecting on directions to make sure they are achieved 
We owe it to each other until things are truly equal 
This is critical theory –  power to the people 
(McGuire, 2018) 
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The systemic problems identified by critical theory and pedagogy are among the most 

significant contributors to achievement gaps. In Nova Scotia, students whose culture, heritage, and 

worldview are reflected and supported in Eurocentric curricular content, outdated pedagogical models, 

and unspoken social norms perform better, on average, than students whose culture, heritage, and 

worldview is excluded, diminished, or misrepresented. Critical pedagogy, which seeks to help students 

understand themselves and their social conditions, is augmented in this case by another field—

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy.  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) is a two-sided approach that calls for students to receive 

education that recognises, reflects, and nourishes their own cultural identities and argues that teachers 

should receive training that helps them to understand cultures other than their own so that they might 

better serve their students. Ladson-Billings (1995) presents the latter as essential, 

Not only must teachers encourage academic success and cultural competence, they 

must help students to recognize, understand, and critique current social inequities. This 

notion presupposes that teachers themselves recognize social inequities and their 

causes… Many prospective teachers not only lack these understandings but reject 

information regarding social inequity” (pp. 476-477). 

Critical theory must inform teacher education so that educators are prepared to deal with the 

complex reality of social injustice that their students navigate on a daily basis. If some groups are 

measurably underperforming in ways that can be connected to structural problems addressed by critical 

theory and pedagogy, then it would be inhumane to dismiss this approach in favor of an unjust status 

quo.  Ladson-Billings (1995) argues that “the dilemma for African-American students becomes one of 

negotiating the academic demands of school while demonstrating cultural competence. Thus, Culturally 

Relevant Pedagogy must provide a way for students to maintain their cultural integrity while succeeding 
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academically” (p. 476). Teachers must be taught to both recognize and accept structural inequality and 

to adapt their pedagogical strategies to counter act it. Speaking to a Canadian context, Battiste (2005) 

has made a similar argument regarding Indigenous education: 

Indigenous Knowledge is now seen as an educational remedy that will empower 

Aboriginal students if applications of their Indigenous knowledge, heritage, and 

languages are integrated into the Canadian educational system. Despite this realisation, 

many universities across Canada have made Aboriginal education a mission or a priority. 

Few teacher training institutions have developed any insight into the diversity of legal, 

political, and cultural foundations of Aboriginal peoples… Consequently, when educators 

encounter cultural difference, they have very little theory, scholarship, research, or 

tested practice to draw on to engage Aboriginal education in a way that is not 

assimilative or racially defined, as opposed to being legally and politically shaped by 

constitutional principles of respect for Aboriginal and treaty rights.  (p.5) 

The similarity between Ladson-Billings and Battiste’s arguments is difficult to ignore and presents 

us with a seemingly simple idea: If current educational models primarily address European heritage, 

then taking steps to actively include African-Canadian and Indigenous cultures in teacher training and 

classrooms may help to close the achievement gap. Of course, cultural education should not be limited 

to African or Indigenous heritage; the cultures of all students should be represented in curriculum. Nor 

should it be limited to the expected demographics a given teacher may face. It is a question of 

educating youth toward becoming global citizens, and that should not be contingent upon the specific 

cultural make up of a given classroom. As such, teacher training should include broad cultural 

education. Battiste (2005) elaborates,  
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The task, then, is to sensitize the western consciousness of Canadians in general and 

educators in particular to the colonial and neo-colonial practices that continue to 

marginalize and racialize Aboriginal students and to the unique rights and 

relationships Aboriginal people have in their homeland (p. 5). 

To this end, aside from helping future teachers to understand cultural oppression in practice, 

space should be granted for African-Canadian and Indigenous educators to make contributions to 

curriculum; not just during a heritage month or through surveys taught by white educators from outside 

of these communities, but with community-involvement and cultural relevance as regular and valued 

components of education in the province.  

Hip Hop                                                                           .  

“Hip hop is the dominant language of youth culture,  

and those of us who work with young people need to speak their language” (De Leon, 2004, p. 1). 

The origins of hip hop culture in the Bronx during the early 1970s are well documented (see 

Chang, 2005, 2008; Charnas, 2010; Ewoodzie, 2017) and do not need to be revisited here. Nor does the 

large body of work establishing the social and political implications of hip hop with regard to race, 

gender, class, identity, religion and other intersectional vectors that influence, and are influenced by, 

hip hop culture (see Rose, 1994, 2008; Perry, 2006; Assante, 2009; Keyes, 2004; Watkins, 2008; Miller & 

Pinn, 2015). However, the philosophical underpinnings of hip hop’s artistic elements do require some 

elaboration. A methodological approach to hip hop, and more specifically Hip Hop Based Education 
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(HHBE), requires an examination of why hip hop culture is enacted in certain ways, what it seeks to 

achieve, and how it is used by individuals operating within a community.  

