
ScholarWorks@GSU

Valuing Black Boy Joy: Liberating the literacy
experiences of Black boys by leveraging their literacies

Authors Erika Camille Tyson

Citation Erika Camille Tyson. "Valuing Black Boy Joy: Liberating
the literacy experiences of Black boys by leveraging their
literacies." Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2025. https://
doi.org/10.57709/5qhb-bj68

DOI https://doi.org/10.57709/5qhb-bj68

Download date 2026-02-14 19:08:33

Link to Item https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14694/15520

http://dx.doi.org/https://doi.org/10.57709/5qhb-bj68
https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14694/15520


ACCEPTANCE 

This dissertation, VALUING BLACK BOY JOY: LIBERATING THE LITERACY 

EXPERIENCES OF BLACK BOYS BY LEVERAGING THEIR LITERACIES by ERIKA C. 

TYSON, was prepared under the direction of the candidate’s Dissertation Advisory Committee. 

It is accepted by the committee members in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree, 

Doctor of Philosophy, in the College of Education & Human Development, Georgia State 

University. 

The Dissertation Advisory Committee and the student’s Department Chairperson, as 

representatives of the faculty, certify that this dissertation has met all standards of excellence and 

scholarship as determined by the faculty.  

 

 ________________________________  

Gertrude Tinker Sachs, Ph.D.  

Committee Chair 

 

 

 ________________________________  

Tonia Durden, Ph.D. 

Committee Member 

 

 ________________________________  

Chantee Earl, Ph.D. 

Committee Member 

 

 

 ________________________________  

Date 

 

 

 ________________________________  

Gertrude Tinker Sachs, Ph.D.  

Chairperson, Department of Middle &  

Secondary Education  

 

 

 

 ________________________________  

Paul A. Alberto, Ph.D. 

Dean, College of Education &  

Human Development 

 

 

 



iii 

 

AUTHOR’S STATEMENT 

By presenting this dissertation as a partial fulfillment of the requirements for the advanced 

degree from Georgia State University, I agree that the library of Georgia State University shall 

make it available for inspection and circulation in accordance with its regulations governing 

materials of this type. I agree that permission to quote, to copy from, or to publish this 

dissertation may be granted by the professor under whose direction it was written, by the College 

of Education & Human Development’s Director of Graduate Studies, or by me. Such quoting, 

copying, or publishing must be solely for scholarly purposes and will not involve potential 

financial gain. It is understood that any copying from or publication of this dissertation which 

involves potential financial gain will not be allowed without my written permission. 

 

 

 

 

ERIKA C. TYSON 

 

  



iv 

 

NOTICE TO BORROWERS 

All dissertations deposited in the Georgia State University library must be used in accordance 

with the stipulations prescribed by the author in the preceding statement. The author of this 

dissertation is:  

 

 

 

 

 

Erika Camille Tyson 

Department of Middle and Secondary Education 

College of Education & Human Development 

Georgia State University 

 

 

 

The director of this dissertation is: 

  

Dr. Gertrude Tinker Sachs, Ph.D. 

Department of Middle and Secondary Education 

College of Education & Human Development 

Georgia State University 

Atlanta, GA 30303 

  



v 

 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

Erika C. Tyson 

ADDRESS:                                  Department of Middle and Secondary Education  

         College of Education and Human Development  

         Georgia State University 

         Atlanta, GA 30303 

 

EDUCATION:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE:  

2022-present Adjunct Professor 

Rhode Island School for Progressive Education 

2017-present Curriculum Support Specialist 

Fulton County Schools 

 

2011-2017 ESOL Teacher 

Marietta City Schools 

2003-2011 Literacy Coach 

Houston County Board of Education 

 

2002-2003 Grade 3 Teacher 

Fairfax County Public Schools 

 

Ed.D. 2024 Georgia State University 

Middle & Secondary Education 

 

M.S. 2006 Georgia College & State University 

Educational Leadership 

 

B.S. 1995 Morgan State University 

Elementary Education 

 



vi 

 

2001-2002 Kindergarten Teacher 

Chesterbrook Academy 

 

1997-1999 Kindergarten Teacher 

Brick Township Public Schools 

1995-1996 

 

Grade 2 Teacher 

Prince George’s County Public Schools 

 

 

PRESENTATIONS AND PUBLICATIONS: 

 Tyson, E.C. (2022, October 27-29). Black Boys’ Manifestation of Black Boy Joy during Literacy  

 Experiences [Poster session]. 10th Annual Black Doctoral Network Conference, Atlanta, 

 GA, United States. 

 

Tyson, E. (1995). Classroom adaptations: African-American students closing the gap between 

 learning and teaching styles. Final requirement for the Summer Institute, Opening Doors. 

 Ohio State University. Columbus, OH, United States. 

 

PROFESSIONAL SOCIETIES AND ORGANIZATIONS  

  2007   Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 

  2010   International Literacy Association  

  2011   Learning Forward 

  2022   Black Doctoral Network 

  2023   American Educational Research Association 

  2023   National Alliance of Black School Educators 

  2023   National Council of Teachers of English 

 

    

   

  



vii 

 

VALUING BLACK BOY JOY: LIBERATING THE LITERACY EXPERIENCES OF BLACK 

BOYS BY LEVERAGING THEIR LITERACIES  

 

by 

 

ERIKA C. TYSON 

 

 

Under the Direction of Gertrude Tinker Sachs, Ph.D. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Black Boy Joy is a phrase that celebrates the proper fullness of being a Black male in the 

United States. The Black boys within this study described their Black boy Joy as experiencing 

happiness, Black consciousness, perseverance, confidence, uniqueness, and dream chasing. This 

inquiry aimed to bring about a heightened awareness of the necessity of imagining literacy 

experiences that respect the humanity of Black boys. The researcher used a Youth Participatory 

Action Research (YPAR) methodology and multimodal analysis methods to conceptualize 

literacy experiences that pursued social justice topics while centering the voices of Black fourth 

and fifth-grade boys. Critical Race English Education (CREE) theory and the histories, identities, 

literacies, and liberation (HILL) model offered a lens to conceptualize how the co-researchers 

collectively generated knowledge. The findings from this investigation revealed that the Black 

boys experienced a sense of liberation participating in an after-school book club that offered 

critical discourse to grapple with the complexities of social issues. Ultimately, a supportive space 
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was developed where the co-researchers described their perspectives of Black Boy Joy while 

having their literacies affirmed. Implications of the study show how using liberatory practices to 

teach literacy has the potential to encourage student agency while nurturing the sense of 

mattering and belonging for Black boys in elementary classrooms. This investigation highlights 

the importance of selecting high-quality literacy curricula that center the voices of Black boys' 

and integrate Black boys’ literacies to eventually lead to this counter-narrative of Black boys 

becoming the dominant narrative of Black boys. 

 

INDEX WORDS: Black Boy Joy, Black Excellence, Critical Race English Education 

(CREE) Theory, Liberatory Practices, Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) 
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1  INTRODUCTION 

I have been a keeper of Black Boy Joy since I was ten years old and am inspired to 

continue this journey through my love work as a mom, sister, auntie, and educator. My walk 

toward becoming a keeper of Black Boy Joy began with my immersion into Black masculinity 

where I was first experienced being a keeper of Black males. Once my Mommy passed on to the 

other side, I was charged with nurturing my family of males while my Dad and two older 

brothers were solely charged with teaching me how to navigate the world. Their attempt to teach 

me how to be a Black woman was not highly prioritized. Instead, I was bombarded with 

interpretations of the world that centered on Black masculinity. In essence, my formative years 

consisted of being socialized as a boy which afforded me the opportunity to develop a unique 

perspective on Black boys. The use of sports to comprehend the world was an example of my 

masculine upbringing. Identifying as a successful athlete meant family approval and was gained 

through internalizing the dominant messages articulated through masculine terms and metaphors. 

Other examples of this perspective were gained by intently watching and internalizing how each 

of my male role models negotiated how to show up as a Black male fulfilling the masculine role 

necessary in spaces where their mere presence was rejected and in spaces of acceptance to define 

Black masculinity for themselves. These spaces and the span between them offered a level of 

complexity that could only be explained by the concept of double consciousness (Dubois, 2008) 

and framed the term Black masculinity where intersectionality (Collins & Bilge, 2020) between 

race and gender stands.  

Double consciousness explains the introspection Black males grapple with when 

measuring their inner humanistic view of self against the negative stereotypical view society 

placed on them.  
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…the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-

sight in this American world, -a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but 

only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar 

sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through 

the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 

contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness, -an American, a Negro, two souls, two 

thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 

strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Dubois, 2008 p. 3) 

The established two-ness contradiction often leads to feelings of self-doubt and low self-

worth. Ultimately, the two-ness creates two souls, two thoughts, two hopes, and two 

contradictory ideas that solidify the view of Black masculinity being one that captures the double 

consciousness.  

The concept of double consciousness (Dubois, 2008) was witnessed first-hand as my 

brothers tried to contextualize their experiences both on and off the football field. Black 

masculinity also formed my ontological view where my experiences as a daughter, sister, friend, 

and later wife and mother layered Black masculinity into my identity as a Black woman. My 

childhood socialization and further lived experiences created respect and understanding of Black 

males, which led me on the path of becoming a keeper of Black Boy Joy.  

Equally important to the cultivation of my role as keeper of Black males was how I chose 

to garner my role as an educator. Lorde (2012) poetically suggests, "The white fathers told us: I 

think, therefore I am. The Black mother within each of us – the poet- whispers in our dreams: I 

feel, therefore I can be free" (p. 38). Similarly, my pedological practice is rooted in the 

commitment I made years ago to nurture, protect, and love my students, particularly my Black 
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boys, in the classroom as only a Mama can. This concept of mothering is explained, 

“Motherwork in the spirit of Black women who love and teach Black children is what animates 

our village and provides nourishment for our teaching, politics, spiritual consciousness, 

creativity, and ultimately our lives” (Dillard, 2021, p. 78). Delighting in their accomplishments 

built from their resilience, perseverance, and brilliance establishes a sense of belonging within 

our space and exemplifies the esteem for the role of keeper of Black boys.  

The realization that it was not enough to simply nurture the brilliance of Black boys if 

there is no joy, led me to desire more. As an elementary teacher, I observed Black boys forced to 

experience unrelatable text in schools which led me to begin choosing literature comprised of 

characters and ideas framed in the literacies of Black boys for my students. I connected the 

lessons I learned from watching my sons devour text at home to my Black male students. My 

sons became avid readers at home but disengaged during their school literacy experiences. I 

began to wonder how this same phenomenon was happening with my Black boys inside 

classrooms at my school. Their disengagement during literacy instruction heightened my 

sensitivity to the issue leading me to crave a better way. Instead of a keeper of Black boys, an 

evolution was made to become a keeper of Black Boy Joy. I grasped my obligation to my two 

sons and to the armfuls of Black boys who called me Mama. I realized the need to elevate the 

humanity of Black boys which is what led me on my journey to being a keeper of Black Boy Joy.  

Black Boy Joy is a phrase that celebrates the true fullness of being a Black male in the 

United States. It magnifies the pride felt for being a Black male that takes shape in many forms 

to celebrate how their unique cultural identity has positively impacted the world. It offers the 

recognition of how others value their irreplaceable creativity and ability in ways that bring joy to 

the individual and a sense of belonging to the Black community (Carey, 2019; Love, 2019; 
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Muhammad, 2012; Walker, 1996; Warren, 2021; Woodson, 2006; Yosso, 2016). When Black 

Boy Joy manifests, Mamas, brothas, sistas, and the folx can proclaim a celebration of Black 

Excellence. The transaction between the Black male and the community reveals a deep-rooted 

admiration that silently shouts to the world, I see you, and I am proud of you (Dillard, 2021; 

Love, 2019; Walker, 1996). You are loved, Black male. You, matter. As a daughter to a proud 

Black man, sister to two resilient Black men, mama of two Black sons, and educator of too many 

Black boys to count, I have witnessed Black Boy Joy manifest in various spaces, and it is my 

work to normalize Black Boy Joy in public elementary schools.  

Black Boy Joy provides the counter-narrative to the stereotypical view of Black males as 

being angry, tough, and one to fear (Carey, 2019; Ferguson, 2001; Noguera, 2009). Instead of 

viewing Black males' criminality, Black Back Joy provides examples of achievements from a 

wide range of Black males in our community and our schools (Carey, 2019; Dillard, 2021; Love, 

2019). Black Boy Joy also provides an opportunity for Black males to unpack the 

microaggressions experienced due to racism. By recalling the accomplishments found in the 

community, Black males receive the hope necessary to sustain purpose, a sense of mattering and 

belonging (Muhammad, 2012; Dillard, 2021; Walker, 1996; Warren, 2021; Woodson, 2006). It 

reminds them to value their humanism and push back against the negativity placed upon them 

each day. Black Boy Joy reminds us that hope still exists within freedom dreaming, and the 

endless grind is necessary (Dillard, 2021; Kelley, 2002; Love, 2019; Warren, 2021). It also 

demands the world to see the emotions experienced by them despite the stereotypical hard 

exterior frequently portrayed in mainstream media. It contradicts the monolithic assumption of 

Black males' existence, giving language to exemplify their multi-dimensionality as individuals 

who, too, are valuable (Noguera, 2009).  
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I desire to consider the possibilities of what could be if all Black boys had the opportunity 

to consistently experience high-quality literacy curricula. Despite my daily entrance into an 

elementary school where educators are convinced that particular Black boys are incapable 

readers based on red data points found on triangulated Excel data sheets, I urge my colleagues to 

consider the assets students bring to classrooms as capital (Yosso, 2016). As professional 

educators, it is our duty to gain the most comprehensive view of our students which will not be 

achieved by merely looking at the Excel document. Instead, data collection should also involve 

observing the act of reading and relating with readers to humanize the process. A variety of 

methods to achieve a more comprehensive data set may include sources such as writing or 

multimodal responses to text, dialogic experiences, responses to interest surveys, and analysis of 

anecdotal notes of reading behaviors. Both Black Boy Joy and the dominant narrative of Black 

boys as non-literacy producers as represented by the red data points; rest in opposite pans of a 

metaphorical balance scale that teachers attempt to stabilize each day (Tatum, 2021). Witnessing 

Black boys use literacy to communicate their truth and affirm their identity is one example of 

Black Boy Joy that requires upliftment to dispel the myth of Black boys’ inability to use literacy 

to cultivate excellence. As a keeper of Black Boy Joy, I argue for the need to tip the scale toward 

Black Boy Joy through Black boys experiencing literacy learning that feels good and produces 

joy.  

