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Background /Context: With the ever increasing diversily of schools, and the persistent need
to develop teaching strategies for the students who attend today’s urban schools, hip-hop cul-
ture has been proposed to be a means through which wrban youth can find success in school.
As a result, studies of the role of hip-hop in urban education have grown in visibility.
Research targeted toward understanding the involvement of urban youth in hip-hop and
Jfinding ways to connect them to school often rest primarily on the role of rap lyrics and focus
exclusively on language arts and social studies classes.

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this article is to move beyond the existing research on
science education by utilizing an ongoing study to interrogate hip-hop culture, its relation
to the “Obama effect,” and the role of hip-hop culture in creating new possibilities for urban
youth in science. The discussion of hip-hop in urban schooling is grounded in the concept
of social capital to explain what makes hip-hop youth who they are and how this knowledge
can become a tool for supporting their academic success. Specifically, the discussion is based
on theoretical constructs related to hip-hop in urban settings, including social networks,
identity, and realness and emotional energy.

Research Design: To explore the complexities of hip-hop and the impact of the artifacts it
generates on urban science education, we examined qualitative data illustrating the enact-
ment of hip-hopness or a hip-hop identity in wrban science classrooms. Specifically, we exam-
ined the “Obama effect” and its connection to hip-hop and science education.

Findings: The findings indicate that when teachers bring hip-hop into their science instruc-
tion, certain markers of interest and involvement that were previously absent from science
classrooms become visible. Especially, the examples of the Obama effect in urban high school
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science classrooms in this article illustrate that science educators can strengthen hip-hop
youth’s connections to school and science by consistently using the science-related decisions
President Obama is making as opportunities to teach science.

Conclusions: By engaging in a concerted focus on hip-hop culture, science educators can
connect urban youth to science in ways that generate a genuine recognition of who they are,
an appreciation of their motivation for academic success, and an understanding of how to
capitalize on hip-hop culture for their identities as science learners. Such efforts can eventu-
ally lead urban youth to become “the best and brightest” in the science classroom and pur-
sue careers in science-related fields.

Hip-hop is the culture of urban marginalized youth. It is an amalgama-
tion of the thoughts, words, and behaviors/actions of those who dwell in
urban settings and have traditionally been marginalized from socioeco-
nomic and educational attainment (Emdin, 2010a). It is also the means
through which urban youth create and engage in activities, such as graf-
fiti, breakdancing/b-boying (these two terms are used interchangeably),
deejaying and rapping, that have been identified as major strands of
urban youth culture (Chang, 2005; Forman & Neal, 2004). Despite the
significance of hip-hop and the insights it provides into understanding
how certain activities that urban youth engage in are reactions to being
ostracized from education and the political process (Hill, 2009), hip-hop
is more than a set of activities or an avenue for tapping into the affective
dimensions of urban youth experiences. It is the chief means through
which those who have been ostracized by society and devalued by institu-
tions like schools share their experiences with others who have under-
gone similar experiences.

While hip-hop is traditionally associated with urban youth of color, it is
the dominant culture among not just urban youth, but those who have
been denied an opportunity to tell their stories about their life experi-
ences. Hip-hop creates artifacts, such as rap music, which describe previ-
ously silenced phenomena like the closed set of heroes, rules, and career
options for people across geographic contexts. In many cases, youth who
report their views on the world through hip-hop discuss various issues
related to teaching and learning through their expressions of the
culture.

For students who have traditionally been marginalized in the education
system, effective instruction must incorporate their interests, funds of
knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Moll, 1992), and ways of
talking and thinking in their home and community (O. Lee, 2003;
Warren et al., 2001). For urban educators who value a student-centered
approach to instruction, and for those who discuss the significance of
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understanding student lives in instruction, it is necessary to consider hip-
hop in the teaching and learning of those students positioned and
treated unfairly both within and beyond schools. This is the case because
those who are other than the perceived dominant race or class, and those
whose needs are not met in schools, find a release from their challenging
lives through hip-hop culture. Unfortunately, educators and researchers
who are not a part of hip-hop do not see its cultural significance, and only
see it as commercial rap music. Consequently, they overlook the report-
ing of factual experiences in schools that youth provide through their
varied expressions of hip-hop. Because many educators fail to value hip-
hop culture, facts about how hip-hop youth view and experience schools
have been excavated from discussions about urban schooling. This is the
case even among educators who are proponents of teaching and learning
that is focused on fostering inclusive learning experiences for youth. In
essence, the inability of educators and researchers to see hip-hop as a cul-
ture hinders opportunities to meet the needs of the millions of youth
who are consumers of, and participants in, hip-hop culture.

The challenges facing hip-hop youth, who have been overlooked in
schools, have led to transformative work that explore the use of hip-hop
in language arts and social studies classrooms (Morrell & Duncan-
Andrade, 2002; Stovall, 2006). Linguistic significance of hip-hop in the
education of marginalized youth has been explored in other academic
work (Ibrahim, 1999). The purpose of this paper is to validate previous
work that describes the potential of hip-hop for education while high-
lighting the fact that urban youth of color who are particularly ostracized
from success in science can benefit from a focus on hip-hop as well. The
paper sheds light on how society at large persistently devalues hip-hop,
and how this devaluing has translated into a stigma that urban youth
attach to schooling broadly and science learning specifically. We argue
that this problem stems from unsuccessful attempts of urban youth to
gain visibility in education and related fields, and the eventual choice to
forego consistent efforts to be accepted in school in favor of engagement
in hip-hop and a donning of what is perceived as an anti-school identity.
We also argue that this devaluing of urban youth culture and its offshoots
— low educational attainment and the absence of Black and Latino/a
youth in careers in science — can be addressed by refocusing on hip-hop
and its value for education. We address issues related to urban science
education both through the lens of urban youth and from the perspec-
tive of scholars within the field of hip-hop based education. Our goal is
to find ways to successfully connect hip-hop youth to schooling broadly
and science learning specifically. To meet this goal, we take a conceptual
approach to hip-hop and urban science education, rather than present
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an empirical study. This is the case because of the need for educators to
develop a solid understanding of hip-hop and its nuances before using it
as a framework for conducting research or improving practice
(Dimitriardis, 2001).