 Hip hop culture is comprised of four central forms of creative expression—The Elements—and 

has grown into a global culture that claims its own language, fashion, worldview, and politics. Despite its 

growth and popularity, the foundational principles of the elements remain and inform everything from 

chart-topping rap songs to how young people process and create knowledge in the twenty-first century 

media landscape. The elements are: 

 

                  Graffiti                                   DJing                                   Breaking                                 MCing 

The central theme that connects all of the elements is personal expression and representation. Through 

the elements, hip hop practitioners are able to interact with their environment, their peers, and their 

own identities. 

 Graffiti has existed for as long as there have been walls and writing tools. Gossip, political 

sloganeering, crude jokes, and popular philosophy scrawled onto walls in public spaces have always 

been a part of metropolitan life (Reisner, 1971). The modern graffiti movement, linked to hip hop 

culture, has slightly different motivations. In early 1971, “TAKI 183” started to appear throughout the 

New York City subway system. A New York Times investigation eventually learned that it was the work 

of a postal worker, nicknamed Taki, who lived on 183rd St. In hopes of achieving a degree of fame, the 

postal worker hoped to write, or tag, this signature on as many trains as possible (Chang, 2005). For 
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many young people growing up on the margins of New York City’s outer boroughs, the idea that 

someone could make their name known all over the city by painting it on trains was empowering. Long 

before galleries and collectors paid attention to graffiti, notoriety came from an artists ability to have 

their name up in all boroughs—known as going All City—thereby demonstrating their prowess. 

Of course, much of this was done illegally, and the ethics and application of this practice have 

been reconsidered wherever graffiti has appeared. For example, in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where there are 

no commuter trains passing through the city, many graffiti artists go where the few passenger trains do 

go and paint the undersides of train bridges, a clever inversion of the New York City model. Setting aside 

those aspects, Forman (2002) has argued extensively that taking space, an act of radical agency, is a 

fundamental aspect of hip hop culture. Going into places that are forbidden, exclusive, or have been 

previously denied is a matter of staking a claim—both as an individual, and for hip hop culture, as a 

whole—like a flag planted on the moon, serving as a reminder that socio-cultural barriers can be broken 

down, and that hip hop was there.1   

The epicentre of hip hop culture was, in its formative years, the DJ. What distinguishes the hip 

hop DJ from other disc jockeys is a postmodern approach to music production. Where the function of 

other DJs is to transition seamlessly between songs, hip hop DJs use two turntables and a mixer to 

create layered compositions, blending together elements from multiple records playing at the same 

time to create a cohesive new musical composition. These spontaneous, rhythm-driven creations serve 

as a platform for dancers, specifically b-boys and b-girls (the b stands for breakbeats—sections of a song 

where all but the drums and/or bass stop playing for a moment that, recontextualized, form the 

                                                           
1 The phrasing of this reminds me of the 1990s Canadian Heritage Moment tv spot about inuksuks. “Now the 
people will know we were here.” I would argue that graffiti and inuksuks serve a similar purpose, by allowing those 
with limited resources to make a mark on the world and let the people who happen upon their work know that 
they were here, as well.  
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percussive foundation of hip hop music), and for MCs, whose rhyming lyrics originally consisted of little 

more than exhortations for the audience to appreciate what the DJ was doing.  

While this represented a sea change in terms of musical production, the conceptual approach, 

borrowing from Jameson’s (1985, 1993) idea of postmodern pastiche and closely resembling Kincheloe’s 

(2008) bricolage, is a radical reimagining of cultural production. Sampling, or taking something from one 

source and applying it to a new context, is closely related to academic writing. In both cases, an 

argument is created, either based on or in response to an existing idea, and external sources are 

brought in to support and augment the central thesis. In effect, the way that a DJ might borrow a 

sample from a speech by Malcolm X, an act which not only brings Malcolm X’ specific words into play, 

but also draws in the famous orator’s cultural capital, is very similar to the way a scholar will use quotes 

from recognized and authoritative works to bolster their own arguments. This reference-based model 

carries far more information than what is literally stated in the sampled or quoted material, as the 

sources act as a point of reference, evoking conceptual worlds for those with the literacy to receive 

them. Where a piece of music is traditionally composed ‘out of thin air’ (though it should be stated that 

even this form of ‘original’ composition relies on a knowledge of previous compositions and well-trod 

musical theory), hip hop production generates thick work, supported and filled out by multiple streams 

of meaning containing a wealth of referential information that traditional composition often lacks.  