Purpose of this Study 

Black signifies a distinct racial and ethnic group with a rich African ancestry sustained by 

a rich culture across the diaspora. For this study, the term Black proudly serves as an overarching 

term to portray individuals who make up the African diaspora (Hesmondhalgh & Saha, 2013). 

Black Boy Joy conceptualizes the excellence exemplified by African descendants who 
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established and continue to preserve cultures manifesting in Africa, the Caribbean, and the 

Americas.  

This study explored how elementary-aged Black boys leverage their lived experiences to 

consider ways in which literacy can support their meaning-making of the world and demand the 

world to value their perspectives of the world. The exploration of Black literacies from the 

perspective of Black boys is rooted in the characterization of literacies as a construct that 

considers the study of modes of communication through multiple representations within a 

diverse culture and language (Leu et al., 2018). Black literacies serve to define an Africanized 

worldview that encourages a critical reading of the world to act on knowledge in a manner that 

builds racial identity where Black students can employ self-preservation, spirituality, economic 

power, and cultural uplift to be in the world (Bryan, 2021; Kirkland & Jackson, 2018; 

Muhammad, 2012; Richardson, 2003). Black boys co-constructing an understanding of Black 

literacies from their own experiences will offer a poignant telling of Black boys' literacies. This 

study further explored whether Black boys experience and manifest Black Boy Joy in literacy 

experiences. Therefore, the following questions guided my study: 

1. What does participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) reveal 

about elementary Black boys?   

2. What literacies do Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy experiences? 

3. How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy? 

Significance of the Study 

The historical tracing of race, racialization, racism, and literacy position must be 

considered when investigating the literacies of Black boys in elementary schools (Bryan, 2021; 

Tatum, 2021). The potential problem of accessing a high-quality literacy curriculum impacts all 
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children and remains a significant issue to address; however, this investigation permits an 

analysis of the problem at the intersection of race, gender, and age. Many Black boys who 

experience literacy instruction in American public schools are exposed to a literacy curriculum 

that is often chosen because of their skin color (Husband, 2013). Moreover, historically school 

policies reinforce curriculum choices that factor in race necessitating the exploration of race, 

racialization, and racism.  

Race is a sub-group of people possessing a definite combination of physical markers of 

genetic origin to distinguish the sub-groups from other sub-groups (Helms, 1990; Iceland, 2017). 

Race defined in this fashion fails to historically situate race as a social construct that continues to 

falsely stratify groups (Greene & Abt-Perkins, 2003; Hall, 1993; Hesmondhalgh & Saha, 2013; 

Iceland, 2017; Tatum, 2017). Defining race in this manner mistakenly highlights natural, 

biological, and genetic features while discounting the historical and cultural cost of racialization 

to society (Hall, 1993). Racialization is the social process that serves to confer social significance 

on visual markers to establish white supremacy and maintain white privilege, which maintains 

racism (Hesmondhalgh & Saha, 2013). Historically, developed racial categories distinguished 

groups into a hierarchy wherein power structures based on race serviced oppression (Hall, 1993; 

Hesmondhalgh & Saha, 2013; Tatum, 2017). While racialization precedes racism in establishing 

the conceptual hierarchy, Kendhi (2019) defined racism as a robust collection of racist policies 

that lead to racial inequity and are substantiated by racist ideas. Racism is the policies and 

systems enacted to maintain oppression based on race (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore 

when considering policies and ideologies within schools that create inequitable access to high-

quality curricula for Black boys, the factorization of racism is interrogated. Primarily the cause 
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of this interrogation is rooted in the historical tracing of the role of literacy as it pertains to power 

and race.  

Literacy upholds a fundamental act that commands the negotiation of power, wealth, and 

even humanity in the United States since 1619 (Hannah-Jones, 2021; Kendi, 2019). Specifically, 

the year 1619 marks the slave trade's arrival in the American colonies and the arrival of white 

supremacy in the United States. The atrocity of enslaved Africans sold in the American colonies 

was first documented in 1619. The grand societal narratives of Black boys are traced back to 

1619 when the construct of race as a means to distinguish groups into a hierarchy wherein power 

structures service oppression in the making of this country (Hall, 1993; Hesmondhalgh & Saha, 

2013; Tatum, 2017). Since 1619, the refusal to give access to reading and writing to enslaved 

people was one of the first definitive acts of power stratification used to dehumanize those 

classified as Negro, and now Black. Moreover, administered literacy tests as a voting qualifier 

were unfairly designed to fail Blacks and establish a systematic means of controlling our 

country's distribution of power and wealth through the inability to vote initially in 1890. Literacy 

was viewed as a controlled commodity, one that segregated schools providing separate resources 

in an attempt to maintain literacy rates among Black communities lower than White communities 

(Walker, 1996). The unequal disbursement of textbooks where majority Black populated schools 

would be forced to use the antiquated books from their White school counterparts is a well-

documented method used to stifle the learning of Black students.  

On May 17, 1954, The Supreme Court of the United States ruled that segregation of 

White and Negro children in the public schools of a state solely based on race denies Negro 

children equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. The stated 

ruling confirmed that antiquated textbooks were the established curriculum used in Negro 
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schools. From this point forward, the foundational ideology the Brown versus Board of 

Education offered was an ambitious approach to providing literacy curricula for Black children 

that could be considered high-quality. Despite the ruling, public schools in the United States 

remain the consequences of a racist society leading to literacy curriculum choices based on 

policies that privilege White students (Love, 2023; Husband, 2013; Noguera, 2009; Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Warren, 2021). The investigation of Black boys’ literacies within an 

elementary school setting must consider the historical tracing of racism as it relates to literacy 

(Bryan, 2021; Tatum, 2021).  

The need for all students to receive instruction using a high-quality literacy curriculum 

has been proven to be a priority for elementary schools by federally issued school reforms such 

as the No Child Left Behind Act (Behind, 2002) and the Every Student Succeeds Act (Act, 

2015). Features of a gold-star literacy curriculum include resources to teach the five pillars of 

reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension 

development (Muhammad, 2020; Tatum, 2021). These curricula incorporate phonological and 

phonemic pedagogical approaches with prescribed scripted routines to acquire word attack skills 

while incorporating explicit teaching of comprehension skills that correlate to state literacy 

standards using children's literature and decodable text. In 2023, Georgia legislation enacted 

HB538 to require evidence-based literacy instruction training, high-quality instructional 

materials, universal reading screeners, and intervention plans for readers to support kindergarten 

through grade three students. More specifically, HB 538 required instructional materials aligned 

to the Science of Reading that instruct students in foundational literacy. This recent shift in the 

expectations of literacy instruction based on the Science of Reading causes alarm for several 

reasons. Firstly, the majority of the research that is considered the Science of Reading is based 
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on quantitative studies that are situated in deficit theoretical frameworks (Milner, 2020). 

Moreover, the generalization that the Science of Reading makes from the findings of studies 

where dyslexic readers learn to read to all students learning to read may be considered broad. 

The Science of Reading considers cognitive reading processes while rejecting the notion that 

reading instruction should highly prioritize culturally relevant text selections (Milner, 2020). The 

school site of this investigation was in the process of enacting HB 538.  

Through the sociocultural constructivism paradigm, my investigation may unearth the 

categories of the ways of thinking and being. In addition, by prioritizing research methodologies 

that include methods designed to observe phenomena in natural settings, culture becomes 

meaningful in constructing pedagogical practices that consider the student. When qualitative 

studies that pinpoint Black literacies are widely shared, theory can govern practice that explains 

how Black literacies cultivate cultural identity and literacy development within the classroom.  

Unfortunately, the dominant literacy research studies that include Black students often 

negate Black literacies despite the theories available to frame the investigation (Tatum, 2021). 

My investigation of Black literacies hoped to widen the body of research and ultimately be used 

to make decisions regarding literacy experiences chosen for Black boys. Black literacies deserve 

an equal footing in the curriculum where an Africanized worldview serves to help African 

American students define themselves (Richardson, 2003). Exploring the literacies of Black boys 

through their perspectives will develop a humanizing counter-narrative of Black boys and 

possibly capture the essence of Black Excellence defined as Black Boy Joy.  

Theoretical Framework 

Understanding Black boys’ literacies from the perspective of Black boys where Black 

Boy Joy is considered requires a theoretical frame that considers the particular intersection of 
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race and gender where racism also exists in literacy classrooms while also accounting for 

responses readers experience. The frame must allow for ways to validate Black boys’ multiple 

literacies when those ways may contradict standardized uses of literacy. Those literacies are 

described as conventional and nonconvention literacy acts learned through cultural experiences 

to communicate (Bryan, 2021; Kirkland & Jackson, 2018). The study needs to position 

Blackness inside the margins to acknowledge a broader sense of understanding of the reading 

capabilities of Black boys to construct literacy experiences authentically authored by Black boys. 

In addition, a reading response theory is necessary to unearth ways in which Black boys 

emotionally respond to text. To that end, I chose to use critical race theory, critical race English 

education, transactional theory, and the histories, identities, literacies, and liberation pedagogical 

(HILL) frame to conceptualize the research of Black boys’ literacies. 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory offered a lens to investigate the co-construction of literacy 

experiences created by Black boys as their viewpoints of literacy, defined as Black boys' 

literacies, are used. So often in elementary school spaces, literacy experiences that honor the 

lived experiences of Black boys are absent due to policies saturated in White supremacy. Critical 

race theory normalizes race and racism as endemic and permanent within sociopolitical systems 

(Solórzano, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). To conceptualize how racism and power interact 

in schools to form racist policies that perpetuate White supremacy, the ideology of critical race 

theory founded in the law discipline was expanded to include five tenets particular to schooling 

(Collins & Bilge, 2020; Delgado & Stefancic, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Lynn & Dixson, 

2013). Moreover, critical race theory contextualizes how, historically, literacy has been used to 

privilege some while disenfranchising others. The relationship between literacy and power is 
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well-established in U.S. history. The early experiences of Africans in the Americas underscore 

this relationship. It was illegal to teach an enslaved African to read because White enslavers 

knew literate slaves would be difficult to oppress. (Ladson-Billings, 2005, p. 135) 

The five tenets of critical race theory will frame the exploration of Black boys' literacies. 

The first tenet foregrounds race and racism and challenges separate discourses by valuing 

intersectionality. It is essential to respect each aspect of a Black boy's identity, realizing the 

impact of masculinity and race to understand Black boys' literacies. Both identity markers carry 

substantial meanings that intersect to create unique considerations. Those considerations lead to 

a conceptualization of being a Black boy that may expand or deflate the Discourse (Gee, 2015). 

of Black boys being a societal problem. The impact of racism and its relation to masculinity must 

remain constant within the Discourse. That intersection is enduring.  

The second tenet challenges traditional research paradigms and theories, especially 

deficit notions about students of color initially established by eugenics. Scientists who studied 

eugenics began attempting to theorize methods to measure intelligence. In 1916, Lewis M. 

Terman tried to justify the intelligence differences between Black and White students through 

eugenics, explaining heredity or genetics as the indicator for intelligence distinction (Valencia, 

2010). This persistent discourse continues to take hold to maintain the societal power structures. 

As school is a microcosm of our society, we realize this idea of white supremacy is perpetuated 

in schools.  

The third tenet views narratives from students of color as sources of strength when 

considering research, curriculum, and practices. Considering Black Excellence as an attribute of 

Black Boy Joy as a resource within the investigation will help to understand and harness the lived 

experiences shared within the investigation. An awareness of self as a brilliant individual who 
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situates his truth by (re)membering and possessing his rich history has always been a principle of 

Black Excellence. "If you teach the Negro that he has as much good as any other race, he will 

aspire to equality and justice without regard to race (Woodson, 2006, p. 192). Here the 

experiential knowledge of people of color (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) is esteemed and used to 

legitimize and transform the lived experiences into praxis (Solórzano, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002).  

The methodological choice of the investigation is youth-led participatory action research 

(YPAR). This methodology aims to bridge the academy with communities and welcome 

transformative practice, which is also the fourth tenet of critical race theory. The aim of 

producing social change for Black boys resulting in the improvement of pedagogical practices 

while providing students with a learning experience where reflection regarding double 

consciousness (Dubois, 2008) and other identity issues can be collectively explored, is a strength 

of YPAR (Cahill, 2007). The alignment of methodology, YPAR, and theoretical frame, critical 

race theory strengthens the investigation. 

The final tenet of CRT challenges imperialism and contextualism and insists on 

expanding the boundaries of the analysis of racism and race in education. The rich history of 

African civilization glorifies kings, queens, inventors, and educators who changed the world; 

however, the narrative painted by white supremacy as Africans being inferior was economically 

needed and maintained to colonize the Americas. As a result, racism continues to be used for 

economic dominance in the current United States. Moreover, where race presents itself, so does a 

need to develop dehumanizing narratives of Black boys to maintain White privilege. Since 1619, 

literacy has been considered an essential act influencing the negotiation of power, wealth, and 

even humanity (Hannah-Jones, 2021; Kendi, 2016) in the United States.  
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Underpinning the study with CRT supports a co-construction of a counter-narrative of 

Black boys where deficit notions about students of color (Solórzano, 2013), more specifically the 

notion of meritocracy being a dominant characteristic of Black boys (Solórzano, 2013; Solórzano 

& Yosso, 2002) can be debunked. Moreover, the tenets will guide the explanation of the Black 

boys’ literacies. Critical race theory explains a counternarrative that pushes against systemic 

racism experienced by Black boys in schools. Critical race English education (CREE) will help 

theorize liberatory literacy practices while capturing the boys’ transformative responses, which 

manifested joy within the study. 