We start by describing what hip-hop is and what it is not. Second, we
discuss theoretical constructs related to hip-hop in urban education. The
discussion is grounded in the concept of social capital to explain what
makes hip-hop youth who they are and how this knowledge can become
a tool for supporting their academic success. Third, we describe the con-
nections between hip-hop and science, a school subject that does not
appear to be associated with hip-hop (Emdin, 2010a). Fourth, for the
purpose of exploring the complexities of hip-hop and the impact of the
artifacts it generates on urban science education, we utilize the position
of the first author as teacher and researcher who has witnessed the enact-
ment of hip-hopness or a hip-hop identity in urban science classrooms.
Specifically, we describe the “Obama effect” and its connection to hip-
hop and science education. Finally, we discuss contributions of our dis-
cussion to the emerging literature on hip-hop culture in schooling and
implications for improving educational practice.

WHAT IS AND IS NOT HIP-HOP?
What Is Hip-Hop?

Hip-hop includes such activities as graffiti, breakdancing/b-boying, dee-
jaying and rapping that have been identified as major strands of urban
youth culture (Chang, 2005; Forman & Neal, 2004). While each of these
activities is a significant component of hip-hop, rapping is the activity that
is most prominently associated with hip-hop culture because rap as a
form of music has gained much commercial appeal. It is heard on every-
thing from features on popular songs to car commercials. Consequently,
rap is as easily accessible to those who are immersed in hip-hop culture
as it is to those who are peripherally involved in it and only listen to the
music.

As with other forms of music, there are certain forms of rap that are
more commercial and consequently more accessible than others. The
more popular versions usually involve superficial topics such as gross
materialism, and the reinforcement of negative stereotypes that are gen-
erally associated with urbanness or Blackness such as gratuitous misogyny
and violence. Thus, hip-hop is often perceived as a contemporary musi-
cal form that has a negative impact on youth. However, these perceptions
of hip-hop are largely unfounded, and are a result of highly visible and
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media-generated images of the culture. For many who are immersed in
hip-hop culture, the messages that are pushed forth by this type of music
do not reflect their culture. They identify other versions of rap as hip-
hop music, which are more true to hip-hop culture, more reflective of the
realities of the urban youth experience, and more lyrically complex than
commercialized forms. In these forms of rap, topics such as education
and politics, and messages for surviving the challenges of urban settings,
are prominent.

In addition to its presence as the culture that gave birth to rap music,
and the way of knowing and being of urban youth, hip-hop also stands as
the chief mechanism through which populations that are not accepted
into mainstream society, and who do not ascribe to distinct “western” cul-
tural norms such as “appropriate” ways of dress or talk, find solidarity.
Hip-hop becomes the banner under which they can form their own
unique ways of communication that allow them to identify one another
as collectively marginalized and outside of mainstream culture.
Therefore, hip-hop is a means through which dimensions of social life
that are typically classified as “lifestyle” becomes a significant part of a
population’s identity. For example, within hip-hop culture, modes of
dress and talk that do not fall in line with traditional norms but align with
hip-hop norms and guidelines hold much value. Through elaborate
handshakes, subtle head nods, distinct walks, and unique hairstyles, par-
ticipants in hip-hop send codes to one another that identify their collec-
tive ostracism from mainstream society and their connection to one
another.

Through these codes, participants create networks with those who have
a shared understanding of hip-hop modes of communication and then
enact such modes of communication in social spaces where they come in
contact with one another. These spaces are impromptu gatherings where
a collective sharing of hip-hopness is expressed and then validated by oth-
ers who are a part of the culture. An example of these gatherings is the
rap cypher, where rappers gather in a circle and create social spaces
where forms of hip-hop are expressed simultaneously in an unrestricted,
yet orderly fashion. In rap cyphers, one person raps, while a crowd of oth-
ers listen and then take turns rapping when the person currently rapping
has finished reciting the verse. In these spaces, excited hand movements
and head nods support the unrestricted and free flowing nature of hip-
hop, while various verbal and non-verbal messages and cues that provide
structure lead to the smooth functioning of the social spaces created.
The entire scenario builds the connections among participants and
develops hip-hop networks.
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What Is Not Hip-Hop?

Unfortunately, there are a number of practices perceived or defined as
hip-hop that are completely separate from it. These misperceptions lead
to either an impression that hip-hop is simplistic and without much
depth/complexity or a negative stigma that is associated with commer-
cially visible and negatively themed rap music. For example, hip-hop is
often described as putting together a bunch of words that rhyme or per-
forming a rap. Those who engage in these practices are erroneously
called by outsiders to the culture as “hip-hoppers” and are misidentified
as representatives of hip-hop culture. In fact, the act of putting words
together that rhyme is a practice that anyone can engage in and thus does
not indicate a connection to or involvement in hip-hop culture.