Breaking, or break dancing, started as an acrobatic way for young b-boys and b-girls to show off 

innovative moves at parties. Very quickly, however, it grew into something far more practical. Hip hop 

was born in a part of the world where youth culture was dominated by street gangs. Chang (2005) 

states that, in the Bronx in the early 1970s there were more than 100 active gangs, numbering more 

than 11,000 members (p.50). One of the factors that helped to popularize the nascent hip hop culture 

was the fact that many of its pioneers were gang-affiliated and actively advocated for hip hop as an 

alternative to violence. Everyone was welcome at parties and gatherings. The elements of hip hop, 
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particularly breaking, became a tool for conflict resolution. When there was tension between gangs, 

instead of meeting in darkened parks and alleyways to fight with bats and knives, gangs would pit their 

best b-boys against their rivals’ best. Victors would be chosen based on whoever was the most 

impressive, stylistically, and losers would be left to try and improve for their next outing.  

As a conflict resolution tool, breaking provided an alternative to violence rooted in creative and 

physical activity. It also afforded dancers the opportunity to bring their own cultural background into 

their practice. Nearly every culture in the world has some form of traditional dance, giving breakers the 

opportunity to add to popular breaking styles with elements of their own heritage. Further, battling (the 

name given to elements-based competitions pitting individuals or groups against one another) extends 

to graffiti writers, DJs, and MC, as well, and is analogous to classical debate in that success depends on 

practice, preparation, and responsiveness to opposing arguments. In what is effectively trial by style, 

dedication to personal skill development is essential. 

The final element is perhaps the best known for the four: The MC. Referring to a Master of 

Ceremonies, a Microphone Controller, or any number of clever alternatives that have been imagined 

over the years, this element refers specifically to the art of rapping. What began as rhyming couplets 

intended to excite the crowd and inspire the dancefloor changed character dramatically in 1979 with 

the recording of the first hip hop records, The Fatback Band’s “King Tim III” and the Sugarhill Gang’s 

“Rapper’s Delight” (Chang, 2005). Moving from a situated practice that required physical attendance to 

participate in to a commodity—a record that can be taken home and played at any time—upset the 

hierarchy of hip hop. On a record, the DJ’s techniques were rendered invisible as the real time act of 

mixing records to make a beat crystalized into a static, reproducible product. The MC, on the other 

hand, found increasingly less value in rhyming party instructions and started shifting focus toward 

developing a more sophisticated approach to both style and content. Within five years of the first rap 

music recordings, MCs were commonly using their platform as the popular voice of the culture to 
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comment on social conditions, injustice, politics, and daily life leading Chuck D of Public Enemy to refer 

to rap as “black America’s TV station” (Leland, 1988, p. 48) for its value as a source of information. As 

hip hop spread around the world, it continues to be a strong voice for black communities, but has also 

become a vehicle for expression for all people; a stylistic cultural template that can be adapted to 

virtually any context or identity.  

For example, the following verse was written to summarize my experience of working in a 

traditional office setting: 

Walk into the office with a coffee to keep me alive 

All that I've accomplished, unacknowledged, I need that drive 

Meet that deadline, with overtime, get it done, next 

Keep it moving fluid, cause the cheques don't let me rest 

Benefits are AWOL and the hours just too short 

There's the promise of promotion but it comes with no support 

Cause my buddy in the next desk is a threat to my advancement 

And the boss is throwing dollars while we do our silly dances 

But she never makes it rain so we just try harder 

Gotta think bigger, think brighter, think smarter 

But don't think too much, the manager has a BA 

And he is the boss' brother's best friend so we do what he say 

Even if it's stupid, even if it's been done 

Even if it's the opposite of what you talked about with everyone 

Day in, day out, the grind is so relentless 

That's the life you lead when you've been given a debt sentence 

(Higher State, “Worker Antz”, 2017) 

 

Today, rap lyricism is a fascinating site for the interrogation of language, social justice, identity 

and other fields of interest to the humanities. Fundamentally, rap lyrics, as is the case with all of the 

elements, is enacted through an advanced form of signification. A reference-based rhetorical system 

that evokes what it references while simultaneously giving it new meaning in a new context. It is also 

incumbent upon MCs to speak to who they are, their own identity, and their own environment. In 

focusing on personal expression, the inclusion of local dialect, geographical landmarks, and regional 
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worldviews helps to establish authenticity (even if it is cloaked in boastfulness and metaphor) while 

generating relevant social discourse.  

This is a critical aspect of hip hop culture. Representation lies at the heart of all of the elements, 

and as hip hop culture has globalized, it has also become a hyper-localized practice. While the North 

American music industry version of rap music is undoubtedly the most visible form of hip hop culture in 

the popular sphere, the elements remain the focus of grassroots hip hop communities that do not 

operate at that level or in the same ways. On a local scale, whether in Havana, Johannesburg, or Halifax, 

hip hop practitioners continue to employ the elements—graffiti, DJing, breaking, and MCing—to speak 

their own truths, to address their political concerns, and to express themselves and their culture in a 

way that is firmly rooted in a shared hip hop framework but fully represents the unique conditions and 

perspectives of their own place and time.  