Critical Race English Education Theory       

CREE centers on Blackness and secures the adequate exploration of literacy pedagogy 

(Bell et al., 2017; Johnson, 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Toliver, 2021). CREE is a theoretical and 

pedagogical frame conceptualized by considering literacy education through the CRT and Black 

Critical Theory (BlackCrit) lens. Prior explanation of CRT was offered so a review of BlackCrit 

will be given since it is the second theory that foregrounds CREE.  

BlackCrit was conceptualized by Dumas and Ross (2016) to argue the need for a 

theoretical frame that specifically studied the racial oppression experienced by Black people. 

BlackCrit stands on three ideas; the first idea is synonymous with the CRT tenet, which states 

that antiblackness is endemic. The second idea of Black Crit problematizes the liberal ideas of 

multiculturalism that align with neoliberalism views that lead to the suffering of Black people 

when society streamlines diversity Discourse. To posit the idea that Black people’s suffering is 

perceived as unimportant or lessened within the liberal multicultural discourse allows for the 

tension or idea to form that liberal multiculturalism is not for Black people. BlackCrit aids in 

understanding the tension created by the juxtaposition of Black humanity with liberal 
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multiculturalism (Ross, 2019). The final idea of BlackCrit provides a space for liberatory fantasy 

needed to resist historical narratives that foreground ideology that privileges whiteness through 

the inhumane violence made on Black bodies. Historical recounts of slavery that diminish or 

altogether erase the role brutality played in controlling Black bodies are interrogated and 

associated with the pervasive mistreatment of Black bodies today using BlackCrit. All three 

BlackCrit ideas extend CRT, where Blackness is brought to the center (Dumas & Ross, 2016; 

Ross, 2019). The explanation of CRT and BlackCrit provides an understanding of the theoretical 

grounding of CREE and reminds us that CREE does not attempt to replace nor dispute the 

relevance of CRT or BlackCrit. While CRT initially provided a racialized lens to examine 

phenomena, CREE makes it possible to specifically examine literacy education as it relates to 

Black life (Bell et al., 2017; Johnson, 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Toliver, 2021). 

In addition, CREE extends the pedagogical ideas of Freire’s (1987) Critical literacy and 

Morrell’s (2005) Critical English Education. Both pedagogical thoughts provide a lens to 

investigate the role of power as it presents in language and literacy curricula and practice, but 

neither explicitly pinpoint an approach to centering race and racism as it relates to antiblackness 

that may lead to dismantling white supremacy as CREE does (Bell et al., 2017). Johnson 

grounded CREE using CRT, BlackCrit, Critical Literacy, and Critical English Education but also 

the ideologies developed by Black women language literacy scholars. Geneva Smitherman’s 

understanding of Black youth’s language resulted in a heightened awareness of the othering 

within literacy by privileging the dominant culture's written and spoken word. Others, such as 

Valerie Kinloch and April Baker-Bell, have added to the research by showing additional 

examples of how schools reinforce racial and linguistic subjugation when white language norms 

are standardized as the sole acceptable use of language (Baker-Bell, 2020; Johnson, 2018; 
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Kinloch, 2005; Smitherman, 1995). Another founding Black woman literacy researcher is 

Arnetha Ball. Her work investigated the unconscious bias teachers held about Black language 

and how these perceptions impact literacy classrooms. Essentially, CREE was fashioned through 

the integration of ideologies that frame the exploration of race, racism, power, and literacy. 

CREE is a theory and a pedagogy developed to situate Blackness in English education. Literacy 

educators are encouraged to acknowledge race and disrupt the role racism plays to spirit-murder 

Black students within literacy spaces (Johnson & Bryan, 2017; Love, 2019). Four tenets of 

CREE will now be outlined (Bell et al., 2017; Johnson, 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Toliver, 

2021). 

The first tenet allows researchers to explicitly address issues of violence, race, whiteness, 

White supremacy, and anti-Black racism within and outside of school spaces. This tenet helped 

articulate the counter-narrative that developed within the exploration. Secondly, CREE aids in 

the exploration of historical and current relationships of language, literacy, race, education, and 

social justice by expanding the concept of literacies. The third tenet considers ways to center 

marginalized individuals through text choice to uplift their lives by valuing their humanity. This 

tenet grounded the chosen pedagogical activities of each session. It helped to explore the value of 

dismantling the notion of dominant canon text, or text that exemplified mainstream culture, 

being the primary source for text selection. The final tenet encourages educators to engage in 

pedagogy that builds upon Black literacies that students bring to class. This tenet provides a lens 

for understanding the contribution of Black literacies within English classrooms within a context 

where unconditional love for Blackness can be experienced within an affirming space.  

The investigation aimed to explore co-constructing literacy experiences where liberatory 

pedagogy was explored to produce action. Grounding the investigation with CREE allowed an 
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understanding of the literacy experience through a celebratory lens of Black Excellence. The 

next theory of my frame was the Transactional Theory which provided a lens to examine the 

literacy artifacts the group will co-create.  

Transactional Theory 

A literacy experience comprises opportunities for Black boys to independently read, 

partner, read, participate in read-aloud, and respond to text through multiple forms of 

communication. Each of these acts fosters interactions to construct meaning that was interpreted 

using the transactional theory of reading. The transactional theory is a type of reader-response 

theory that considers the reader's point of view when making meaning; instead of relying solely 

on the author's meaning (Rosenblatt, 1969; Rosenblatt, 1982). It also provides a framework to 

understand how each reader actively constructs textual meaning (Damico et al., 2014). The 

theory offers universal text themes that can align with CREE. Still, to emphasize the lived 

experiences of Black boys, it was vital to understand and validate their understanding of the text 

as it relates to them. Moreover, transactional theory offered a space where text meaning is not 

prescribed (Damico et al., 2014).  

The transaction theory illustrates an exchange, or transaction, of meaning (Rosenblatt, 

1969; Rosenblatt, 1982). The term transaction was borrowed from John Dewey, who desired a 

different way to study and define phenomena. Beforehand the term interaction sought to observe 

two separate entities related in an individual-like fashion (Rosenblatt, 1969). In contrast, Dewey 

offered the contrary idea of believing the knower, the knowing, and the known observed as one 

(Rosenblatt, 2005). Transaction defined in this manner described the reading process between 

reader and text as language, not simply linguistic symbols, but a way of holding meaning devised 

by the reader. Words activate the consciousness to recall or reject a matching meaning the 
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linguistic symbols represent (Rosenblatt, 1969; Rosenblatt, 2005). The transaction is an active 

process that must rely on what the reader brings to the text and the words used to communicate a 

thought. Rosenblatt's work established the idea that readers' beliefs, attitudes, experiences, 

associations, and feelings are paramount during meaning-making while reading (Damico et al., 

2014). Framing the literacy acts using the transactional theory sought to investigate meaning-

making from the participants’ views. 

The study also considered the emotional responses elicited during the reading 

experiences. The transactional theory helped to explain the readers’ responses to text where the 

reader experienced cognition and emotion. The reader's consciousness is vital to making 

meaning of the text and classifying it as different stances, efferent and aesthetic. The aesthetic 

stance (Rosenblatt, 1969) upholds a reader's way of knowing that arises from emotional or 

sensory responses to text, a stream of consciousness felt. While reading, the reader can continue 

to interchange the used stance to acquire knowledge using an efferent stance (Rosenblatt, 1969) 

or an aesthetic one to make sensory meaning and perceptions. The continuous back-and-forth 

exchange between text and reader, where different stances are used, provides a constant 

negotiation the reader uses to form meaning. The constructed meaning is most appropriate for 

the reader (Rosenblatt, 1969; Rosenblatt, 1982). It carries nuances of understanding that only the 

reader may have discovered. The transactional theory provided a lens to validate the diverse 

views students grapple with while evoking emotions to connect to the text while making 

meaning from the text and their lived experiences. 

Histories, Identities, Literacies, Liberation Model  

 The investigation sought to conceptualize Black Boy Joy through utilizing the histories, 

identities, literacies, liberation (HILL) model. The HILL model is the pedagogical framework 
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situated in  Gholdy Muhammad’s culturally and historically responsive education theory that 

specifically addresses five pursuits: identities, skills,  intellect, Criticality, and joy (Muhammad, 

2022; Muhammad, 2023). Each pursuit serves as a learning goal that humanizes those who are 

traditionally erased from school curricula while considering their histories and allowed us to 

consider their literacies when designing our literacy experiences. 

 Identities is the first pursuit which seeks to understand who we are, who others say we 

are, and who we desire to be (Muhammad, 2023). A person’s identity embodies racial, cultural, 

gender, sexual, environmental, and intellectual ways of being.  It is also multilayered, relational, 

and fluid which lends itself to learning about the histories and culture of others and oneself.   

 The second pursuit is skills. This pursuit is what standardized tests measure.  It considers 

what students are to know and be able to do to demonstrate mastery of a given content. Skills are 

what state standards are composed of and are found to be limiting when the other learning 

pursuits are not considered (Muhammad, 2023).   

 Intellect is the next pursuit that is synonymous with knowledge.  It is the pursuit that 

considers the value of learning concepts to better comprehend the world. “Knowledge and 

intellect include what we want students to become smarter about,” wrote (Muhammad, 2018, p. 

139). The intellect may be mistaken with the skill pursuit until considering the content of the 

text. The content describes what the students will become smarter about. 

 Criticality is the fourth pursuit that Muhammad differentiates between critical (little c) 

and Critical (big C) as critical (little c) signifying deep thinking (Muhammad, 2018; Muhammad, 

2020). Critical (big C) on the other hand more specifically explains the act of deep thinking to 

make sense of power dynamics within oppressive social systems. Within this pursuit students are 

encouraged to investigate diverse perspectives to learn the difference between gathering 
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incomplete facts from full truths that makeup the lived experiences from those involved.  From 

here students can dismantle ideas of oppression to become more empathetic to the lives of others 

(Muhammad, 2023).   

 The final pursuit is joy. Here joy is not defined merely as happiness but instead the 

pursuit considers the cultivation of joy through one’s truths, a sense of justice, liberation, self-

determination, and Criticality.  In this pursuit, the arts are also considered as a means of 

showcasing aesthetics. School should be a space of joy where collaboration that centers student 

voice leads to learning about their world and others. All five pursuits connect and build upon 

each other in a manner that aided in gaining insights to the co-researcher’s enactment of Black 

Boy Joy.  

Summary 

Black Boy Joy is the pride from an assured identity Black males display that resonates 

from a sense of mattering and belonging developed from supportive spaces. It celebrates the 

accomplishments of Black males and reminds the world of their humanity and pride (Dillard, 

2021; Love, 2019). As a keeper of Black Boy Joy, I argue that by co-constructing literacy 

experiences with Black boys, their lived experiences were captured in ways that brought about a 

new understanding of Black boys' literacies. Pulling from critical race and transactional theories, 

I sought to co-create a counter-narrative that demonstrated the literacy promise of Black boys.  

Next Chapter 

In the next chapter, I review the literature to lead us to a conceptualization of Black 

males' use of literacy as a tool for liberation. First, I historically traced essential examples of 

literacy being used by Black males to liberate both themselves and the community. Next, I 

discussed the current barriers that stand in the way of Black males achieving liberation through 



21 

 

literacy and some of the results of the barriers. From there I discussed current liberatory 

pedagogical practices used with Black boys. I will end the chapter by defining Black Boy Joy as 

it relates to the manifestation of liberation.  
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2  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Here I will lay out the argument for high-quality literacy instruction to include liberatory 

pedagogy where Black boys are led to read the word and the world (Freire, 2018; Kirkland, 

2011). I will begin by foregrounding the argument with defining examples of Black males and 

communities agitating the given establishment for the right to be literacy learners. I will put forth 

the inaugural relationship Black males had with literacy and freedom as a narrative of Black 

males being zealous literacy learners to struggle for freedom (Baker-Bell, 2020; Hannah-Jones, 

2021; Kendi, 2016; Muhammad, 2018; Muhammad, 2020; Ransaw, 2018; Stanbrough, 2018). 

Characteristics of this initial narrative will serve as the exemplar in which I will interrogate the 

current literacy experiences of Black boys found later within the review of the literature. 

Secondly, I will outline in and out-of-school barriers Black males experience which contribute to 

the monolithic dominant narrative depicting Black elementary boys (Bradshaw et al.,  2010; 

Carey, 2020a; Carey, 2020b; Davis, 2003; Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Goff et al., 2014; Howard, 

2013; Love, 2019; Nightengale-Lee et al., 2021; Noguera, 2009; Skiba et al., 2014; Valencia, 

2012). Next, I will highlight current views of Black boys’ literacies as a component of liberatory 

pedagogy within a high-quality literacy experience (Anderson, 2018; Baker-Bell, 2020; Brooks, 

2006; Bryan, 2021; Everett & Moten, 2022; Goodman & Goodman, 2014; Kirkland & Jackson, 

2018; Kornbluh et al., 2015; Ladson‐Billings, 1992; Mitra & McCormick, 2017; Morrell, 2015; 

Muhammad, 2019; Pearson & Cervetti, 2017; Richardson, 2003; Stanbrough, 2018; Tatum et al., 

2021; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). The final discussion is one of freedom dreaming (Kelley, 

2002) where Black Boy Joy will be defined in a manner that seeks to evolve the initial narrative 
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depicting Black males as freedom seekers who tooled literacy for their cause to Black boys 

realizing the promise which literacy offers them and their community’s future.  

Constituting the Bar: Historic Literacy Practices of Black Males 

It is evidenced that Black males have used literacy as a tool for agitation for social 

change to liberate the Black community throughout history (Muhammad, 2018; Stanbrough, 

2018).  As early as the 1600s, the denial to teach reading and writing to enslaved people was one 

of the first distinct acts of power stratification used to dehumanize those classified as Negro in 

the United States. Oppression of Black Americans by White America has always relied on 

illiteracy to serve as the gatekeeper between the sociopolitical divide that racism maintains.  

