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I entered the PhD in Educational Studies program with no formal educational training. My father was a 

professor at Dalhousie for 25 years and much of my childhood was spent on campus there. Even as I 

struggled with my own education in junior high and high school, I sat in on classes taught by my father 

and his colleagues, passed afternoons in the library reading random books, and effectively embraced 

university life and its dedication to knowledge sharing.  

My own first pedagogical experiences came through hip hop. As a socially-conscious rapper and 

undergraduate history student at Mount Saint Vincent, I started working with a rapper whose 

International Development Studies background provided him with opportunities to facilitate workshops 

and give talks that fused hip hop culture with social justice and language arts. For the next several years 

our musical efforts were matched by our work with NGOs, speaking at symposiums and conferences, 

and offering workshops in schools. We were in high demand, and once got to perform for the President 

of the World Health Organization. 

Throughout this time, I completed a Master’s degree in history that focused on the Halifax hip hop 

community. My thesis led to more speaking opportunities and conference appearances and eventually I 

was alerted to a job posting: the Cultural Studies department at Mount Saint Vincent University looking 

for an instructor for a course called Music and Culture. I applied and, to my surprise, was offered the 

contract. Teaching felt right. A life spent on university campuses and on stages performing hip hop or 

spoken word seemed to have led me there. I applied for more courses as they came up and loved the 

idea of laying out the program for each one. Progressions of ideas. Assignments and outcomes. Paths to 

understanding.  

When I applied to the Intra-University Ph.D. Program in Educational Studies, I was regularly teaching 

three courses: Music and Culture, The History of Rock & Roll, a new course called Rap, Resistance, and 

Religion. Course registration was always at capacity, student evaluations gave high praise, and the way I 

designed each of the courses was well-received. I knew that I wanted to make a career in academia and 

would need to go further in my own education. While I considered continuing with history, I felt that it 

was too narrow a path. Educational Studies allowed me to integrate the multiple threads of my 

experiential background (history, cultural studies, peace and conflict studies, hip hop, language arts, 

critical theory) while focusing intensely on the point where they come together in my own life: 

education.  

I began my coursework having never read a word of educational theory, but quickly immersed myself in 

the foundational works of the field. Dewey’s Democracy and Education and Mills’ The Sociological 

Imagination gave me context for the very idea of education in a way that was relatable to my 

understanding of critical theory in a historical and cultural setting. The next text we encountered, 

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, introduced me to critical pedagogy and quickly became one of the 

methodological underpinnings of my intended research program.  

I wanted to work with hip hop and learned as much as I could about the field of Hip Hop Based 

Education. Spearheaded by a group of educators around the world who wanted to move beyond 

‘rappin’ teachers’ and lyrical analysis, HHBE has incorporated classical qualitative methodological 

approaches and established its own, drawn from the philosophical foundations of hip hop culture. I also 

learned that, as an upstart branch in the larger field of education, there were still a number of issues 

that needed to be settled within HHBE. The most significant hurdle, however, was my own.  



My work in Halifax hip hop history has always been rooted in the idea that, as hip hop culture spread 

around the world, globalization has led to hyper-localization. Wherever hip hop culture is enacted, it 

invariably takes on a distinct local character. Speech patterns, slang, and points of reference are locally 

derived. Political concerns, worldview, and the social context in which hip hop is produced all have a 

profound impact on how it is produced and consumed as a critical artform. 

It became clear that pursuing a traditional path toward Hip Hop Based Education was not what I wanted 

to do. I have little interest in reducing the educational potential of a multi-faceted culture to the study of 

mainstream rap recordings and all of the major sites for HHBE research were in New York, Toronto, Los 

Angeles and other major urban centres whose hip hop communities are well represented by academics 

from those areas. Halifax has a rich hip hop history and I remain the only academic to have paid it any 

significant attention. What might my own version of a locally-sourced Hip Hop Based Education look 

like? 

Combining Freire’s belief in the importance of engaging in educational projects outside of a classroom 

setting with the widely-held assertion that HHBE also needs to move into alternative educational spaces 

in order to grow, I started looking at my past research and considering what I might do with it. I started 

collecting local hip hop music as a teenager and continued to do so in my capacity as a hip hop artist and 

academic, even after completing my master’s thesis. At the heart of it all was a large collection of both 

physical and digital copies of albums (vinyl, CDs, cassettes, MP3s), posters, photos, news clippings, and 

art that represented thirty years of collective creative output on the part of the Atlantic Canadian hip 

hop community/communities. (As of this writing, there are 1040 Atlantic Canadian Hip Hop albums in 

my holdings, and many more yet to be acquired.) I thought about museums and archives as alternative 

educational spaces where educational projects could be conducted and raised the question that now 

forms the core of my intended research: What might we be able to learn from an archive that chronicles 

the entirety of a given arts community? 

Upon completing my coursework, I set about the task of expanding my collection to include as much as 

is possible and cataloguing all of these materials to an archival standard so that I can create a searchable 

database of Atlantic Canadian hip hop artists, albums, and ephemera. Word of my plans spread quickly 

and led to the establishment of a partnership with Music Nova Scotia who have helped me secure 

funding and design support for a website to host my work—a project I have called East of East. 

With the East of East project serving as the core of my PhD dissertation*, I hope to do several things. 

First, establish East of East as a publicly accessible record of hip hop culture in the region and a site for 

further research in years to come (particularly with regards to the dance and graffiti communities, as my 

prior research has not included them). Second, to use the data to generate educational projects. This 

may include workshops that connect teachers with HHBE concepts relatable to their own communities, 

art installations, curriculum development (a Black History Month curriculum for social media has been 

requested), and documentary projects. The first task, following the defence of my portfolio, will be to 

build and publicly launch the East of East project, followed by a consultation with my adviser, 

committee, and the hip hop community to determine the most appropriate and effective next steps.  

*This introduction was written one year into the Intra-University Ph.D. Program in Educational Studies. 

While East of East continues to be developed privately and in partnership with Music Nova Scotia, it is 

no longer the central focus of my research. I wanted to keep this here as a reflection of the changes my 

research focus has undergone. 

 