Taken together, the elements of hip hop and their underlying philosophies present a fascinating 

educational opportunity. Not only is hip hop the lingua franca of global youth in the 21st century, but 

the motivations behind hip hop’s elements offer some idea of how consumers of hip hop culture see 

and understand the world around them. As such, hip hop minded scholars have, in the last decade, 

adapted a critically-informed Hip Hop Based Education that draws classroom methods from hip hop’s 

elements.  

 

 



16 
 

Hip Hop Based Education                                            .  

Hip Hop Based Education (HHBE) is a term coined by hip hop scholar Marc Lamont Hill to 

describe his use of hip hop culture in classroom settings and has come to serve as a catchall phrase for 

any kind of education that is informed by hip hop cultural practices. HHBE has evolved, since its earliest 

documented usage, into its own philosophy of education equally informed by critical pedagogy, 

culturally relevant pedagogy, and the elements-based practices of hip hop itself. As HHBE began to 

spread throughout the urban centres of North America, “scholars have shown how the elements of hip 

hop culture–rap music, turntablism, break dancing, graffiti culture, fashion, and language–can be used 

within classrooms to improve student motivation, teach critical media literacy, foster critical 

consciousness, and transmit disciplinary knowledge” (Hill, 2009, p. 2).  

Much of what qualifies as HHBE leans heavily on rap music in classrooms, including textual 

interpretation to supplement language arts (Hill, 2009; Hill & Petchauer, 2014), supporting the creation 

and presentation of lyrics and poetry (Mooney, 2006), art and music education (MacDonald, 2016), 

framing debates as rap battles (Ball, 2013), and using hip hop elements to make STEM education 

relevant and exciting for urban youth (Emdin, 2017). The applications of HHBE across the curricular 

spectrum are far-ranging and inventive.  

Much of the HHBE research that has been conducted and published in recent years focuses on 

HHBE as both theory and praxis, with authors, educators, and researchers establishing parameters for 

HHBE, deploying varying approaches to HHBE in educational settings, and reflecting on its successes and 
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failures before repeating the process  (Hill, 2009; Mooney, 2006; Hill & Petchauer, 2014; MacDonald, 

2016; Porfilio & Viola, 2012). Where HHBE’s early years relied on textual and historical analysis, this 

ethnographic approach focusing on first hand efforts has exposed new possibilities for future research: 

After these initial historical and descriptive accounts, subsequent scholarship provided 

concrete curricular and pedagogical strategies for linking hip hop to effective 

educational praxis. Often drawing from the principles of critical pedagogy (e.g., Freire, 

1970) and culturally responsive teaching (e.g., Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994), such 

work demonstrated how rap songs could be used to teach academic skills and content 

(Alexander-Smith, 2004; Hallman, 2009; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Wakefield, 

2006), as well as different dimensions of critical literacy (Akom, 2009, Alim, 2007; 

Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2005, Ginwright, 2004; Hill, 2006; Morrell, 2004; Parmar, 

2005, Stovall, 2006). From this thread of HHBE scholarship came systematic and 

standards-based hip hop curricula to support these kinds of educational efforts (e.g., 

Irby, 2006; Runell & Diaz, 2007) as well as initiatives and annual events at higher 

education institutions worldwide. (Hill & Petchauer, 2014, p.1) 

The development of a systematic and standards-based approach to HHBE has elevated it from a 

novel, pop-culture-in-the-classroom approach to a practical educational methodology. Having achieved 

that level of legitimacy, the work of HHBE practitioners must shift away from advocacy for the field and 

into new ways of generating knowledge. Many have argued that further ethnographic work is needed 

(Kruse, 2016; Hill, 2009; Rashid, 2016; Rodriguez, 2009, Metro-Roland, 2010) because hip hop’s cultural 

history has been thoroughly examined (Chang, 2005; Charnas, 2010; Ewoodzie, 2017) and the 

theoretical connections between hip hop elements and pedagogical practices have been well-

established (Akom, 2009; Hill, 2009; Hill & Petchauer, 2014; Porfilio and Viola, 2012, Tinson & McBride, 

2013; Turner, Visaya Hayes, & Way, 2013).  
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Much of the value in ethnographic studies comes from the fact that globalized hip hop culture is, 

at the same time, a hyper-localized cultural expression. What works as an educational practice in one 

context will not necessarily work in another, making the task of researching HHBE in diverse contexts 

and finding the common threads all the more important. Hill (2009) supports this: 

Condry (2007) shows how global cultural flows allow youth in Japan to appropriate and 

refashion American hip hop in order to construct identities as “Yellow B-boys.” Linguistic 

anthropologists such as Alim (2006) and Cutler (2001) detail the complex ways that 

youth deploy “Hip Hip Nation Language” in order to construct racialized identities that 

link them to literal and imagined communities that traverse local and national 

boundaries. (p.5) 

Hip hop exists as a transnational culture making it a valuable tool for educators, particularly those 

struggling to make cross-cultural connections. The efficacy of HHBE practices on an international scale 

have been examined in the work of Porfilio and Viola (2012), Alim, Ibrahim, & Pennycook (2010), and 