Hip-hop is also perceived as a phenomenon that is only engaged in and
created by “urban Black youth.” Therefore, hip-hop is thought of as a
phenomenon that cannot be engaged in, or utilized as a tool for learn-
ing by, those from backgrounds that are other than this group. This view
is categorically un-hip-hop. Furthermore, this view suggests that when
those who are not urban Black engage in hip-hop, they either do not
hold a genuine hip-hopness or have a gross misunderstanding of the cul-
ture. Hip-hop does not exclude participants based on race, ethnicity,
class, or gender. In fact, despite its prevalence in urban Black areas, hip-
hop has historically been welcoming to all those who share their experi-
ences as outsiders to mainstream culture or who are willing to explore
the unique understandings of this population.

THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS RELATED TO HIP-HOP
IN URBAN SETTINGS

Because of the broad and largely unfounded descriptions and miscon-
ceptions of hip-hop culture, it is necessary to develop a framework for
making sense of how and why participants in hip-hop become a part of
the culture. This requires a sociocultural approach to studying the con-
nections among the participants embedded within the culture. More
specifically, this requires nuanced understandings of the concept of
social capital as articulated by sociologists like Bourdieu (1985) and
Coleman (1988). These scholars consider social capital to be the aggre-
gate of social relationships when human capital and cultural capital is
exchanged among individuals or groups. We utilize the concept of social
capital as the fundamental piece of a larger framework to explicate what
makes hip-hop youth who they are and how this information can become
a tool for supporting their academic success.
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Hip-Hop Social Networks

One of the chief characteristics of hip-hop is the strong ties that partici-
pants in the culture have to one another and the emotions that they
exhibit towards one another. The first author has witnessed that these ties
are particularly evident during the exhibition of hip-hopness or hip-hop
identity in social fields where hip-hop youth exchange with one another
(Emdin, 2009). The shared connections to hip-hop function to minimize
ethnic or racial differences by allowing people from varying backgrounds
to focus on conjoined experiences such as being socioeconomically
disadvantaged or from a certain neighborhood, rather than their
differences.

The connections among participants and the shared capital they
exchange with one another create a strong affiliation among urban
youth. Such affiliation is accompanied by their collective alienation from
all persons or phenomena that do not accept them and that they perceive
as not exhibiting characteristics of hip-hop (Emdin, 2009). Hip-hop can
then be viewed as a mechanism for amalgamating the experiences of the
collectively marginalized (that may be from otherwise varying groups),
who do not fit in the societal category of the best and brightest, by allow-
ing them to come together and create forms of social capital that are pri-
marily interchangeable only with those who possess the same types of
capital. These individuals form connections across social fields like differ-
ent urban neighborhoods and housing projects, schools, or even class-
rooms that result in “dense networks” where they mutually benefit from
coming together by shielding themselves from outside networks that
alienate them (Fenster, 1995).

According to Coleman (1988), the dense networks created by those
who have shared social capital result in scenarios where those within a
particular network are so deeply connected to one another that the net-
work is difficult to be penetrated by outsiders. He argues that within this
network, trust is growing, and group needs and concerns as co-defined
by participants are being met. Within hip-hop, participants who engage
in practices that require trusting their peers, such as supporting one
another in rap performances (Keyes, 2002) or working together to
address issues like police brutality (Earl, Soule, & McCarthy, 2003),
develop a deep connection to their peers that carries over into non-hip-
hop fields. For example, in the first author’s previous research, students
under their connection to hip-hop develop dense networks in social
fields like the playground or the neighborhood that can be expanded to
non-hip-hop fields like the science classroom (Emdin, 2007). As a result,
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students can maintain their hip-hopness while also being active partici-
pants in school science.

Social capital scholars refer to the process of penetrating an existent
social network as the creation of structural holes in a dense network
(Burt, 2001). In other words, it is necessary to be able to communicate
with parties outside of a dense network where one is embedded in order
to extend a social network. Burt (1992) defines structural holes as the
result of breaches in existent social networks that allow for the develop-
ment of more complex forms of social capital through the diffusion of
information. For participants in hip-hop who are satisfied to co-exist with
their peers in their dense networks, they see no value in expanding their
existent networks to include social networks that they do not view as
exhibiting hip-hopness. Inevitably, this will affect students’ ability to con-
nect to science. This is particularly the case when the culture of school
science continually cannot find a means to penetrate the dense networks
of hip-hop youth through existent pedagogical approaches.

Hip-Hop Identity

Turner and Stets (2006) consider identity to be the view of self that
pushes individuals to behave in certain ways in their interactions with oth-
ers. Turner (2002) also argues that individuals have multiple identities
that include both core and role identities. Core identities are relatively
stagnant and reflect a true self, whereas role identities are expressions of
self that vary across contexts. This view of identity aligns with Burke’s
(1991) notion that each individual is made up of multiple identities that
regulate behavior and allow certain forms of self to be expressed in dif-
ferent settings.