Despite these calculated oppressive acts upon them, Black males persisted and inherently viewed 

literacy as a means of liberation (Baker-Bell, 2020; Hannah-Jones, 2021; Kendi, 2016; 

Muhammad, 2012; Muhammad, 2020; Ransaw, 2019).  W.E.B. Dubois argued that the role of 

education for African Americans was an act of not simply how to make a living but how to make 

a life (Richardson, 2003).   

 Throughout the 1800s, literacy was a form of exclusivity. Someone was literate or 

illiterate (Janks, 2009), determining who had access or lack thereof.  Hence the introduction of 

literacy tests in 1890 as a voting qualifier to prevent Black males from voting was introduced.  

The assessment required individuals to comprehend passages to be issued the right to vote to 

result in a systematic means of controlling our country's distribution of power, wealth, and 

freedom.  This and other injustices were not tolerated by all which Ransaw (2018) exposes 

through his historical tracing of Black male scholars. Ransaw’s review captures the resilience 

and passion for scholarship viewed at various historical periods beginning in the 1800s.  During 

this period, it is noted that Frederick Douglass, who was an enslaved Black man taught himself 
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to read once he felt his owner's strong objection to his learning to read, Douglass grasped the 

concept that education was essential to freedom.  He along with other Black males began to form 

collectives that developed strong arguments for emancipation.  These social gatherings were 

known distinctly as literacy societies where heated debates formed among Black males who 

possessed a strong command of the English language (Muhammad, 2012; Muhammad, 2022).  

Frederick Douglass later became a controversial writer and lecturer who inspired other 

Black male educators to prize literacy as a means of emancipation, such as W. E. B. Dubois.  In 

the early 1900s, DuBois’ used literacy to advocate for the betterment of the Black community.  

His ideas of freedom often conflicted with Booker T. Washington, who also sought better 

conditions for the Black community.  Despite the opposing ideology of these two Black male 

scholars, the value of education was a point of concurrence.  They both serve as examples of 

how Black males gained knowledge from literacy to inspire the emancipation of body and mind.  

The 1920s and 1930s ushered in the Harlem Renaissance’s protest poetry where Paul Laurence 

Dunbar (1899) influenced Langston Hughes (1926) and James Weldon Johnson (1922) expert 

use of prose sparked a movement.  Later in 1933, Carter G. Woodson proved as another 

prominent Black male scholar.  His ideas expanded the Black education discourse by juxtaposing 

the racialized education experience for Black and White students.  He disputed normalizing 

mediocrity and developed a platform that viewed literacy and education as the right of Black 

students equally.  Woodson’s analysis of the effects of White privilege on educational 

institutions foregrounded the consideration of separate but equal education institutions not being 

objective.  

Freedom was challenging to acquire without the ability to read and write and continued to 

serve as an obstacle during the civil rights era, causing Blacks to not vote for the full freedoms 
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owed as citizens of this country during the 50s and 60s (Ladson-Billings, 2005).  As the civil 

rights movement fought to legitimize separate schools as unequal due to inefficient access to 

high-quality curriculum and facilities, Black males continued to use literacy to rival the 

inequalities found in the Black community.  During this time, literacy was viewed as a controlled 

commodity, one that segregated schools providing separate resources in an attempt to maintain 

literacy rates among Black communities lower than White communities (Walker, 1996).  The 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 ended segregation and inspired Black scholars to consider new 

approaches to public education. 

 During the 1980s, Molefi Kete Asante began an African American Studies Program at 

Temple University, where he raised the consciousness of the need for African Americans to 

acquire African history and culture as a means of identity reclamation. Jawanza Kunjufu (1983), 

William E. Cross Jr. (1991), and Richard Majors (1993) are three black male educators whose 

research seeks to dispel the deficit models used to educate Black boys.  All three Black male 

intellects continue an outcry for humanizing school spaces where Black males can form healthy 

identities.  In our current era, President Barack Obama’s oratorical abilities changed the nation 

while scholars such as Cornel West (2017), Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015), and Ibram X. Kendi (2016) 

continue to publish text of prolific power.  

Here I have discussed the identity of Black males as intellectual beings who do not serve 

as outliers but instead highlight the brilliance that so many Black males commonly portray now 

and throughout history. The idea of Black male intellect again affirms the inaugural narrative 

where Black males sought literacy for the betterment of themselves and their community.  

Despite this rich legacy, today Black boys face many hurdles to literacy.  At no other time has 

the process of becoming literate been so complex for Black boys (Ladson-Billings, 2005).  Next, 
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I will outline those hurdles and their ramifications as these barriers appear as the dominant 

narrative of Black boys as being a problem instead of intellect.  

Barriers to Preserving the Bar 

It is important to highlight that this dominant narrative, one given to them by the United 

States, contradicts the germinal narrative just reviewed where Black males enact freedom 

arguments through the use of literacy. In 1903, W.E.B. Dubois (2008) posed the question to 

Blacks in his radical text, The Souls of Black Folks, how does it feel to be a problem?  Over a 

century later, this question remains relevant as it has been taken up by society as an assumption 

of the identity of Black males, particularly Black boys. Oftentimes Black boys are 

misrepresented as a problem that society needs to fix when instead the barriers of eugenics, 

adultification, and criminalization create biases that inform school policy (Carey, 2020a; Carey, 

2020b; Davis, 2003; Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Howard, 2013; Nightengale-Lee et al., 2021; 

Noguera, 2009; Valencia, 2012). I will now recognize the ways in which eugenics, 

criminalization, and adultification influence the perception of Black boys which leads to larger 

issues we face such as the achievement gap, school-to-prison pipeline, and unjustified school 

programming.  

Eugenics as a Barrier 

During the abolition movement, Black males were still viewed as mere brutes who were 

only valuable for physical labor. This fact began to be falsely substantiated by the current 

popular view of White men's intellect being superior to Black men (Kendi, 2016). In 1839, Dr. 

Samuel Morton published a piece that concluded that White male brains were, on average, more 

significant than their Black counterparts, implying Whites had the highest intellectual 

endowment (Kendi, 2016). This idea of higher intellect as justification of White superiority can 
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be traced throughout America's history and continues to shape the dominant view of Black 

males. 

Scientists who studied eugenics began attempting to theorize methods to measure 

intelligence. In 1916, Lewis M. Terman tried to justify the intelligence differences between 

Black and White students through eugenics, explaining heredity or genetics as the indicator for 

intelligence distinction (Valencia, 2010). This persisting discourse continues to take hold to 

maintain a perception of Black boys not having the intelligence to perform causing 

misrepresentation in school programming and a widening achievement gap. 

The first barrier result I will highlight is the disparity prevalent within special programs. 

The over-representation of Black boys in special education and the under-representation of Black 

boys in gifted programs serve as another example of how the distorted view of Black boys 

influences the placement of Black boys in public school programming. The 1975 establishment 

of special education through the Education for all Handicapped Children Act (EHA) and 

extended as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is intended to improve the 

education for identified students. Still, the program's results are dreadful, demonstrating Black 

males receiving an education where they are unprepared for gainful employment or college. So, 

the problem of disproportionate representation in either special education or gifted programs 

eventually leads to Black males being exposed to less rigorous curricula (Hilliard, 1992). 

In 1979, policyholders initially scrutinized the problem of equitable representation during 

the Larry P. et al. case vs. San Francisco school district, where introduced data demonstrated 

66% of Black students received special education services while the district only had a total 

Black student population of 29% (Harry & Anderson, 1994). Further statistics demonstrate that 

this trend remains consistent, where Black students are 14.8% of the population but represent 
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20% of special education participants (Blanchett, 2006). Black students' access to gifted 

education programs is also not equitable (Ford, 1998; Winsler et al., 2006). The disproportionate 

representation of Black students in gifted programs was 3.6%, whereas the total school 

population was 17% (Winsler et al., 2006). The consistent underrepresentation of minority 

students in gifted programs led to the founding of the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented 

Students Education Act of 1988 to fund state and local educational agency initiatives designed to 

improve identification processes and remain enacted to encourage more equitable services. 

The National Office of Civil Rights (OCR) monitors disproportionate placement practices 

within special education and gifted programs. In 1982, the National Research Council (NRC) 

released a paper commissioned by OCR that concluded that special education does not lead to 

higher achievement and pinpointed assessments used for placement as one factor of 

overrepresentation which supported the same finding from Larry P. et al. case (Ford, 1998; Harry 

& Anderson, 1994; Hilliard, 1992). The standardized assessments and IQ tests used to identify 

both programs have been deemed culturally and linguistically biased (Ford, 1998; Harry & 

Anderson, 1994; Hilliard, 1992). Furthermore, implicit biases, in particular racial, gender, 

cultural, and linguistic, held by school professionals create barriers, primarily when the 

identification of Black boys for either program occurs from subjective measures (Blanchett, 

2006; Gibson, 2022; Harry & Anderson, 1994; Hilliard, 1992; Winsler et al., 2006). The 

disproportionate representation of Black boys in either special education or gifted programs 

ultimately leads to the school districts' dehumanization of Black males, resulting in their inability 

to receive high-quality literacy instruction. All students deserve democratic curricula 

emphasizing critical thinking, reasoning, and logic to help produce the Black male counter-

narrative (Blanchett, 2006; Ford, 1998; Harry & Anderson, 1994).  
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The widening achievement gap is the second result eugenics helped to create. Persistent 

reading difficulties among black males continue to be widely documented. The Council of the 

Great City Schools reported that the Black male performed the lowest out of all gender and racial 

intersectional subgroups indicated by the Grade 4 reading scale scores garnered on the 2003 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading assessment (Lewis et al., 2010). 

Black males achieved only a 188-scale score. Hispanic males and females outperformed Black 

males with a 6-point difference toward Hispanic males, while Black females scored 198. Black 

males categorized as free or reduced lunch category scored 186, while Black males with 

disabilities produced an even lower score scale of 160. White males 223 scale score qualified a 

35% at or above proficiency level (Lewis et al., 2010). According to NAEP, a proficient reader 

can reason through various text structures to develop complex inferences, opinions, and ideas 

supported by multiple relevant texts (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). In 2003, only a mere 

8% of grade 4 Black males were classified as proficient readers, which established the dominant 

narrative of Black males as low-achieving students (Kirkland & Jackson, 2018; Richardson, 

2003; Tatum, 2021).  

The 2022 NAEP grade 4 reading scale score of 199 for Black students contributes toward 

the same underachievement narrative as a 5-point decline was reported for the scores of Black 

students. Despite an overall decline across all populations, the regression is more pronounced for 

Black fourth graders, indicated by a 28-point achievement gap between Black and White 

students.  

Moreover, graduation rates and NAEP reading achievement data only help support the 

dominant narrative of Black males incapable of learning literacy. The Schott Foundation for 

Public Education (2010) released a report detailing 2008 state graduation rates where Georgia 
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Black males were graduating at only a 43% rate. The statistic is alarming as Georgia and other 

states highly populated by Black males are not graduating Black males at a high rate, as 

exampled by Florida’s 37% rate which is even lower than Georgia. New Jersey graduated more 

Black males at a 69% rate, but the graduation rate between Black and White males was still 21%. 

The Schott Foundation released a follow-up report revealing 2013 graduation rates that did not 

offer a significant increase (Beaudry et al., 2015). Georgia had a 12% increase, while New Jersey 

closed their gap by only 5 percentage points. Georgia’s Governor’s Office of Student 

Achievement (2022) released 2022 graduation rates that indicated an 82% rate for Black students 

and a 5% gap between graduating Black and White students. While the preliminary data has not 

been disaggregated to include the specific rate for Black males, the rates are promising and allow 

for reconsideration of why Black boys are underperforming. So often, Black boys and their 

families are solely blamed for their low academic achievement and are often characterized as 

lazy and unmotivated. The shared narrative pathologizes Black boys rather than addressing our 

schools' systemic issues enacted by deficit ways of knowing (Bryan, 2021; Dumas & Nelson, 

2016; Valencia, 2010; Warren, 2021). This disdain for Blackness is dehumanizing and helps to 

develop a misrepresentation of Black boys (Love, 2019; Nightengale-Lee et al., 2021).  

Adultification as a Barrier  

Adultification is the concept of a boy being considered a man causing his innocence to be 

stripped away. In the United States, Black boys have been historically adultified where their 

boyhoods have been stripped away to normalize the fear of their existence by others as others 

would fear the existence of a Black man (Goff et al., 2014; Howard, 2013; Love, 2019; 

Nightengale-Lee et al., 2021; Noguera, 2009). The most audacious evidence of the adultification 

of Black boys appears in headlines announcing Black boys were murdered for simply being- 
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being Black and being male. From the murder of George Stinney in 1944 to Emmett Till in 1955, 

to Trayvon Martin in 2012, to Tamir Rice in 2014, to Michael Brown in 2014, to Kadarius Smith 

on March 21, 2024, the unrelenting assaults against Black boys served to normalize the 

characterization of Black boys as insignificant individuals. The above evidence highlights 

treatment typically given to a man, not a boy.  

Societal norms have clearly defined and contrasted boys from men to make appropriate 

socialization decisions. Therefore, the occurrences mentioned as evidence demonstrate Black 

boys being treated like men who are Black, not boys who are White. The overgeneralization that 

assumes that Black boys should be feared as if they were Black men misrepresents Black boys 

within many social structures, including schools, creating a barrier to their learning (Carey, 

2020a; Carey, 2020b; Davis, 2003; Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Howard, 2013; Nightengale-Lee et 

al., 2021; Noguera, 2009; Valencia, 2012; Skiba et al., 2014). This barrier commonly leads to 

bias that creates unsafe learning spaces for Black boys. 