Bell (2017),  and are supported by a wealth of research on hip hop cultural practices outside of the 

North American mainstream that highlight the unique characteristics of geographically diverse hip hop 

communities (Saucier & Silva, 2014; Thompson, 2008; Fredericks, 2014; Berggren, 2014; Putnam & 

Schicker, 2014; Bertot, 2014; Ibrahim, 2017; Drury, 2017; Maira & Shihade, 2012; Ramsdell, 2012; 

Hornberger & Swineheart, 2012; Marsh, 2012; Bertot, 2014; MacDonald, 2016). Understanding how 

HHBE works in international contexts, or even other Canadian contexts, helps to understand how it may 

be effective within the Nova Scotia school system. 

With regard to the issue of teacher education, HHBE can be a path toward Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy if teachers-in-training can develop a functional fluency with hip hop culture. Many (Bridges, 

2011; O’Conor, 2016; Grant, 1989, Haberman, 1991; King & Ladson-Billings, 1990; Schmeichel, 2012; 
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Zeichner, 1992) have held up hip hop as a point of access for educators wishing to incorporate culturally 

relevant content because of its capacity to represent diverse cultural identities in a familiar framework. 

Further, a number of studies have focused on the sometimes-difficult racial dynamics at play between 

white educators and non-white students (Henfield, & Washington, 2012; Lawrence & Tatum, 1997; 

Solomon, Portel, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005; Emdin, 2017). By including teacher education as part future 

HHBE practices, it is possible to emphasize the role of educators in implementing critical and culturally 

relevant pedagogical practices and help them to do so in an informed fashion.  

To date, the majority of HHBE research has been conducted in urban classroom settings, by 

researchers with a prior connection to hip hop culture, using the philosophical underpinnings of hip hop 

practices to inform assignments and turning to established interpretive methods—domain analysis, 

comparative coding, content analysis, action based research, reflective writing—to draw conclusions  

(see Peterson, 2013; Stovall, 2013; Pardue, 2013; Wilson, 2013; and Petchauer, 2012A, 2012B, 2013). A 

significant critique of this model comes from Irby & Hall (2013) who argue that a narrow view of HHBE’s 

potential has limited research to urban contexts and African-American student populations, excluding 

large numbers of educators and applications who fall outside of those parameters. Low, Tan, and 

Celemencki (2013) echo this concern through their own research showing that large numbers of white, 

suburban teachers with no particular connection to hip hop culture use HHBE in their classrooms, as 

well, but are not represented in broader HHBE research. This is not to suggest that HHBE in urban 

settings or a focus on African American scholastic achievement should not be a primary focus, but 

rather to illustrate that there is more to be done in other areas. Irby & Hall (2013) argue that HHBE 

research should also focus on,   

the diversity of teachers interested in using hip hop in their classrooms, the need for 

basic teacher education about hip hop and critical issues within the culture, and the 
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variable of educational setting (place), and the place related constraints that teachers 

may face in their attempts to adopt HHBE (p. 96). 

Of these suggested avenues for future research, the one that stood out with regard to my own 

research interests was the variable of educational setting. As my central research question took shape 

over the course of the last year, several avenues for research have presented themselves. My own 

course on Rap, Resistance, and Religion provides me with opportunities to bring HHBE into a classroom 

setting and analyze the results, but the students are not generally teachers-in-training and typically 

approach the course as an elective and out of curiosity, not as a way of developing critical capabilities, 

making it a difficult site for HHBE research. I also have the opportunity to teach about hip hop in a 

correctional facility and on a Japanese cruise ship within the next year, both projects that will be 

thoroughly documented through reflective writing.  Valuable as these experiences will be, these 

educational settings do not address teacher training or the achievement gap in Nova Scotia.  

Both my undergraduate and graduate work is in history. Specifically, my master’s thesis 

chronicled the history of hip hop in Halifax, Nova Scotia from its earliest appearances in the 1980s to 

1998. While I have retained hip hop as my focus in my doctoral work in educational studies, I had not 

considered how I might carry my previous work over into a new field. It was in thinking about 

alternative educational settings that a solution presented itself.  
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The East of East Project                                               .  