For participants in hip-hop, the multiple identities they hold guide the
role identities they enact in social fields that do not value their identities.
In classrooms where students’ forms of capital are either devalued or mis-
aligned to that of the teacher and the academic discipline, certain non-
school identities are formed. In these scenarios, certain behaviors or
identity markers that reflect hip-hopness, such as expressing care for oth-
ers and interest in the teacher’s conversations, are not likely to be
expressed. Instead, students enact role identities that include behaviors
indicating disengagement or misbehavior. The interplay of core and role
identities is related to the seminal research on “acting White” by Black
students (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). To maintain their identity in the
Black community (core identity), the students form anti-school identity
by actively resisting academic success (role identity).
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The notion of identity described above is consistent with contemporary
research in science education. For example, Brown (2004, 2006) and
Buxton (2005) argue that identity conflicts may exist among youth of
color when they attempt to form new identities as science learners.
Urban youth encounter challenges in resolving differences between their
core identities reflecting an interest in education and a deep commit-
ment to hip-hop culture, their expected role identities as science learn-
ers, and their perceived hip-hop identities showing disinterest in
education. In urban youth identity formation around school and partic-
ularly around science, confusion exists as to what parts of hip-hopness are
expected to manifest in specific social fields. Urban youth fight to exhibit
certain genuineness to their core identities, despite the structures in
place within social fields like science classrooms that push them to
exhibit role identities that are opposed to their desires to engage in
learning science.

Realness: Hip-Hop Connection to Emotional Energy

Realness refers to one’s adherence to hip-hop’s core values such as trust
or loyalty, even in the presence of general perceptions of hip-hop culture
as inherently negative. For example, the unwillingness of participants in
hip-hop to talk with police after a crime, which is part of a “no snitching”
hip-hop ethos, is perceived by outsiders to the culture as senseless and
irresponsible, whereas it is viewed by those who are a part of hip-hop as
an expression of one’s true connection to their hip-hop social network
(Masten, 2009). For marginalized youth who live within an urban
metropolis that ostracizes them from full participation in the
financial/monetary exchanges that normally mark urban spaces, the
value of non-monetary forms of capital becomes more significant than
monetary capital.

As Homan (1974) discusses, the aim of the social group is to reward
one another for compliance with what is jointly defined as a group mis-
sion in order to develop some aggregate result for each individual
involved. In the case of hip-hop youth in schools, they “strategically and
adaptively cultivate their social networks to maximize social and emo-
tional gains” (Carstensen, 1992, p. 331). As individuals within a network
have their needs met, positive emotional gains grow as joy, interest, and
contentment are exhibited more readily (Fredrickson, 2001).
Unfortunately, these social and emotional gains are often achieved as
urban youth connect more densely to one another and alienate them-
selves more from schools.

For urban youth, there are beliefs about their lifeworlds that they hold
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to tightly and are not open for modification by non-participants in their
culture (Kitwana, 2001). The combination of being an ethnic minority
from a lower socioeconomic group and a participant in a societally per-
ceived lowbrow culture creates a scenario where one becomes socially
and politically minoritized, or made to feel like one is part of a less val-
ued and accepted group in school (Dei, Mazzuca, Mclssac, & Campbell,
1995). Enduring processes that position one as being from or of a lower
social class form characteristic ways of knowing, being, speaking, and
interacting that define members of the social group as being less than the
norm (Mukherjee, Mukherjee, & Godard, 2006). This process of minori-
tizing or being the minoritized and not being a part of the majority with
“normal” ways of knowing and being describes the experience of hip-hop
youth.

HIP-HOP AND URBAN SCIENCE EDUCATION

The basic argument that supports the work being presented here follows
a certain sequence. First, the sciences and science education are tradi-
tionally presented as though they are only for the “best and brightest”
(Holstrom, Gaddy, Van Horne, & Zimmerman, 1997; Zumeta & Raveling,
2002) without consideration that not all students are included in this cat-
egory (Lopez & Schultz, 2001). Second, minoritized urban youth are
highly underrepresented in the category of those assigned to being the
“best and brightest” (Singham, 1998; Skiba, Chung, Wu, Simmons, & St.
John, 2000). Third, minoritized urban youth who are not considered the
best and brightest are deeply immersed in hip-hop (Ginwright, 2004).
Finally, hip-hop is the means through which those who are not consid-
ered the best and brightest express their intelligence because they do not
have the space to do so in urban classrooms (Emdin, 2010b).

It is important to consider hip-hop in the teaching of youth who we
want to be engaged in science. This paper presents the dynamics that
lead to the miscategorization of urban youth as outside of the best and
brightest, discusses the ways that this misclassification has led to the
development of hip-hop anti-school identities, and proposes how hip-hop
(which has been previously forced to become a marker of being ostra-
cized from school) can become a means to connect urban youth to
school science.

Gulfs between Urban Youth and Science

Recent research in urban education reveals that entering spaces where
students discover unexplored possibilities for their futures is an integral

10
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component of honing student interest in school (Emdin, 2009; Guttierez
& C. Lee, 2009). However, many minority students have never had an
opportunity to see themselves as other than a caricature of youth of color
(Fordham, 1996). The characteristics they exhibit as hip-hop youth,
despite their potential to connect to science, often become liabilities
when their potential for learning is not recognized. This creates an
almost impenetrable border around who they are and who they can
become.

Much contemporary urban science education research focuses on ways
to help urban youth of color to become active participants in school sci-
ence (Aikenhead, 1996; Calabrese Barton & Yang, 2000; Hammond
2001). This research has assisted in the creation of new possibilities for
students who have traditionally been perceived as, and who may perceive
themselves as, unable to do well in science (Elmesky & Tobin, 2005;
Seiler, 2001). It also pushes a realization that the local contexts where
many hip-hop youth are embedded do not provide examples of lucrative
fields that provide viable employment (Anyon, 2009) and cause urban
youth to see careers in science as outside of their reach. These issues are
compounded by the fact that urban youth do not readily allow others
who they perceive as the perpetuators of social, political or economic
oppression to enter into their lifeworlds (Emdin, 2009). For example, if
scientists are viewed as older White males in lab coats (Jones, Howe, &
Rua, 2000) who have no connection to hip-hop culture, an association of
science with hip-hop youth’s previous negative experiences is likely to be
reinforced.