Criminalization as a Barrier  

The criminalization of Black boys exemplifies society's portrayal of Black boys as a 

problem they withstand within schools (Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Howard, 2013; Love, 2019; 

Nightengale-Lee et al., 2021; Noguera, 2009; Skiba et al., 2014). The process of criminalizing 

Black boys was first evident on plantations where enslavers made a concerted effort to produce 

subservient males who would obey all commands. When a Black boy chose to think freely, the 

consequence was harsh to deter acts of liberation. The slave era established the negative 

stigmatism that continues to typecast Black boys as aggressive, violent, and deviant as another 

method of maintaining the construct of White supremacy (Carey, 2020a; Dumas & Nelson, 

2016). Schools are learning institutions, and a microcosm of society prioritizes student safety, 
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similarly to our criminal justice system prioritizes citizenry safety (Skiba et al., 2014). This 

concept appears to align with the beliefs of a democratic society. Still, many social scientists 

across the field would argue that this ideology positions schools to take up zero-tolerance 

discipline policies that serve to maintain control and are unfairly administered to Black children 

(Bradshaw et al., Carey, 2020a; Dumas & Nelson, 2016; 2010; Skiba et al., 2014). Studies have 

indicated that Black boys are subjected to harsher consequences and receive more consequences 

than their White counterparts which acts as a barrier too. Surprisingly this phenomenon occurs at 

all school levels, including elementary schools (Bryan, 2021; Skiba et al., 2014).  

The school-to-prison pipeline view is a result of both adultification and criminalization. 

The school-to-prison pipeline view outlines the complexity of the adultification and 

criminalization of Black boys within school spaces. It reveals a counter-narrative where specific 

policies have been pinpointed as the problem instead of the individual. The school-to-prison 

pipeline construct is used to describe policies and practices concerning school discipline in 

public schools and the juvenile justice system that decrease the probability of school success for 

children and youth and increase the likelihood of adverse life outcomes, mainly through 

involvement in the juvenile justice system (Skiba et al., 2014). Some may consider this idea 

situated only within schools, not society as a whole; however, evidence exists confirming that the 

high incarceration rate of Black males negatively impacts Black families and communities 

through economic and housing issues (Darling-Hammond, 2010).  

During the Ronald Reagan presidency, the Comprehensive Crime Control Act was 

enacted to establish mandatory sentencing for drug trafficking offenders that unfairly targeted the 

Black community. The compulsory sentencing demonstrated a paradigm shift in how our society 

issued and viewed punishment. Eventually, this same way of thinking was applied to schools. 
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Despite school cultures maintaining the idea of shaping student behavior through a whole-child 

learning approach, policymakers felt the need to mirror the punishment structure found in our 

judicial system. The zero-tolerance policy was established to maintain school order despite the 

harsh punishment. The zero-tolerance policy imposes a pre-determined penalty on a student 

regardless of the particular events of the infraction. School administrators do not have the 

authority to make discipline decisions with the child's best interest at the forefront.  

School districts across the United States began to enact and implement zero-tolerance 

policies resulting in a large number of office-disciplinary referrals (ODRs) and out-of-school 

suspensions (OSS) for Black males at each school level (Bradshaw et al., 2010). It became 

common practice for Black boys to collect ODRs as early as kindergarten to perpetuate the 

cyclical process of discipline as an attempt to manage behaviors for classrooms to be perceived 

as safe spaces for those deemed privileged to receive education (Wald & Losen, 2003). 

Consequently, policies are established to reinforce the ideology established by the school-to-

prison pipeline which typecast Black boys as societal problems not deserving of high-quality 

literacy instruction. 

Here I outlined barriers Black boys face that create a dominant narrative found in society. 

This narrative overlooks their intellect and contradicts the inaugural narrative initially reviewed 

where Black males enact freedom arguments through the use of literacy. It was important to 

juxtapose both narratives to situate the complex historical tracing of Black males' intellectual 

portrait offering the necessary footing to conceptualize the academic capabilities of Black males 

withstanding the societal and school barriers that appeared as misrepresentations of them. How 

Black boys are faring in elementary school remains a paramount issue resulting in a myriad of 

characterizations of them. The depictions showcased within the review of literature serve to 
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foreground the relevancy of further review of the literature portraying the use of Black boys’ 

literacies as a component of liberatory pedagogy.  

Reconciling the Bar: Black Boys’ Literacies within Literacy Experiences  

In the United States historically, the term literacy was viewed with metaphorical blinders 

to allow for a narrow perspective. In the 1800s, literacy was simply viewed as the act of reading 

and writing. Reading instruction was privileged to the freed literate individual as a further means 

to exclude and advantage one racial group over another (Janks, 2009). Only through the years 

have the terms reading and literacy transformed for greater inclusivity. "Reading was primarily 

defined as the process of making meaning and now has evolved as a mediated process, one 

channeled by reliance on cultural practices" (Smagorinsky, 2001, p. 158). Literacy was primarily 

defined as the act of reading and writing and has now taken on countless revisions supported by 

it being deictic, where time and space define the moment (Leu et al., 2018). The idea of literacy 

forever changing provides a constant opportunity to rethink literacy. 

Literacy became more than a simple act and became newly defined as a social construct 

where processes for socializing young learners became relevant (Au & Raphael, 2000). Mikhail 

Bakhtin (2010b) and Lev Vygotsky (1986) both sought to validate language as a social act, but 

Bakhtin included a historical and a cultural component to the discourse (Bakhtin, 2010b). 

Students' Right to Their Own Language (1974) was published, and linguists and educators alike 

began to shift to an appreciation of languages of non-dominant cultures. Furthermore, 

sociocultural linguists like Geneva Smitherman (1986) began to examine Lorenzo Dow Turner's 

(1949) work regarding the Gullah language to create a new understanding of Black language and 

its power. Literacy was functional and an assimilation tool for marginalized students to master 

and use in society (Ball, 2000; Macedo, 1994; Ogbu, 2004), as "the game plan has always been 
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linguistic and cultural absorption of the other in the dominant culture…" (Smitherman, 1995, p. 

25).  

New Literacy Studies laid the foundation for the terms multiliteracies and later literacies. 

The New London Group (1996) explained multiliteracies as the converse of a monolithic 

literacy, the proponent of hybrid text forms, the use of multiple sign systems, and the elaboration 

of new social, specifically sociopolitical relations (Chapman, 2006). The New London Group's 

perspective of multiliteracies became relevant, describing multimodality as a construct that 

considers the study of modes of communication through multiple representations within a 

diverse culture and language (Leu et al., 2018). Multimodality provides a perspective that 

recognizes that print is no longer the sole method of communication but instead sees a variety of 

media as a strength in teaching criticality. Students negotiate societal power dynamics in social 

media and other internet outlets (Jewitt, 2008; Leu et al., 2018). 

The term literacies was included in the literacy discourse to finally value all students' 

cultural capital (Yosso, 2005). The term literacies is categorized as social practices of 

experiencing literacy bound within social processes where the individual action is pinpointed 

(Richardson, 2003). The term identifies and legitimizes out-of-school literacy experiences 

(Chapman, 2006). Literacies also take on a descriptor to distinguish the context and affinity 

group associated with the term. For example, critical literacies, African American literacies, and 

Black Masculine literacies all assume specific characteristics to describe the context and or the 

literacy experiences involved within the literacies (Campano et al., 2013; Kirkland, 2018; 

Richardson, 2003). The maturing definitions of reading and literacy foster inclusivity, and 

equity, and are dismissive of power structures aimed at othering in both literacy research and 

classrooms. The respect for a student's literacies is the pivot toward literacy practices constructed 
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to manifest joy and allows for the incorporation of Black boys’ literacies to develop high-quality 

literacy instruction. The construct of Black boys' literacies involves the intersection of race and 

gender related to literacies; therefore, a review of both race and gender regarding literacies will 

now be examined.  

Black Literacies 

The terms Black and African American are often interchanged when describing a 

particular race of people in the United States; however, both terms have distinct meanings. Black 

encompasses individuals representing the African diaspora, whereas African Americans 

specifically identify as Black individuals born in the United States. I will use both respectfully 

because the scholarly work investigated includes both terms. African American literacies 

pinpoint the ways of knowing and being in the world where acts of literacy are conceived 

(Bryan, 2021). 

Suppose literacies are defined as ways of reading and writing and using written texts that 

are bound up in social processes which locate individual action within social and cultural 

processes. In that case, African American literacies are the ability to accurately read their 

experiences of being in the world with others and to act on the knowledge in a manner of self-

preservation, economic, spiritual, and cultural uplift. It is a way of knowing and being in the 

world with others (Richardson, 2003, pp. 16, 35). 

Literacy defined within these parameters necessitates continued evolution of the term to 

literacies that negotiate the specificity of a group's ways of knowing and being. The acts 

confidently use familiar literacies learned by experiencing the culture and absorbing his history. 

Black literacies incorporate the lineage of liberation and Black language. The lineage of 

liberation characterizes African Americans' self-preservation traits as cultural wealth (Yosso, 
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2005) in using literacy as a tool for liberation (Love, 2019). The possession of grit is evident 

when written signs demonstrate protest or the hip-hop song's claim of hope serves as an example 

of the use of literacy as the lineage of liberation (Kundu, 2018; Stanbrough, 2018). The ability to 

agitate is exemplified by message t-shirts or graffiti, which offers a voice of agency through 

unconventional forms of literacy and constitutes the lineage of liberation (Muhammad, 2019).  

If culture is conveyed through language, then Black language must be a component of 

African American literacies. Smitherman (2006) describes Black language as a style of speaking 

English words with Black Flava- with Africanized semantic, grammatical, pronunciation, and 

rhetorical patterns. [Black Language] comes out of the experience of the U.S. slave descendants. 

This shared experience has resulted in common language practices in the Black community. The 

roots of African American speech lie in the counter-language, the resistance discourse, that was 

created as a communication system unintelligible to speakers of the dominant master class 

(Baker-Bell, 2020, p. 2-3). 

Black language is the vessel for African Americans to carry thoughts; therefore, literacy 

acts were first experienced within their communities. The Black community has common 

language practices that function as social interactions and ways of being. The Black church 

provides a consistent time and place to discover the use of Black language through the old Negro 

spiritual hymns sung and the rhetorical features of the language found throughout the sermons 

(Baker-Bell, 2020; Hutcheson et al., 2018). Another source of Black language practices in our 

community is heard through the hip-hop musical culture as a social justice practice to 

communicate the political message in the Black community (Hutcheson et al., 2018; 

Smitherman, 1997). Rap has taken on many forms throughout the years, such as spoken word, 

but the profound linguistical rhetorical features displayed remain the same. African American 
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literacies culturally honor the lived experiences of Black folx’s use of literacy. The review of 

Boys’ literacies will now be explored to layer the complexity of Black boys’ literacies.  

Boys’ Literacies 

Boys' literacies must also include an examination of masculinity as a societal construct 

that influences ways of knowing for many males. Once an understanding of masculinity is 

described, the concept will intersect with literacy practices inside and outside the classroom 

unique to males. Our society has manifested a hegemonic heterosexual view of masculinity, 

supporting a monolithic characterization of males (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Martino & Berrill, 

2003; Skelton & Francis, 2011). This term is perpetrated as dominant masculinity or universal 

masculinity. Still, the meaning offers a perspective of boyhood that aspires to dominate and 

conquer acts of misogyny (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998). Biological or psychic essentialism attempts 

to reduce aggressive actions and the inability to attend to any one thing for a substantial amount 

of time as consequences of brain and or hormonal differences from females (Gilbert & Gilbert, 

1998; Kunjufu, 2018; Martino & Berrill, 2003; Skelton & Francis, 2011). The continued 

question of both ideologies produces a counter-argument substantiating masculinity as 

multifaceted. Renaissance masculinity, true masculinity, or multiple masculinities are all terms 

coined to explain a softer version of masculinity where the expansion of different ways of 

knowing and being a male can be normalized within society (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Scholes, 

2010; Scholes, 2020; Skelton & Francis, 2011). President Barack Obama presents this alternate 

version as he exhibits strength, confidence, compassion, and humanism (Skelton & Francis, 

2011). The given explanation provides a view of masculinity where whiteness has been 

privileged for white males and females, therefore necessitating a perspective that centers Black 

males. 
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Prior to the colonization of West African civilizations, African cultures recognized 

diverse gender roles, and masculinity was viewed differently from most European cultures 

(Bryan, 2019; Curry, 2017; Pelzer, 2016). Upon arrival to the Americas, Black males were 

forced to construct their masculinity from the White dominant ideology that valued the ability to 

acquire economic capital to show maleness. The ideas suggested earlier as dominant masculinity 

or universal masculinity were later extended and coined as hegemonic masculinity (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). When masculinity serves as a dominant social context within a particular 

time and space, it is considered hegemonic masculinity. It is viewed as the way of being a man or 

boy in society or otherwise sets the socially constructed standard adhered to by males to obtain 

privilege and power (Bryan, 2019; Woodson et al., 2020). It legitimizes patriarchy while causing 

oppression (Bryan, 2020; Curry, 2017; Pelzer, 2016). Hegemonic masculinity was explained by 

feminist theory to highlight how this type of masculinity marginalizes and suppresses non-white, 

non-heterosexual, and non-middle-class individuals (Pelzer, 2016). Black men are arguably the 

most extraordinary victims of White hegemonic masculinity as it provides a frame for othering 

Black men (Curry, 2017; Woodson et al., 2020). Additionally, Black men who are also members 

of the LBGTQ community face even more victimization to White hegemonic masculinity since 

gay masculinities are subservient to White hegemonic masculinity. “Within a hierarchical 

structure of masculinities, gay masculinities are subordinated because homosexuality is 

considered counterhegemonic” (Ravenhill & de Visser, 2017). Black men uniquely demonstrate 

masculinity.  

Moreover, Black masculinity (Staples, 1982) cannot be an extension of White hegemonic 

masculinity because he does not receive the same patriarchal rewards, a concept understood as 

early as elementary school (Bryan, 2019; Curry, 2017; Woodson et al., 2020). White hegemonic 
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masculinity also defines a Black man's patriarch capacity to acquire, leaving Black males’ 

masculinity characterized by mainstream culture as hyper-sexualized, criminal-minded, 

degenerate, and unintelligible (Pelzer, 2016). Black masculinities framed in this manner are 

misinterpreted and imposed on Black boys within schools (Allen, 2017). Conversely, the Black 

Masculinity theory (Curry, 2017) seeks to counter the White hegemonic masculinity discourse 

by overcoming the negative characterization while dismantling patriarchal norms, which allows 

for a positive construct. In this manner, Black masculinity incorporates the monolithic view 

synonymous with Connell’s Multiple Masculinities concept, which says that there are no set 

descriptors given to masculinity but instead formed by society and the individual (Bryan, 2019; 

Bryan, 2020; White & Peretz, 2010; Woodson et al., 2020). Black males experience masculinity 

differently as a result of their multiple identities manifesting in ways that include emotionality, 

sensitivity, and intellectuality despite it being viewed as a weakness (Allen, 2017; Bryan, 2019; 

Jett, 2022; Pelzer, 2016). Rather than portraying boys’ literacies from a universal view of 

masculinity that diminishes Black maleness, ultimately, it is imperative to investigate Black 

boys’ literacies considering Black masculinity (Jett, 2022).  