 

 

Rap City by Michael McGuire  

(aka Hermitofthewoods)

 
 
 
I 
Hip hop was smuggled into Halifax back in the day 
Through tapes that were made on vacations away 
They were played and they were played  
and there were copies being made 
East Coast beats knocked like percussion grenades 
In the breezeways, where there were no DJs 
Young MCs would pass rhymes like relays 
Over a boom-boom-snap  
and zipping zippers like a record scratch 
Cats started to rap in MGP and Uniacke 
The Cosmic Crew broke through  
and brought breaking to the province 
New Beginning at the Flamingo,  
Care Crew live at the Commons 
Leather Cap Posse, 2on2, Digby D, Down by Law 
We learned rap raw – true school, because 
It was perfecting style 
to get their rhymes respectable 
Got to be fresh for the Uptown Festivals 
A bespectacled kid dreamed of a double R&B 
And asked us all to listen to MC J & Cool G 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
II 
Well, J&G had to leave to live the dream in Montreal 
But one dude from Down By Law  
believed we needed to evolve 
J-Jorun, with Talisman, Shingai & Bonshah, fundamental 
Critical had a moustache  
that made him look like Burt Reynolds 
Haltown Projex, was straight up independent 
Four track masters – All city represented 
But I can’t be thorough without shouting out Truro 
Hip Club Groove and Sixtoo  
came out hot as an inferno 
And those were the days of Café Ole 
The Haltown Meltdown  
brought the rappers out to play 
There was Ruffneck aka The Alien or Nay C 
Basement Unit, Papa G-R-A-N-D  
And the Keltic Rebels, Skillz, Flexx, and Kaspa 
Glory days always fade to the morning after 
In the Bassments of Bad Men,  
beat makers spilled their blood 
When push came to shove some just did it for the love 
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III 
We built this city on weird raps and ingenuity  
Home studio fluency and a few minor acts of truancy 
The Order of the Old School produced radical recruits 
Who still believe in drums  
but grow to branches from the roots 
So, as Witchdoc, Class, Alien and USoul held it down 
Strange sounds pounded on the other side of town 
Buck 65 came alive with Certain Others 
Sixtoo could freak the jazz  
and seemed to speak in numbers 
Knowself. J-Mart. Sebutones. 
Renegade Synapsis. Tachichi.  Kunga219. Recyclone. 
The boundaries weren’t thrown out  
so much as blown to pieces 
Some of the indie rap avant guard was right here  
you best believe it 
From the Bike Shop to Mokka,  
the Halifax Rap Cosa Nostra 
Sustained a scene completely  
on the strength of their devotion 
Every wave in the ocean along the shore  
kept it floating 
And carried our sound into the open  
 
 

IV 
The 6-5 and Sixtoo paid dues through their ambition 
Crews from all over co-signed their transmissions 
Class stayed in session and built it from the ground up 
Trobiz and Tack were Overlords (Caravan, and what!) 
Rap thrived Khyber style over beer with Gordski 
Backburner blazed on bomb beats in their recordings 
R$, Loonie, IV, and Spesh were in the zone 
There were DJOs  
and ciphers when the library was closed 
The Centaur danced the Imperial March  
and passed the flame 
And a label tried hard  
but just couldn’t Change The Game 
There was the Sound & the Fury,  
Second Front, The Goods 
Alpha Flight, Apt, Cal, Hermitofthewoods 
Ambeez, Jus, the I-IMF, Fax 4 and Mad Craz 
Rest in Peace to  
Aziz, Litterbug, Nukem, and Short Shane 
We won’t let the beat stop  
here on the north east coast 
This is rap city, Halifax, Nova Scotia  
 
(McGuire, 2011) 

 

 In the years since I completed my master’s thesis, I continued to gather material history from 

the local hip hop community, expanding the scope of my research to include the other Atlantic 

provinces and to bring it all up to date. I became the scene’s de facto historian and a regular media 

contributor on matters related to hip hop. For quite a while, I grappled with the idea of turning my 

research into a book but was not convinced that a traditional text was the best way for me to present 

my work or for its ideal audience to access it. As alternatives were being weighed, I came across the 

Northside Hip Hop Archive, an online repository of Canadian hip hop ephemera and a tool for 

connecting educators to the hip hop community (Northside Hip Hop Archive, n.d.). A downside to this 

project is that it is based in and primarily focused on hip hop in Toronto, Ontario, despite claims to 

national representation. The site is new, started in 2017, and will hopefully continue to grow. The site 

did, however, inspire me to start the East of East Project, an online digital archive of Atlantic Canadian 

Hip Hop. Initially, I envisioned it as something I could do with my existing research, a side project 
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unrelated to my dissertation, but Irby & Hall’s (2013) critique of HHBE’s traditional purview eventually 

led me to consider the possibility that a digital archive could serve as an alternative educational space.   

The project, once it is fully mounted online, will consist of a database of artists and groups who 

have operated in the Atlantic provinces (at the time of this writing there are 414 solo artists and 167 

groups listed), a chronological listing of album releases (my own collection of Atlantic Canadian hip hop 

has, at the time of this writing, 754 albums, fully digitized)2, and photo galleries of artists, album 

artwork, and show posters. Once the site is designed and my own holdings are in place, I will reach out 

to the hip hop community, and to the public at large, to visit the site, help to identify gaps or errors, and 

submit information missing from the initial collection. Incoming submissions will be processed and 

curated by myself, according to the criteria that was established in my master’s thesis: to qualify for 

inclusion, an artist must have generated some form of material history—an album/recording, a show 

poster, evidence of performance—that can be digitized and added to the collection. Subsequent 

collecting and expansion of the archive will carry on indefinitely until I, and the Atlantic hip hop 

community, feel that it is accurate and complete. Once the site is established, I intend to pursue further 

research in areas related to hip hop culture in Atlantic Canada that have not already been academically 

investigated, particularly the breakdancing and graffiti communities, and treat the archive as a hub for 

hip hop history, education, and community-building. 