The only recourse in getting students to move beyond the use of their
hip-hopness as an affirmation of negative stereotypes about being other
than school science, or to see science as other than a discipline that is for
White males, is to attempt to make the science classroom a space that wel-
comes and values aspects of hip-hop culture that are traditionally seen as
separate from school and science. In other words, the science classroom
must become a place where the general characteristics that traditionally
make up scientists or bright students are no longer the only criteria that
apply. In the science classroom where traditional criteria for success are
expanded, students become introduced to a world where they collabora-
tively define what it means to be a part of science. They do not have to
enact role identities that position them to be other than science, nor do
they have to avoid their hip-hopness. Students may enact the same hip-
hop practices they do outside of the science classroom without being rep-
rimanded. They may greet each other with head nods and elaborate
handshakes, refer to rap songs while they engage in lab activities, or rest
their safety goggles on the side of their heads while they wait for an

11
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experiment to start (just like they wear their baseball caps outside of
school). The expression of these practices in the science classroom serves
as an indicator that hip-hop youth can become connected to the disci-
pline. The task for science educators is to find ways to allow hip-hop
youth to see themselves as a part of science in the urban classroom.

Why Is Science Not Hip-Hop? The Roots of Anti-Hip-Hop Science

One of the perceived “facts” that permeates the walls of social life into
urban minoritized spheres and into the ideology of urban hip-hop youth
is that the scientist is a White male who walks and talks in certain ways and
exhibits distinct characteristics (Barman, 1996; Fort & Varney, 1989;
Schibeci, 1986). In addition, urban youth of color are often perceived as
speaking and interacting with high levels of emotion and distinct cultural
markers (Smitherman, 1986, 2000). This leads to the general perception
that the embodiment of certain characteristics associated with science,
such as being reserved, objective, and “well behaved,” are categorically
not urban, Black, or Latino/a. In essence, the ways of knowing and being
of hip-hop youth have been labeled as anti-school and anti-science, and
being urban, Black or Latino/a has morphed into a set of broad anti-
school descriptions of hip-hop youth (Rose, 2008). Therefore, urban
youth who see themselves as being hip-hop for reasons other than their
disinterest in school are placed into a category where their exhibition of
hip-hopness equates to a perceived inability to do well in school.

While hip-hopness, or the expression of a hip-hop identity, is perceived
as anti-establishment (in this case anti-school), urban minoritized youth
are simply making sense of the phenomena that we all experience from
their own unique perspectives (Flores, 2000). Therefore, the pervasive-
ness of the negative associations between urban youth and hip-hop, and
the long standing correlation of hip-hopness to a disconnection from sci-
ence and school are unwarranted.

In regards to where the anti-school and anti-science labeling of urban
youth comes from, we must first focus on the high position that science
holds in society. The field of science education has always focused on
developing students considered to be part of the highest intellectual ech-
elon in the nation (Brandwein, 1955). These students who are part of the
best and brightest serve as a reassurance to the nation that “we” will
always have the talents to lead the scientific fight against the rest of the
world. Unfortunately, the power given to science education to create and
support the scientists maintains the perception that science is only for
the best and brightest (Zumeta & Raveling, 2002). This is problematic for
youth of color in urban settings who have historically been considered

12
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not to be a part of the “best and brightest” but having learning and
behavior problems (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson. 2000).

This subtle yet powerful misclassification of students of color in urban
settings as less than their counterparts from other racial and ethnic back-
grounds plays out in academic discourse as the never-ending battle
between achievement and race. This also highlights the poignant reality
that misconceptions about the intellectual capability of urban youth of
color have been indelibly marked into the subconscious of our nation.
They have been inherited by our national system of education, local sys-
tems of urban education, and urban science education. As these dynam-
ics play out and as historical misconceptions merge with present day
ones, the end result is the exclusion of Black and Latino/a youth from
school science. This exclusion results in the formation of, or adherence
to, a hip-hop identity that often does not value school or science. As a
result of being positioned as outside of the best and brightest, hip-hop
youth exhibit a purposeful dismissal of school and science and a deeper
immersion in a culture which allows them to be the best and brightest in
social networks with their hip-hop peers.

In teaching urban youth, it is necessary to move beyond traditional
modes of science instruction towards instruction that is willing to employ
themes from hip-hop. This goal is met by focusing explicitly on aspects of
hip-hop culture that are conducive to what science educators tradition-
ally call for in the classroom. For example, since science educators call
for active dialogue and even gestures (Crowder, 1996; Jimenez-
Aleixandre, Rodriguez, & Duschl, 2000), the structures of dialogue
found in hip-hop spaces like rap cyphers, which focus on both talk and
gesture, can be brought into the science classroom. Science instruction
should rely upon the nature of communication and the connections
among those immersed in hip-hop as the starting point from which sci-
ence instruction is delivered. This entails engaging the entire class or
groups of students in a dialogue that is structured like rap cyphers —
where students are positioned in a circle, each with equal opportunities
to talk and work together to reach a shared goal. Such dialogue moves
teaching and learning science forward and advances pedagogical
practices.