Black boys’ Literacies Exemplified 

 Black boys' literacies are a set of conventional and non-conventional literacy acts used to 

communicate, often exclusive to Black boys (Bryan, 2021; Kirkland & Jackson, 2018). Black 

boys' literacies are the collection of literacies described organically as African American and 

male alike. They embody ways of knowing as a Black individual and as a male (Bryan, 2021). 

Black boys' literacies are the communication tools used to express themselves in nontraditional 

forms often viewed initially in non-school environments. Black boys' literacies are a discourse 

that allows for specificity after investigations have pinpointed a particular set, as both Kirkland 
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and Bryan have done. Kirkland defines Black Masculine Literacies as everyday lived realities 

and experiences of Black boys' engagement in literacy practices in homes and communities 

(Kirkland & Jackson, 2018). Bryan's (2021) Black Boy (Play)Crit Literacies centers on historical 

and contemporary text use that highlights positive examples of Black boy play while dismissing 

anti-Black misandry. Both Kirkland and Bryan view their work as theories and frameworks 

developed to enhance classroom instruction. In brief, Black boys' literacies remain a valid and 

unique collection of how Black boys use unconventional literacy acts to communicate. 

To consider how Black boys' literacies take shape, we will view different out-of-school 

contexts where the literacies are observed as he makes sense of his world. Black boys participate 

in both organized and unorganized group activities. Debate and agitation literacies were studied 

to capture how references to historical events helped shape their ways of knowing to facilitate 

writing and oratorical acts (Muhammad, 2019; Stanbrough, 2018; Tatum, 2021; Tatum & Gue, 

2012). The act of confidently using familiar literacies learned by experiencing the culture is 

displayed in both output communication forms such as verbal play viewed through playing the 

dozens (Baker-Bell, 2020; Richardson, 2003). Unorganized group activities allow boys to assert 

their literacies in a social context again to help make sense of the world. They were listening to 

various music to share critical thoughts and ideas about the world where slang intermingled with 

the dominant language asserts literacies. As consumers, black boys interact with their literacies 

by using Black language to purchase clothing that displays Black language, music that uses it, or 

tattoos that celebrate it (Kirkland & Jackson, 2019). Black boys’ literacies are also transpiring 

using social media. The level of criticality used to make sense of the memes and other symbols is 

another example of what Black boys’ literacies look like in non-school contexts; however, it 

would behoove educators to negotiate appropriate ways to incorporate their literacies to develop 
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high-quality literacy instruction. Baker-Bell (2020) explains how to incorporate Black language 

by investigating its grammatical form to compare its form to the dominant language, whereas the 

value of both languages can be validated. The premise of this investigation pinpoints a particular 

literacy experience that will feature Black boys’ literacies that I will now discuss.  

Co-Constructed Literacy Experiences  

Elementary literacy instruction is composed of a collection of learning experiences 

characterized by the teacher's pedagogical practices; however, my investigation necessitates a 

precise explanation, one exclusive to the time and space, promoted within this study. 

Consequently, literacy experience is defined as a phenomenon that promotes students 

collectively co-constructing learning opportunities where text is comprehended independently or 

jointly to encourage dialogic spaces where interpretations are formed and revealed to reflect the 

literacies of the collective group. The broad understanding of literacy experiences allows for time 

and space to interact in multiple contexts, where interactions are visible within a spectrum of 

occasions, including read-aloud, shared reading, partner reading, and independent reading of 

diverse text genres presented using multimodalities and their literacies. Here agreed-upon 

Discourse can be explored to precipitate knowledge construction. Gee (2012) suggests that when 

the term Discourse is capitalized, it describes a distinct way of speaking and listening where 

language is used along with feeling, interacting, dressing, thinking, and believing cooperatively. 

In other words, when students and teachers are in Discourse, they recognize established values, 

feelings, and tools to determine the individuals doing a distinctive act (Gee & Gee, 2012). 

Ultimately, the research design seized literacy experiences as rationalized here.  

The first component of the literacy experience is comprehension. Educational 

psychologist Edward L. Thorndike's foundational research viewed comprehension as a cognitive 
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process where the reader must organize and interpret the text in an active mode to make meaning 

(Pearson & Cervetti, 2017). The ultimate goal of reading was to make meaning. Subsequent 

theorists such as Thomas C. Barrett, Benjamin Bloom, and Kenneth Goodman all confirmed the 

relevancy of researching the cognitive process of comprehension but failed to consider the 

impact of time and space as Frederic Bartlett’s schema theory accomplished (Anderson, 2018; 

Goodman & Goodman, 2014; Pearson & Cervetti, 2017). Consideration must be given to 

interpretations of text based on the knowledge that exists within the reader’s memory which may 

lead to a detested text interpretation. The idea of co-constructing Discourse will result in the 

comprehension of text from many sociocultural perspectives or lived experiences (Rosenblatt, 

1969; Rosenblatt, 1982; Smagorinsky, 2001). 

Comprehension floats on a sea of talk and metaphorically explains the significance of 

discourse to improve comprehension and is the second significant component of the literacy 

experience. Philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (2010b) argued that all language involves interaction as 

a function of language is to communicate and is dialogical. Language cognition derives from the 

interaction with others within cultural communities. The sociocultural view of dialogue 

emphasizes dialogue being an encounter mediated by the world where participants name the 

world. Achieving reciprocal communication is also an attribute of dialogical experiences and 

often leads to the opportunity to construct knowledge (Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & 

McCormick, 2017). “The more opportunity Black boys have to engage in higher-order thinking, 

the more likely they will become confident problem-solvers and producers of culture and 

knowledge” (Wright, 2018, p. 102). Establishing trust and hopefulness in humanity tethered with 

love and respect guides dialogical learning interactions. Young students can grapple with ideas 

of social justice and contribute to dialogical exchanges to become producers of knowledge 
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instead of submissive consumers (Fals-Borda, 1991; Freire, 2018; Gordon, 2018; hooks, 2014; 

Hostetler & Dubose, 2021; Muller, 2021).  

Thoughtful selection of literature prompts a literacy experience that can affirm Black boys’ 

humanity and is the third component of literacy experiences. WEB Dubois published a magazine 

for Black children entitled The Brownies’ Book during the early 1900s. The goal of the work 

was to focus on building self-image, sharing Black history/achievements, and cultivating race 

leadership. The publication foregrounded many research studies that recognized the benefits of 

using multicultural literature to maintain the engagement of Black boys (Wright, 2018). The 

work of Rudine Wims Bishop established the windows, mirrors, and sliding glass doors 

construct to metaphorically explain how literature allows our students to view themselves and 

others through text to encourage mutual understandings in a humane fashion (Bishop, 1990; 

Calhoun & Howard, 2021; Wright, 2018). Alfred Tatum (2005, 2009, 2014, 2021) continues to 

investigate literature's role in the literacy experiences of Black boys to argue the need to support 

Black boys in establishing a literacy lineage of transformative text anchored in Black culture. 

These efforts will continue to fail our students until reading instruction is anchored in meaningful 

texts that build academic and personal resiliency inside and outside school (Tatum, 2012). 

Overwhelmingly, investigations that observe student engagement during literacy instruction 

found that Black students’ motivation to read increased to conclude that the affirming literature 

liberates (Brooks, 2006; Everett & Moten, 2022; Ladson‐Billings, 1992; Morrell, 2015; 

Muhammad, 2019; Stanbrough, 2018; Tatum et al., 2021; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). The 

need to clearly define co-constructed literacy experiences for this study was established. I will 

now review Black Boy Joy as a characterization of the resurgence of the inaugural narrative of 

Black males seeking freedom through mastering literacy.  
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(Re)Imagining the Bar: Black Bar Joy 

Black Boy Joy must center Black Excellence, and examples found in the past must be 

excavated in search of principles and practices to emulate. In particular, the research on Black 

Literary Societies, Carter G. Woodson's candid work entitled The Mis-Education of the Negro, 

and Vanessa Siddle Walker's perspective found in her ethnography titled Their Highest Potential 

will serve as the explored models that span more than one hundred years, 1837-1969.  

The principles that compose Black Excellence were articulated in both proverbs and 

actions to produce high levels of achievement for self and community despite the barriers of 

White privilege (Muhammad, 2020; Tatum, 2021; Warren, 2021). Maya Angelou (2011) 

proclaims in her poem "Still I Rise," I am the dream and the hope of the slave. A desire to 

outperform White counterparts was hidden in the hearts of Black students as a reminder of the 

repayment students owed their ancestors who suffered violent atrocities while hoping for the 

success of their lineage (Dillard, 2021). Black Excellence principles command hard work, 

preparedness, self-determination, creativity, and awareness of self were all repeatedly revealed in 

the reviewed works (Warren, 2021).  

Vanessa Siddle Walker’s book Their Highest Potential offers several accounts of Black 

Excellence. The school principal Nicholas L. Dillard's chapel talks were revered as the talks that 

reiterated the need for hard work (Walker, 1996). Dillard wanted his students to optimize time, 

treasure additional work opportunities, and not be complacent. Preambles and constitutions 

governed literacy societies that served as a reminder of how hard work would benefit the 

development of all (Muhammad, 2012). When Black men entered literary society gatherings, 

they prepared to take part in dialogical exchanges to develop a literary character that exceeded 

basic literacy proficiencies. (Muhammad, 2012). Self-determination was expected of the students 
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at Caswell County Training School and modeled by the faculty, who continuously reflected on 

improving the curriculum (Walker, 1996). Black men wanted to secure a literary presence within 

their communities by persisting and exhibiting self-discipline to remain relevant as griots who 

consistently spoke and wrote about the plight of Black people (Muhammad, 2020). Teachers 

valued creativity in individual and collective efforts by producing a wide range of texts, such as 

poetry and speeches, that sought to innovate new ideas for the Black community while emitting 

joy (Muhammad, 2020). Caswell County Training School students expectedly participated in 

extra-curricular activities where creativity was nurtured in their literary society, debating club, 

drama club, and sports teams (Walker, 1996). An awareness of self as a brilliant individual who 

situates his truth by (re)membering and possessing his rich history has always been a principle of 

Black Excellence. "If you teach the Negro that he has as much good as any other race, he will 

aspire to equality and justice without regard to race (Woodson, 2006, p. 192). The literary 

society meetings and Caswell County Training School classrooms both were places where 

Blackness was revered, as evidenced by the discussions and produced text that addressed the 

social issues while enabling texts were used to highlight the accomplishments of the African 

diaspora (Muhammad, 2012; Muhammad, 2020; Walker, 1996). Historical accounts of how 

Black Excellence principles were instilled within students can be emulated in how the literacy 

curriculum is developed and used in classrooms today. 

Scholars can make direct connections in how teaching practices from the past can 

influence current practices and, in turn, should incorporate them within literacy curricula 

designed for Black children. Muhammad's investigation of literary societies produced ten clear 

examples of harnessing the practices rooted in Black Excellence (Muhammad, 2020; 

Muhammad, 2012). The first premise is defining literacy as a sociocultural act rather than merely 
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a cognitive skill-driven act. Secondly, literacy learning is foundational rather than segmenting 

reading skills instruction to a particular part of the day. Literacy meant reading and writing were 

also experienced simultaneously, with the addition of oral literacy being the third premise. The 

past has shown the importance of valuing critical literacy pedagogy as a means of social justice, 

and the fourth tenet serves as a reminder. The fifth example sets a goal of joy during learning 

experiences instead of current literacy instruction that relegates aesthetic text understandings 

under the need for efferent interpretations (Rosenblatt, 1969). The following two lessons 

incorporate collaboration that differs from the current persistence of individualism within public 

schools. Honoring the uniqueness of someone's way of knowing and current ability was standard, 

while the seventh lesson was the appreciation of the Ubuntu principle when constructing 

knowledge. Sims Bishop's (1990) idea of mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors was 

demonstrated by literary societies' text selection. The eighth premise accounts for reading a 

variety of texts written by diverse authors, but a pointed effort was made to secure enabling text 

(Tatum, 2009) that highlighted African Americans. The ninth lesson serves as a reminder to 

respect agency by placing the power of idea creation in the minds of each participant to reclaim 

the authority of language. The final lesson learned from the past was that identity development 

simultaneously happened while instruction occurred. These ten lessons highlight how schools 

were safe spaces for Blackness to be uplifted. Warren (2021) stresses, "…practices and policies 

that make loving Black people the priority. And I mean, all Black people" (p. 120) is the 

ideology that allowed educators to dream of liberation. Essentially, the principles and practices 

used to nurture Black Excellence foreground asset-based practices learned in schools from the 

successes of past Black teachers and students of Black boys.  
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Black Boy Joy is a collective showing of Black male voices from an honoring perspective 

where pride, a sense of belonging, and mattering are present. The concept, Black Boy Joy, values 

the celebration of the true fullness of being a Black male in the United States while applauding 

their accomplishments in an attempt to normalize their humanity and exude pride. Often self-

worth is merely experienced, not outwardly articulated, but Black Boy Joy provides the necessary 

language to exemplify self-pride. This pride takes shape in many forms to celebrate how their 

unique cultural identity has positively impacted the world. It recognizes how others value their 

irreplaceable creativity and ability (Carey, 2019; Love, 2019; Yosso, 2014), generating a sense 

of belonging for Black males. The claim of belongingness resonates from the repository legacy 

(Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020) found in the African diaspora and supports the belief of 

(re)membering that Dillard (2020) explains. The American Black community exists as part of the 

African diaspora and (re)members the ways of developing kinship through the community 

(Dillard, 2020). The Black community uses social media to illuminate the positivity found in the 

community now, similar to how the Black church's weekly bulletin announced the 

accomplishments in the community years ago. "African culture is amazingly resilient. Despite 

the most culturally destructive forces in history, it has not disappeared. Indeed, Africans and 

their culture are a pervasive force throughout the world" (Ladson-Billings, 1992a, p. 378). The 

resiliency of those who make up the African Diaspora assures the forever existence of a culture 

found throughout the world. This culture is remarkably sustained despite the culture entrenched 

within a White supremacist society and world. "Perhaps one of the most telling manifestations of 

this cultural continuity is the enduring nature of family and kinship relations both in Africa and 

the diaspora" (Ladson-Billings, 1992a, p. 379). The Ghanaian term Sankofa reminds Black 
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people to go back and get it; go back and bring the spirit of belonging found in the African 

culture.  