Since starting the project, I have partnered with Music Nova Scotia who, in recognizing the 

value of the project to the larger musical community, have offered to host the archive on their website 

and to help with web development and funding. I have also partnered with Shevy Price, a Halifax-based 

artist and activist, to create a Black History Month curriculum featuring young African Nova Scotian hip 

hop artists profiling older local artists. A number of Halifax-based documentary filmmakers have also 

                                                           
2 This number jumped from 743 during the first draft, to 754 during the final revision, a reflection of how quickly 
the project is growing. 
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expressed an interest in contributing to the project, as well. There is a lot of interest in East of East and I 

hope to capitalize on its potential to drive my dissertation research.  

In shifting toward an alternative educational space, there are a number of issues that must be 

addressed. The first is establishing whether or not there is precedent for such an approach. There is, 

and it comes from the burgeoning field of digital humanities. A broad-scale reconsidering of how 

information is generated, stored, and shared in the post-internet era, digital humanities combines 

computational thinking, knowledge representation, data visualization, and digital methods and tools to 

establish a modern epistemological framework. From this new school, I will borrow from the concept of 

cultural analytics, which Berry & Fagerjord (2017) describe as, 

A term coined by Manovich and his Software Studies Initiative, which aims to bring 

computer-based research methods such as data mining, data visualization, and visual 

analytics to cultural data and the humanities. The aim is to develop methods to study 

culture in an age in which millions of images and videos are published to the web every 

day (p. 74). 

The East of East Project will be built according to parameters set by digital humanities scholars 

(Berry & Fagerjord, 2017; Gardiner & Musto, 2016). Each item will be tagged (though this is internet 

terminology, the connection to graffiti does not escape unnoticed), with the names of relevant artists or 

groups, releases, dates, locations, and other vectors that can be used to cross-link between related 

items and to generate thematic data-sets for research. Following this logic, it may also be worthwhile to 

include demographic information, where possible, so that data can be drawn out related to race, 

gender, or age.  

One ethical concern to be addressed is that the East of East Project is representing the work of 

others, work that I do not own (apart from my own contributions). As an archival project, displaying 
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digital representations of artists who are/were public figures and work that was made publicly available. 

Even if, as has been discussed with Music Nova Scotia, one song from each album in the collection was 

made available to stream (playback only, no download or purchase option), then the archive acts as 

promotion and a celebration of artists and their contributions. Based on prior discussions with various 

members of the Halifax hip hop community, artists are happy to contribute and to be included. The vast 

majority of hip hop albums released in Atlantic Canada since the 1980s (of which, 754 have been 

catalogued and digitized at the time of this writing) are independent, short-run projects that risk 

disappearing over time if they are not preserved. While the project will not be open-source, in that the 

public will not have the ability to edit content—I will curate incoming content to ensure it meets 

standards for inclusion and is properly tagged—it will be open to the community and it will be made 

clear that corrections, additions, submissions of missing work or information, and photographs are 

welcome and encouraged to help the project be as thorough and inclusive as is possible.  

My hope is that the East of East Project will produce a sizeable data set that preserves the 

history of a cultural sub-group, serves as a knowledge hub for the community, and informs a 

counternarrative account of creative work in the Atlantic Provinces. An over-emphasis on Celtic heritage 

and the Golden Age of Sail in tourism advertising (see MacKay & Bates, 2010) has, for generations, 

marginalized communities who do not fit that colonial framework in the popular conception of Atlantic 

Canadian identity. This is particularly true in the arts sector, where urban artforms like hip hop receive 

less support, less recognition, and less funding. The Atlantic hip hop community is diverse, and the 

perspectives contained in the work that the community has produced in the last thirty years are 

valuable for both research and posterity. 

The East of East Project will serve as a platform for my dissertation research. Inspired by DJs and 

the concepts of sampling and remixing, I will essentially be employing what Kincheloe, McLaren, 

Steinberg, and Monzó (2017) describe as a bricolage approach: 
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The bricolage can be described as the process of getting down to the nuts and bolts of 

multidisciplinary research. Research knowledges such as ethnography, textual analysis, 

semiotics, hermeneutics, psychoanalysis, phenomenology, historiography, and discourse 

analysis, combined with philosophical analysis, literary analysis, aesthetic criticism, and 

theatrical and dramatic ways of observing and making meaning constitute the 

methodological bricolage. . . Such multi-disciplinarity demands a new level of research 

self consciousness and awareness of numerous contexts in which any researcher is 

operating. As one labors to expose the various structures that covertly shape our own 

and other scholars’ research narratives, the bricolage highlights the relationship 

between a researcher’s ways of seeing and the social location of his or her personal 

history. Appreciating research as a power-driven act, the critical researcher-as-bricoleur 

abandons the quest for some naïve concept of realism, focusing instead on the 

clarification of his or her position in the web of reality and the social locations of other 

researchers and the ways they shape the production and interpretation of knowledge 

(p. 244). 