OBAMA'’S HIP-HOPNESS AND URBAN SCIENCE EDUCATION

In order to provide an example of how hip-hop responds to aspects of
mainstream culture, we discuss a phenomenon that has had a tremen-
dous impact on hip-hop youth, and that has the potential to ignite urban
youth’s interest in, and passion for, the sciences. We describe the “Obama

13
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effect” as an example of how a phenomenon that exists in mainstream
culture is re-interpreted and given a unique value in hip-hop culture.
This “effect” is one of many that are birthed out of mainstream culture
and that have different meanings when hip-hop youth connect to it. For
example, phenomena like the war in Iraq or Hurricane Katrina take on
different meanings related to race and class when discussed in hip-hop
circles or mentioned in hip-hop music than they do in mainstream
media.

The Obama effect is a term that developed in both educational and
political circles to describe the effects of the President’s run for office on
different populations in the nation and globally. In educational circles,
Dillon (2009) used the term to make sense of preliminary research find-
ings indicating that President Obama’s election and inauguration posi-
tively influenced the test performance of Black students. In political
circles, Hertzberg (2009) used the term to describe the effect of
President Obama’s speeches on global participation in the political
process. We define the Obama effect as the potential of Obama’s pres-
ence and visibility to be a tool for sparking the interest and participation
in previously closed fields among populations who resonate with the
President’s many hybridized identities. Those who identify with Obama
because of his Blackness, biracial background, or hip-hopness see possi-
bilities for themselves that previously did not exist. For educators who
work with hip-hop youth in urban settings, Obama’s presence can
become a tool for connecting these youth to success in school.

Obama’s Hip-Hopness

The first author has taught and conducted research in science classrooms
with urban youth who are entrenched in hip-hop culture. The students
have observed multiple instances where President Obama has exhibited
patterns of behavior that resonate with their hip-hopness. On a broad
and superficial level, the hip-hopness exhibited by the President can be
tied to his background as a person of color born close to the time period
between 1965 and 1984, a period defined by Kitawana (2002) as the
advent of the hip-hop generation. On a more specific level, President
Obama’s hip-hopness is rooted in his exhibition of specific words, actions
and behaviors that are distinctly hip-hop.

In urban science classrooms over the course of the primaries, the elec-
tion, the inauguration, and the Presidency, the first author has had many
conversations with high school students that revolved around the
President and his hip-hopness. The first of these occurred when a gth
grade student ran excitedly into a biology classroom and asked me if I
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had seen Barack Obama “dust his shoulders off” during a speech given
over the course of the Democratic party primaries. The act of dusting
one’s shoulders off is a practice that was made famous by rapper Jay-Z,
and is one that can be identified as distinctly hip-hop because of its preva-
lent use in hip-hop culture both before and after it was made famous by
rapper Jay-Z. Along with expressions like “shaking haters off “ and “dust-
ing haters off,” the act of dusting one’s shoulders off signifies the dismiss-
ing of a worry, a problem, or a person who doesn’t wish one well. For this
student, the enactment of this gesture was the first time that he had seen
a political figure, or anyone other than a recognizable participant in hip-
hop, enact a practice that he perceived as having a significant level of
connection to hip-hop culture. The use of this gesture on a national stage
stood as a signifier of the hip-hopness or “realness” of Barack Obama in
a way that was unabashed and indicative of his embracing of a hip-hop
identity. For participants in hip-hop, this event also stood as validation of
who they are to the world because of its open delivery and direct connec-
tion to their everyday experiences.

Another significant event that students identified as a hip-hop moment
was when Michelle Obama gave Barack Obama a “pound” after he had
clinched the Democratic nomination. The giving of a “pound” or “dap”
is a bumping of the fists that is used as an indicator of solidarity, which is
distinctly hip-hop in urban settings. For urban youth, this event was
another validation of their hip-hopness that led them to see the President
as a person who connects to hip-hop in a complex way more than simply
putting together a bunch of words that rhyme (a practice that has been
misnamed as being hip-hop).

A third significant expression of President Obama’s hip-hopness that
students noticed and discussed in school was the adjoining of hands in
the shape of a two-handed “O” that many Obama supporters raised dur-
ing the campaign. One of the students noticed this hand signal and excit-
edly shared the news with the rest of the class that Obama supporters
were “throwing up the Rocafella symbol.” The symbol of adjoining one’s
hands to form an “O” shape is seen in hip-hop when supporters of, and
artists from, rapper Jay-Z’s Rocafella Records show their connection to
one another through what they call the dynasty sign. Although this
Rocafella sign and the Obama sign may not be related, urban youth saw
this gesture as an indicator that the President was with them. Essentially
many urban youth believe that they have ties to President Obama
through the connection to hip-hop that they share with him.
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The Obama Effect and Urban Science Education

While the discussions of the Obama effect may lead to a more robust
understanding of why and how people are spurred to action in various
new activities because of the President, we argue for a concerted focus on
developing ways to sustain its positive effects on the education of urban
youth. More specifically, we argue that the Obama effect can be utilized
as a means through which urban youth can be connected to science. This
is important not only for African-American youth, but for students from
other racial and ethnic groups both within and beyond urban settings
who have been tracked into low achievement in science. However,
because urban youth of color are most marginalized from science success
and most entrenched in hip-hop, we focus on their connections to
Obama and his hip-hopness.