Black Boy Joy does not just exemplify pride and belongingness but also the sense of 

mattering. Mattering is the concept of moving through life, feeling noticed and special by others, 

and exists through relationships (Tucker et al., 2010). When mattering occurs, it can provide a 

life-long pursuit of making a difference in the lives of others (Tucker et al., 2010). Black Boy 

Joy chooses both outside and inside the schoolhouse as showcasing spaces; however, this study 

seeks to understand the manifestation of Black Boy Joy within schools. How might I attempt to 

demonstrate honoring and respecting the voices of others?  I must first listen and then translate 

listening into language and language into action (Royster, 1996). Ultimately to imagine literacy 

spaces of Black boys thriving, I must imagine liberatory spaces to listen for the voices 

illuminated through Black boys’ joy displayed as pride, belonging, and mattering within the 

classrooms they reside.  

I argue for liberatory pedagogy to serve as the vehicle for the manifestation of Black Boy 

Joy in elementary literacy classrooms. The school experience should be liberatory for African-

American students (Ladson-Billings, 1992a) to learn what it means to experience pride and the 

idea that their lives matter. Teachers who choose to teach for liberation use practices that 

encourage human action and agency throughout the curriculum (Ball, 2000); despite past efforts, 

African American students continue to struggle to acquire literacy that leads to liberation 

(Ladson-Billings, 2005).  

Pride within Liberatory Practices 

Liberatory teaching allows Black children to learn that they derive from prominence 

(Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020) and possess an identity of greatness considered as self-pride 
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(Muhammad, 2015). Several studies demonstrated pedagogical practices that led to students 

experiencing self-pride through the use of text; in a first-grade classroom, students experienced 

reading and writing workshops where fictional text, with African-American characters situated in 

realistic story-lines, were routinely used throughout all literacy practices to promote pride 

(Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). When students can see themselves in the text, whether it be a 

fictional story or an informational piece that exemplifies achievements from the African diaspora 

(Muhammad, 2015), a positive self-image develops (Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). The 

intentionality of text selection was also studied at the middle and high school levels (Brooks, 

2006; Jackson, 2020; Tatum, 2008). The text selection also served as a mirror for Black students, 

resulting in a similar feeling of self-pride. Brooks (2006) observed a nuance worth describing. 

The fictional stories used in the study depicted some African-American characters as a menace to 

society; nonetheless, the dialogical teaching approach helped students construct diverse 

meanings about acceptance and differences within the Black culture that encouraged identity 

exploration resulting in the reassurance of self-pride. Regardless of the age or setting, class 

readings and discussions of text that included Black culture served to validate the identity of 

Black students (Brooks, 2006; Jackson, 2020; Tatum, 2008; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020), 

while (Campano et al., 2013; Rogers et al., 2007) implore text selection differently to gain 

similar results. Critical literacy practices are where teachers choose texts as research tools to 

study historical, societal, and economic influences on the students' community (Campano et al., 

2013; Rogers et al., 2007). The level of engagement in both summer programs then demonstrated 

liberatory teaching practices that could lead to not just the enjoyment of text but calls for action 

in true social justice fashion. Tatum's (2008) case study of one high-schooler included 

constructing textual lineage, a practice that helps connect reader identity with racial identity. By 
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providing a wide variety of enabling texts (Tatum, 2009), the student was motivated to read and 

learn more about his world and construct new ideas to impact his current situation. Again, text 

choice made by educators or students is an effective liberatory practice that encourages agency 

and pride. The subsequent discussion looks to the past as a means to promote the future of Black 

students in public schools. 

The call to (re)member the histories found within the African diaspora is the second 

liberatory literacy practice to encourage self-pride (Campano et al., 2013; Jackson, 2020; 

Muhammad, 2015; Tatum, 2008; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020) within Black students. 

Embracing historical honoring, the concept of paying homage to a culture's ancestral lineage 

encourages identity by grounding a purpose that connects past accomplishments with present and 

future triumphs. One study described literacy instruction for first graders beginning with self-

affirmations developed from the perspective of African spirituality (Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 

2020). Middle school student writers used mentor text penned by African-American women to 

connect to the past (Muhammad, 2015). A high-school-aged male attempted to reconnect with 

his school by exploring foundational Black male authors (Tatum, 2008). Teachers used text as 

inspiration for historical connections while other teachers honored the past through mantras 

repeated, modeled, and expected by students (Ball, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2010a; Ladson-

Billings, 2010b;). Students are reminded of their esteemed lineage through chants and their 

power to visualize a positive self-image (Ball, 2000). 'Failure is not an option is one of those 

mantras vocalized, historically traced, modeled, and expected' (Ladson-Billings, 2010b) to 

resilence. These liberatory practices steeped in the histories of Black boys lend themselves to 

self-pride. Jackson (2020) described the phenomena as follows: 



52 

 

A Black Space in a literacy classroom is a departure from anti-Black racism. In this 

 space, educators center Black students' Blackness by accepting the multiple identities of 

 Black students' humanity through love and affirmation. Finally, it is a space where Black 

 students have opportunities to celebrate Black pride, achievement, history, and language. 

 (p. 433) 

Teachers attempt to crystalize what students need to develop self-pride. Some studies 

offered the voice of the students, but I argue that more student perspectives are required to 

establish liberatory literacy spaces for Black boys.  

Belonging within Liberatory Practices 

To consider oneself socially connected or attached to a group defines belonging and 

continues to be a relevant component of Black boys' joy manifestation of liberation. A girls' 

affinity group used performing arts to develop literacy skills and contemplate what belonging 

meant at a time in their lives when they occupied a third space found between incarceration and 

family (Winn, 2010). "Jada, like the characters she and her peers played, we're searching for a 

place to call 'home.'" (Winn, 2010, p. 444). Like this group, Black boys are also searching for a 

feeling of home in schools. Many teachers who seek to implement liberatory practices in their 

teaching see the importance of building a community within their classrooms (Jackson, 2020; 

Ladson-Billings, 2010a, 2010b; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020) or learning spaces (Campano et 

al., 2013). Ladson-Billings (2011) observed impactful classroom communities in areas where the 

teachers used an authoritative or collaborative approach to build a sense of belonging. The 

similarity between both methods is the feeling of belonging felt by the Black students. On the 

other hand, Campano (2013) strongly contends that a more collaborative approach to community 

is needed for students to achieve a true sense of agency.  
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Nevertheless, the importance of community is rooted in Freire's (2018) liberatory 

teachings and can be viewed in classrooms as trustworthy relationships that provide various 

forms of mutual care and nurturing contact. Teambuilding activities are conducted early on in the 

year (Ladson-Billings, 2010b) to develop an extended family where students, parents, and the 

teacher come together to foster a positive learning environment of trust. Another teacher explains 

that trust is built through filling the role that each student needs at a particular time (Milner, 

2008). Trusting relationships foster a sense of belonging for students. They may include acts of 

mutual care (Campano et al., 2013), described as gospel impulses, where the community 

acknowledges and burdens each other, establishing an interdependence. Teachers believe their 

role is to support all students (Milner, 2008). Sometimes teacher reputations are shared within 

school communities to bring the school community together as well.  

Another teacher in Milner's (2008) study built community through authentic connections 

with each student. He played music in the classroom to appear cool and genuinely understand his 

students' perspectives. He also valued the students' lived experiences to validate their added 

value to their class community. The final description of belonging was told through a simple 

touch. Teachers have encouraged students to develop unique handshakes when entering the class 

community and offer a touch to establish belonging. Teachers also use touch to provide a needed 

appropriate hug or pat on the shoulder to reassure students of their belonging to the class 

community. Ladson-Billings (2011) explains how students receiving a hug or an appropriate 

touch offer signs of approval. The literature overwhelmingly confirms the importance of building 

community and provides several ways to do just that. What is lacking is the student view. 

Teachers who use liberatory practices ensure safe spaces for their students to feel a sense of 
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belonging from their opinions. Additional studies are needed to gain more student perspectives 

on how belonging is achieved for them.  

Mattering within Liberatory Practices 

Black boys are inundated with social media posts depicting an urgent cry for the 

mattering of their lives. Black lives matter despite the inhumane treatment of Black bodies by 

causes tracing back to racism. Schools must provide spaces that encourage the mattering of 

Black boys. Through the use of liberatory practices, this goal can be achieved. Mattering is an 

individual experience that signifies the valuable or important impact one contributes to the 

world. The given studies I reviewed pinpoint teacher interpretations of students mattering 

through their culture and identities expressed through language. Language helps to articulate 

ideas and serves as a vehicle for Black boys to experience self-worth.  

"And humanity tells us that we should allow every man the dignity of his own way of 

talking." (Committee on CCCC Language Statement, 1975, p. 726). This declaration was made 

almost fifty years ago at the Conference on College Composition and Communication to guide 

teachers on the importance of validating students of color by accepting their dialect. Years later, 

scholars revisited this foundational document and revised it to include distinct teaching practices 

to use (Kinloch, 2005; Smitherman, 1995). In this literature review, the idea of practice was 

explored further, and the listed views also aligned with liberation pedagogy. Humanity is 

validated by using Black language in schools (Baker-Bell, 2020; Ladson-Billings, 2010b). The 

use of language to express an idea is tied to a Black boy's lineage. One can expect that the 

student's language has been taught to them by a family member or someone he values. 

Not accepting Black Language is also not accepting the student's loved ones, which is an 

inhumane and disrespectful act. It is crucial to respect the use of Black Language because it 



55 

 

shows respect for the person and values the cultural identity of the speaker (Wynter-Hoyte & 

Smith, 2020). The first-grade classroom that took part in reading text filled with African 

Americans enjoyed chanting self-affirmation mantras and learning about the historical 

significance of Black Language. This teaching inspired a sense of mattering for the students and 

their families. This class also studied the nuances of Black language as a language of equal value 

to the standard English requirements in state standards. Baker-Bell (2020) speaks to her work 

with a high school English class partaking in similar activities. A middle school class also 

experienced lessons to validate the use of Black language at school (Brooks, 2006). One middle 

schooler chose to use Black language while writing a response to literature to express an idea 

concisely. The teacher's response addressed only the concept, which led to student validation 

instead of ridicule. Again, language is tied up in one's cultural identity and Black students 

participating in these types of activities elicit the feeling of liberation.  

Mattering is also evident in classrooms through the chosen ways language is distributed 

within the classroom setting. Teachers who intentionally encourage responses from all students 

provide a safe place of belonging and promote the discussion of social justice topics that may be 

frowned upon in other settings. As students negotiate society's woes, they need positive spaces to 

grapple with ideas through the different forms of language (Winn, 2010). In Winn's study, this 

learning space used drama to have small and whole group discussions about teaching language 

skills that were unconventional but effective. It should be considered a promising liberatory 

teaching method. Language is at the forefront of this learning space, but valuing students' voices 

is a priority (Winn, 2010). 

Ball (2000) conducted a micro ethnography of three teachers' experiences of teaching for 

liberation. Chosen critical literacy practices challenged students' current life goal views by 
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providing more possibilities the students might consider. The findings suggest that students 

began to display agency, or examples of self-initiation of the work, at different levels within the 

different settings. The significant part of this study is its inquiry into how teachers' classroom 

talk encouraged student agency. The aim of liberation teaching is for the development of student 

agency that leads towards mattering. The teachers involved wanted to take advantage of students' 

cultural and linguistic knowledge in the learning environment." (Ball, 2000). The student and 

teacher discourse analysis showed teachers being strategic about when a particular topic would 

be discussed and who would lead the discussion while noting who participated in the debate. Ball 

also pointed out that one teacher encouraged hope by realizing when to draw upon her students' 

life experiences. Moreover, one teacher also chose to include praising language, transactional 

language, and descriptive language. All three linguistic forms led to a more profound sense of 

mattering for students (Ball, 2000). Black Lives Matter is a language that resonates with the 

meaning felt across the world. Language has the power to ignite the power and the desire for 

freedom.  

Using liberation practices will provide the necessary pedagogy for Black boys to feel 

pride, and a sense of belonging and confirm that their lives matter. What is missing is the 

perspective of the Black boys themselves. In the reviewed studies, teachers told the counter-

narratives. This approach is well valued, but ultimately additional qualitative studies that observe 

Black elementary boys as participants are necessary to inform policy regarding the literacy 

instruction of Black boys. Black Boy Joy serves as a counter-narrative to normalize the brilliance 

of Black boys and humanize the mattering of Black boys at school and within society. The 

possibility of restructuring elementary school cultures where pride, belonging, and mattering of 
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Black boys are valued equally is a worthwhile vision to pursue to regain what was once held as 

the bar.  

Summary 

Much more research is needed to capture a true telling of the abilities of Black boys 

(Tatum et al., 2021). Investigations that consider Black boys as the target participants are few 

and far between. Further research that explores literacy practices found in non-mainstream 

communities will help to center those individuals (Au & Raphael, 2000). 

The given studies I reviewed were primarily interpretations made from the perspective of 

adults; therefore, one can only imagine the entire ideas of the students within the studies. "To get 

a fuller understanding of how girls make sense of their own lives, we need instructional practices 

and research that make their voices central and do not sacrifice opportunities for intellectual 

growth or them to make sense of who they are." (Muhammad, 2015)  Moreover, the voices of 

Black boys also need to be captured to humanize their experiences in school literacy spaces. 