Dissertation research will rely on several methodologies, including critical theory/pedagogy, 

culturally responsive pedagogy, Hip Hop Based Education, hip hop culture itself, digital humanities, and 

others to situate the Atlantic Canadian hip hop community (and the multitude of sub-communities 

contained therein) and its history in a critical framework that can support education research. Methods 

will also be drawn from a diverse range of fields, combining analytical, interpretive, and data 

visualization models. The objective, at present, is to build and curate the East of East Project for at least 

two years and to use the data that it contains to write a form of Métissage, a writing method borrowed 

from Indigenous scholarship. According to Donald (2009), “Métissage has been used to denote cultural 

mixing or the hybridization of identities as a result of colonialism and transcultural influences” (p. 7). 
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Applied to scholarly practice, Métissage recognizes that “official versions of history, which begin as 

cultural and contextual interpretations of events, morph into hegemonic expressions of existing value 

structures and worldviews of dominant groups in a society” (Donald, 2009, p.3) creating distorted views 

of the past, present, and future. Producing a counter-narrative, one that braids alternative histories or 

perspectives together with hegemonic accounts is an important aspect of Métissage as method. Donald 

(2009) elaborates, 

Doing Indigenous Métissage involves the purposeful juxtaposition of mythic historical 

perspectives (often framed as common sense) with Aboriginal historical perspectives. 

The ethical desire is to reread and reframe historical understanding in ways that cause 

readers to question their own assumptions and prejudices as limiting, and thus foster 

renewed openness to the possibility of broader and deeper understandings that can 

transverse perceived cultural, civilizational, and temporal divides. One central goal of 

Indigenous Métissage is to promote ethical relationality as a curricular and pedagogical 

standpoint (pp. 5-6). 

 Indigenous voices are certainly included in the long history of Atlantic Canadian hip hop, but 

they are not the sole voice to be found, and this is where Métissage as a method will depart from its 

methodological roots. Indigenous voices, African-Canadian voices, European voices, women’s Voices, 

LGBTQ voices, and more make up the threads to be braided together in the course of this project. They 

speak to diversity but, as voices and perspectives that are marginalized by hegemonic values, in some 

cases, and the choice to use hip hop as a vehicle for expression, in others, they are commonly excluded.   

The East of East Project will provide a venue to access the perspectives, identities, and 

expressions found within the past, present, and future of the Atlantic Canadian hip hop community; that 

it will be a resource for educators who wish to know more about hip hop in the region and/or connect 
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with local practitioners; and that it will present regional hip hop culture as a venue for other forms of 

cultural investigation in teacher training and other educational contexts. By drawing together a 

bricolage of methodological practices, this research is adaptable, responsive, and unique. The 

ethnographic focus on the Atlantic Canadian hip hop community allows me to extend the work I began 

with my master’s thesis, work representing a community that has not otherwise been investigated in a 

scholarly fashion. In situating the Atlantic Canadian hip hop community within a cultural system that 

leverages European heritage in establishing the region’s socio-political identity, the same system that 

has resulted in achievement gaps in Nova Scotian schools, critical theory and pedagogy are apt lenses 

for analysis. The decision to locate my research within an alternative educational setting—a digital 

archive—responds to suggestions in HHBE literature that there is work to be done beyond the classroom 

and also places this work in the realm of digital humanities, an exciting field that is reshaping how we 

generate, store, and use knowledge in the 21st century. 

If the East of East Project, and the subsequent research and dissertation work remain rooted in 

established methodological theory, even if it is a remix methodology that samples from multiple fields, 

then it will have the requisite fortitude to support strong conclusions. It will contribute to the 

representation of cultures whose lack of representation in Nova Scotia has long affected the capacity of 

provincial educators to engage in culturally responsive practices. East of East will serve the hip hop 

community and the public as an archive, but it’s greatest potential lies in its educational merit. 

Educators will be able to listen to Mi’kmaw rappers from Eskasoni and African Nova Scotian rappers 

from Uniacke Square, Chiac rappers from Clare and radical feminist rappers from King’s College, 

perspectives that they may not otherwise encounter, presented in a form that is both popular and 

familiar. East of East will certainly not remedy the achievement gap altogether, but it can undoubtedly 

represent an underrepresented community, contribute to a broader cultural understanding, and provide 



29 
 

educators with an avenue to access different cultural perspectives as they work toward cultural 

responsiveness. 
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