For students who connect to multiple parts of President Obama’s iden-
tities (like his African-Americanness and his hip-hopness), there is a will-
ingness to discuss the President’s decisions that are not at all associated
with hip-hop. For example, the fact that Holdren and Lubchenco,
experts on climate change, were selected as science advisors by Obama
readily led hip-hop youth to engage in discussions about what it takes to
be considered a science advisor for the President. In this case, it led to a
student engaging in research on the topic and discussing it with the class.
This connection between Obama and science also has the potential to
spark urban youth’s interest in and explorations of topics, such as the
relationship between global warming and the earth’s processes, the link
between everyday actions and greenhouse gas emissions, and current
issues that have scientific implications such as the BP oil spill. In addition,
when Obama discusses the need to focus on evidence-based science
(Bhattacharjee, 2008), or when he mentions his efforts to appoint indi-
viduals with strong science and technology backgrounds to key positions
in his administration (Obama, 2009a), students who have formed a con-
nection to the President because of his hip-hopness foresee possibilities
for themselves to be either in those elite science positions or to be scien-
tifically literate enough to be a part of the discourse.

In studies of urban youth in high school science classrooms over the
course of several years, the first author found that successful initiatives to
support their interest utilized hip-hop. When teachers brought hip-hop
into their science instruction, certain markers of interest and involve-
ment found in hip-hop cyphers like head nods and excited hand move-
ments (that were previously absent from science classrooms) became
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visible. Given the success of pedagogical approaches that incorporate
hip-hopness into science instruction (Emdin, 2010a), and given the exhi-
bition of the same markers of success when President Obama is discussed
among hip-hop youth both inside and outside of the science classroom,
it becomes apparent that a connection of science pedagogy to Obama’s
hip-hopness has the potential to be a tool for connecting urban youth to
science. This is particularly the case given Obama’s recent focus on the
sciences and his belief that science is an integral part of a just and demo-
cratic society (Obama, 2009b).

The first author has observed that using integral pieces of the
President’s campaign that focus on science (e.g., cloning or alternative
forms of energy), and then using these pieces of the President’s thinking
in science teaching and learning, resulted in more engaged students
than traditional lessons. Similar responses were observed as science
lessons incorporated hip-hop (e.g., rap lyrics or structures from hip-hop
like cyphers). In the cases of both Obama and hip-hop related lessons,
students spoke more often in class and raised their hands to answer ques-
tions more often. In addition, these lessons resulted in higher levels of
emotional energy and student facilitation of discussions about science.
For example, as students excitedly discussed the President’s “swag” (i.e.,
way of dress, style, walking, or general comportment related to hip-hop-
ness) when the Obama family was shown on video walking in the nation’s
capital, a conversation about the fact that the President was a Harvard
graduate with “swag” led to a discussion of the President’s naming of
Harvard physicist John Holdren and marine biologist Jane Lubchenco to
top science posts. One student mentioned, “It’s like the hood, they just
put each other on [give each other jobs] cuz they’re both from Harvard
...When I go there, I’ll be in with that crew too, and me and Obama can
talk about Jay-Z.” A group of students took the conversation about the
President’s selection of John Holdren as an opportunity to research his
credentials. Through this conversation, they also took a step towards a
more substantive discussion related to science described below:

Student A: Did you see the President walking down the street all
swagged up? It was off the hook.

Student B: He was walking like... I run this spot.

Researcher: Yeah, I saw that. I wonder how he called up the sci-
ence advisors and told them that they got the job. Probably just
like that.

Student B: He was probably like... “Yo, this is the President. Put
whoever his name is on the phone right now.”

Student A: Who were the advisors he chose anyway?
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Researcher: I hear one of them is a physicist from Harvard.
Student B (walking to the computer): I am going to look him up.
I would want that job.

Student C: Let me know what you find out.

The following exchanges illustrate that while traditional science class
may provide opportunities for students to be in tune with current events
in science, urban youth are more connected to science when hip-hopness
is allowed into the classroom, particularly when hip-hopness is tied to the
Obama Presidency.

Researcher: So why is it that you're a lot more interested in sci-
ence and in the class than you were before?

Student A: First off, the class is a lot more interesting. We talk
about science, but it’s also about current stuff.

Researcher: But we have talked about current issues before. We
discussed global warming before. You didn’t seem too involved
back then.

Student A: Well, the difference is that now it relates to us. I mean
it’s an issue that relates to everyone. But if Obama sees it as an
issue, then it applies to us, too.

Researcher: What do you mean by it applies to us? I mean who is
the “us” you are referring to?

Student B: “Us” is like the people. Not the rest of the people in
the world, but like us in our own neighborhoods, our own com-
munity, and stuff.

Student A: It’s like the people who understand who we are,
understand our music, our culture, our lives.

Researcher: So Obama is a part of the us?

Student A: He definitely gets us though. It’s like he has a hip-hop
vibe nah mean... So we can connect to him and then we can see
what he’s talking about... He has Jay-Z in his ipod.

Student B: He connects to us and what we talk about in science
so it [science] has more meaning now than before.

The discussion above highlights the potential of hip-hop inspired phe-
nomena like the Obama effect in a field like science education. The use
of hip-hop in science education is significant to the life experiences of
urban youth, such that it stands as more than a means to temporary inter-
est or peripheral engagement in science. Hip-hop based pedagogy moves
beyond other forms of engagement like museum visits and site trips
that create moments of engagement not supported by ties to students’
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lifeworlds. Science teaching and learning is improved in the moments
when students’ motivation is enhanced by pedagogy that utilizes their
hip-hopness as an integral part of instruction. In order to sustain their
connection to science, it is necessary to explore youth culture and consis-
tently utilize the information received from this exploration in the every-
day delivery of instruction.

DISCUSSION

Although hip-hop culture has become prevalent among youth, especially
among urban youth, society at large persistently devalues hip-hop cul-
ture. This devaluing of hip-hop culture has negative consequences on
urban youth who have traditionally been marginalized in schooling
broadly and science learning specifically. This article is motivated by the
need to address how science educators can capitalize on hip-hop culture
to connect urban youth to science, a school subject that is not typically
associated with urban youth and that has historically excluded them. We
argue that by acknowledging the deep impact of hip-hop on the lives of
urban youth and by developing an appreciation and willingness to
explore the potential of hip-hop culture in teaching and learning sci-
ence, possibilities for success in science for these students are created.
More specifically, novel tools for teaching science and developing youth
interest in the discipline are created. For example, utilizing tools such as
the Obama effect has a potential to penetrate urban youth culture and
transform urban science education. Through the exploration of the con-
nection between President Obama and hip-hop youth, the pedagogue
finds new tools to transform practice, and the researcher finds new
avenues to explore relevant research.

Like hip-hop, the significance of Obama’s Presidency resides partly in
the fact that he has added a new chapter to history. Both in the cases of
hip-hop and Obama’s Presidency, there is a certain historical significance
implicit in being part of a phenomenon that becomes visible, even
though it has existed and deeply impacted lives prior to its visibility.
Unfortunately, for many who live in historically significant times and
encounter people and ideas that represent a change in the status quo,
the realization of the shifts that happen in existent structures are not
explored until their time has passed.

Obama’s presence as a Black man at the helm of the country allows
urban youth of color who are part of hip-hop culture to see that there is
a misrepresentation in the tomes of history that previously relegated peo-
ple who looked like them to positions where they were not expected to
be part of the best and brightest. For people of color across the globe,

19



TCR, 114, 020306 Hip-Hop

Obama’s election associates them with a form of excellence, power, and
status that they previously did not perceive possible on such a large scale
(Harlow, 2008). While this impact on people of color is significant,
President Obama’s presence as a participant in hip-hop stands as an
opportunity to show that participation in hip-hop, which has been viewed
in a grossly negative fashion by media and academia alike, can be a sig-
nificant part of the identity of productive members of society. President
Obama’s hybridized identity, that encompasses his being a child from a
single parent home, Ivy League school graduate, community organizer in
urban settings, and participant in hip-hop, opens up the possibilities for
hip-hop youth to feel validated in expressing their own hybridized iden-
tities that can be tailored to include science. With the acceptance of hip-
hop culture into the urban science classroom, the bifurcation between
being hip-hop and a good science student or scientist is shattered, and
new possibilities for urban youth identities that surround science are
formed.

The three theoretical constructs related to hip-hop in urban settings,
discussed in this article, offer explanations for the Obama effect in the
science classroom. According to the construct of social networks, as
urban youth perceive that President Obama exhibits characteristics of
hip-hop culture, they turn on to new networks that he may be tied to but
that they are not yet a part of. In essence, President Obama’s hip-hopness
creates what Burt (2001) defines as a structural hole into existing net-
works, in this case dense hip-hop networks. When an event presents itself
as a structural hole into an existing dense network, weak ties between two
traditionally separate social networks support the creation of new forms
of social capital, facilitate the growth of weak ties into strong ties, and
opens up the possibility for new transformative networks. In this case, the
election of President Obama stands as a structural hole in hip-hop
youth’s dense networks that allows for weak ties between urban hip-hop
youth and the President to develop into strong ties to schooling broadly
and science learning specifically.

Urban youth’s perceptions of Obama’s hip-hopness are also related to
their understandings of the complexities of core and role identities.
Since they consistently travel back and forth between a core hip-hop
identity and a more superficial role identity in schools, they perceive the
subtle exhibition of hip-hopness in speeches and during interviews by the
President as an example of the same shifts between core and role identi-
ties that they undergo in their classrooms. Since hip-hop youth are forced
to enact role identities because of the societal non-acceptance of their
hip-hop culture, they believe that the President also undergoes this
process. Therefore, they see past his role identity as President and
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envision his hip-hopness as a part of his core identity when he is outside
of the public eye. In a similar manner, they can envision themselves as
having multiple identities that include one where being scientifically lit-
erate is a significant component. This view of self as a part of science with-
out sacrificing their hip-hopness inevitably supports their success in the
discipline.

Not sacrificing one’s hip-hopness for the sake of school or academic
success is part of the notion of realness that the Obama effect exempli-
fies. As hip-hop youth see Obama’s hip-hopness as a genuine piece of his
identity, they regard him as expressing a certain realness that they have
an affinity for and develop an emotional connection to. Therefore, they
generate these same types of connections to subject matter that is pre-
sented through a connection to a phenomenon that is rooted in hip-hop.

The examples of the Obama effect in urban high school science class-
rooms described in this article illustrate that science educators can
strengthen hip-hop youth’s connections to science by consistently using
the science-related decisions the President is making as opportunities to
teach science. Furthermore, by engaging in a concerted focus on hip-hop
culture, science educators can connect urban youth to science in ways
that generate a genuine recognition of who they are, an appreciation of
their motivation for academic success, and an understanding of how to
capitalize on hip-hop culture for their identities as science learners. Such
efforts can eventually lead urban youth to become the best and brightest
in the science classroom and pursue careers in science-related fields.
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