Current literature relies on teachers' and or researchers' interpretations of what Black boys are 

experiencing instead of seeking to understand firsthand the interests of Black boys' literacy 

experiences. To capture the nuances within Black Boy Joy's manifestation, I will speak directly 

to Black boys. 

Ultimately, additional qualitative studies that observe Black elementary boys as co-

constructors of their learning are essential. "What I suspect is that this type of surprise rather 

‘naturally’ emerges in a society that so obviously has the habit of expecting nothing of value, 

nothing of consequence, nothing of importance, nothing at all positive from its Others, so that 

anything is a surprise; everything is an exception, and nothing of substance can really be claimed 

as a result." (Royster, 1996, p. 35). My investigation added to the current research by bringing a 
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perspective of Black boys and their literacy intellect to better explain nuances needed to improve 

reading instruction for Black boys.  

Next Chapter 

The next chapter detailed my plan to uncover Black boys’ literacies using the youth-led 

participatory action research (YPAR) conceptual frame. The rationale of why I chose YPAR as 

the methodology is given then the research design is discussed.  
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3  METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The dominant narratives about Black boys found in our culture lead educators to rely on 

solutions designed to fix Black boys instead of examining the fallacious systems in order to 

redesign schools where Black boys find joy. The possibility of public schools filled with Black 

boys having a sense of belonging, experiencing pride, and realizing that they matter to humanity 

can only exist by first listening to their voices and beckoning their stories as the foremost 

counternarrative. Valuing their voices is the first step toward harnessing literacy to liberate Black 

boys. Freire (2018) speaks of true liberation forming within the movement. This qualitative study 

listens to the perspective of Black boys to generate Black boys’ literacies while considering 

Black Boy Joy (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995; Tracy, 2010; Tucker et al., 2010).  

In the first chapter, I delineated the theoretical framework composed of critical race 

theory, critical race English education theory, transactional theory, and the HILL model to situate 

the study within a frame that considers the intersection between race and gender inside a literacy 

classroom. In this chapter, I will engage in a methodological discussion of YPAR followed by 

the research design, and conclude with an explanation of both the data production.  

Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) 

To conceptualize YPAR for this study, a historical tracing is provided followed by the 

definition. Next, the theoretical perspective is explained, and the section ends by contrasting the 

benefits and challenges of a YPAR research design. The methodology action research 

foregrounds youth-led participatory action research where the emphasis is on providing an 

approach where research is done with the participants not being done to the participants. Action 

research was first revealed as a response to more positivist methods of research (Brydon-Miller, 
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1997; Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; Fals-Borda, 1991; Fine & Torre, 2021; Freire, 2018). 

Kurt Lewin's work, along with Black educators and social scientists like Carter G. Woodson, 

Mary McLeod Bethune, and W. E. B. Dubois, realized the importance of dismantling societal 

systems by bringing forward the perspectives of marginalized communities within a frame that 

valued the perspective of those individuals (Akom, 2011; Fine & Torre, 2021). 

Before Lewin coined the term action research, Carter G. Woodson and Mary McLeod 

Bethune used community-based frameworks to explore racialized opportunity gaps within Black 

communities centered on Black voices (Akom, 2011). In 1890, W. E. B. Dubois researched the 

problems found in the Philadelphia African American community (Fine & Torre, 2021). His 

employers assumed that the work would use a positivist view where distinct labels would be 

determined to fix the African Americans. Dubois took the contradictory approach, systematically 

collecting data from community members to trace the societal ills to historical structures rooted 

in White supremacy. Early on, these African American scholars realized that marginalized 

communities' counter-narratives could inform and empower those involved. Empowerment 

remains a tenet of action research. 

Later action researchers began to realize the value of positioning the participants in a 

more active role during the research. Paulo Freire and Orlando Fals-Borda both led 

transformational movements in South America where participatory action research, PAR, was 

formally introduced (Akom, 2011; Brydon-Miller, 1997; Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; 

Cahill, 2007). Paulo Freire is considered the founder of PAR, where his literacy campaign that 

included oppressed Brazilian adults used a systematic cycle that resulted in a well-known 

transformational impact that remains relevant (Akom, 2011; Brydon-Miller, 1997; Brydon-

Miller & Maguire, 2009; Cahill, 2007). In Bogota, Colombia, Fals-Borda organized a 
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marginalized community to resist the poor treatment of child-aged workers to act by politically 

insisting on the enactment of child labor policies (Akom, 2011; Brydon-Miller, 1997; Brydon-

Miller & Maguire, 2009; Cahill, 2007). Fals-Borda insisted on using dialogical methods with 

adults and children to theorize the problem to develop action generated from the ideas of those 

involved, primarily the children (Fals-Borda, 1991). Fals-Borda's views of resistance align with 

the concepts of Paulo Freire. The Highlander organization later emulated this methodology in the 

United States, noted by the Highlander's work in the Appalachian oppressed communities using 

a PAR frame where methods that prioritized the lived experiences of those involved was used to 

form a collective voice against the health and safety struggles of coal miners (Brydon-Miller & 

Maguire, 2009; Fine & Torre, 2021).  

During the 70s participatory action research, PAR, became more widely used as a 

research methodology and tool to educate and empower many oppressed communities 

worldwide (Rahman, 1989). Several African countries performed participatory research in 

agricultural communities to enable farmers to innovate new farming strategies developed as the 

action piece created as a result of the given studies. The various sites of the studies were Senegal, 

an area in West Africa, Rwanda, and later Tanzania. Each effort continues as a landmark PAR 

case. 

Youth-led participatory action research, YPAR, is defined as a form of PAR where youth 

and adults collaborate to conduct a critical inquiry to co-construct knowledge to transform power 

structures within their educational experience (Anyon et al., 2018; Bautista et al., 2013; 

Cammarota, 2017; Kornbluh et al., 2015; Schensul & Berg, 2004). YPAR participants form 

a collective where leadership comes from both youth and adults . The involved youth are 

typically members of marginalized communities working to become change agents with the 
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support of the involved adults. The adults are researchers who enable the decision-making 

of the study to be youth-led while also serving as advocates for the youth to help overcome 

barriers (Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & McCormick, 2017). YPAR was chosen as the 

methodology for this study since the investigation used a paradigm that prioritized the 

voices of Black boys to construct knowledge that valued the lived experiences of Black 

boys.  

There are three distinct advantages of YPAR to this study. Firstly, YPAR caters to 

the uniqueness of conducting research with students instead of on students. All members of 

our society have the universal right to participate in the production of knowledge in a 

humanistic manner. Here, the knowledge produced is beneficial to the participants and the 

researcher. An established collegial space co-creates a design that floats on a sea of mutual 

respect and humanity within marginalized communities. Secondly, the YPAR learning 

experience creates an opportunity for youth to speak to power and transform power 

structures within their schools. YPAR can be a form of resistance, a decolonization tool to 

lead youth to liberation (Bautista et al., 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Young students can 

grapple with ideas of social justice within a dialogical exchange. The intentional examination of 

power dynamics between teachers and students occurs, achieving reciprocal communication 

posed during the dialogical experiences (Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & McCormick, 2017). 

Finally, YPAR centers reflection as a tool to help students view their subjectivity in a 

manner that can shift their identity. Empowerment is the byproduct of self-realization 

actualized through criticality. YPAR seeks conscientization to lead to praxis, prizing self, and 

collective reflection as necessary tools for identity transformation.  
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The YPAR design entails a collective process where the group identifies an issue, 

designs an investigation, and conducts research to address the social problem or issue using 

the same design model as participatory action research. The expectation that youth carry out 

the investigation allows them to challenge the notion that only adults produce knowledge. 

YPAR is not merely a methodology but also a learning tool offering opportunities for students to 

learn the process of research that is also involved within the design. The complexities of 

knowledge construction are addressed through in-depth instruction to outline the 

methodology and methods necessary to conduct a rigorous study (Anyon et al., 2018; 

Bautista et al., 2013; Cammarota, 2017). YPAR positions the adults as the provider of 

pedagogical strategies that promote transformation and resistance for the collective because 

the participants remain central to the pedagogical decisions (Cammarota, 2017) . Organic 

participation is achieved to promote authentic respect for the participants' ways of knowing. 

Within the YPAR design, adults are receptive to the funds of knowledge exhibited by students 

regardless of their age, gender, or race. The production of knowledge results from a rich and 

messy context of teaching that will now be detailed within the research design.  

Overview of the Research Design 

Black boys' literacies deserve to be studied in a manner that values the lived experiences 

of Black boys, and YPAR's methodological assumptions align with a transformative interpretive 

framework using critical race theory, critical race English education theory, transactional theory, 

and the HILL model. YPAR will create a space where students are free to imagine possibilities 

of a better way with peers resulting in a collective radical imagination where joy is possibly 

recognized Ginwright (2008). This study answered the following three questions: What does 

participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) reveal about elementary Black 
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boys?  What literacies do Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy experiences?  

How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy?   

Research Context  

The site of the study was a suburban elementary school’s after-school program situated in 

the Southeast region of the United States. The school’s student population is 93% Black where 

29% of the student body is classified as economically disadvantaged and 8% as students with 

disabilities. The school holds distinctions as an International Baccalaureate School, a 

Community School Yard Project partner school, and a Common Sense School. The recent 

classification as an International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program school encourages 

student-centered, transdisciplinary learning opportunities where a global-minded identity is 

developed. Students engage in group inquiry-based units based on Science and Social Studies big 

ideas where they research meaningful issues to realize a more global stance about a topic. Being 

a Community School Yard Project partner school provides the opportunity for students to take 

part in the collaborative planning of a prized means of using public lands to overcome the 

scarcity of public parks. After introducing the societal problem to students, they become co-

creators in developing an outdoor school space that will be available for both the school and the 

community’s use. As a Common Sense School, students participate in a curriculum that seeks to 

teach students how to responsibly use technology to critically research information.  

The on-site, after-school program is its own entity. The goal of the program is to aid in 

the development of astute, productive, educated, and creative individuals by providing a safe 

space through love and respect. The commitment of this after-school program is well established 

as it has served this school before, during, and soon after the COVID-19 pandemic. The program 

strives to extend the goals of the school and community by offering additional educational 
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opportunities. The daily after-school program has school-wide access to offer homework 

support, extracurricular activities, and meals to prekindergarten through fifth-grade students 

enrolled in the school. Selecting this program as the research site offered a consistent meeting 

space for the collective to meet.  

Participant Recruitment and Selection  

Purposeful sampling was achieved using the maximum variation sampling strategy 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018) to document a diverse variety of individuals’ literacies. The literature 

begins to document Black boys’ low reading achievement on high-stakes tests in grade four; 

however, this investigation offered a counter-narrative hence the deliberate targeting of Black 

males in grades four and five. The selected population was a fourth and fifth-grade after-school 

group where the boys’ reading achievement levels were diverse in nature leading to a 

heterogenous reading achievement group. The group consisted of eight self-identified Black boys 

ranging in age from 9 to 10 years.  

A two-part selection criterion was used to recruit the participants. The first part of the 

criteria relied on participant self-reporting using a questionnaire. The recruitment of eight 

participants who self-reported as a boy inclusive of all gender constructs. Each boy self-

identified their race as either Black or African American. Lastly, the participants self-reported 

their reading ability. The second part of the selection criteria elicited reading ability information 

from a Lexile score. Both self-reporting and Lexile scores helped to determine a representation 

of diverse reading abilities. The Lexile Framework for Reading provided a measure of a 

student’s reading ability gained from a criterion-referenced test. I then utilized the 370L to 990L 

range to select participants equally distributed across the range. In other words, Kobe’s Lexile 

score was 370L while All-Star King and DD had a 540L and 535L Lexile score. Jay had a Lexile 
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score of 665L while Brian and Lloyd had a 675L Lexile score to serve as the midrange. DDG 

had an 805L and Chase was at the high end of the range with a 990L Lexile score. The selection 

size of 8 participants allowed for thick descriptions to be formed while providing a safety net just 

in case a participant was unable to complete the study(Cohen et al., 2018). The criteria were as 

follows: 

1. A current fourth or fifth-grade Black male student attending the after-school program. 

2. Self-identified Black, African American, or Biracial boy who demonstrated consistent 

attendance to the after-school program. 

3. Parents and students submitted consent forms. 

The recruitment process began in August 2023 which consisted of confirming the session 

dates to calendarize the design implementation and solidifying the selection criteria with the 

after-school program. Next, pre-interviews were conducted to gain a mutual understanding 

between the researcher and potential participants of the study. Then consent forms were given to 

each participant and their guardian based on the selection criteria. Once the group was 

established using the criteria, the eight participants were identified based on Lexile reading 

achievement data obtained from each participant. In an attempt to attract participants, the 

collective was considered a club. 

Participants as Co-Researchers 

The eight selected boys were students of the school as well as regular attendees of APEC, 

the after-school program. Pseudonyms were used when detailing each co-researcher as a means 

to assist with organizing the plethora of data obtained during data production and protecting the 

ambiguity of each minor participant according to the IRB’s guidelines. Each participant had the 

opportunity to select their pseudonym after I defined and explained the rationale for using them 
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during session one of the study. The Pre-Study Interview Protocol was used to gather 

information about each co-researcher. The interviews were conducted individually before session 

one occurred. In Figure 3.1, the data is also comprised of information gathered from 

conversations during the study and follow-up individual conversations after the study concluded. 

Figure 3.1 

The 8 Co-Researchers  

 

The first co-researcher was All-Star King who identified as a Black boy. All-Star King 

lives with his mom and two younger sisters who are both school-age. He chose his pseudonym 
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because his mom calls him King. All-Star King was a nine-year-old fourth-grader at the time of 

the study. He was not an APEC participant but stayed after school daily. All-Star King enjoys 

going outside and described joy as doing fun things. He saw himself as a good reader and had a 

540L Lexile score. He ended the school year with a 755L score. 

Brian identified as an African American boy who was a ten-year-old fifth grader when 

the study was conducted. Brian had been a part of the APEC program for five years where he 

enjoyed playing basketball. Brian described joy as happiness and believed that you cannot be 

joyous without being helpful. Brian’s Lexile score at the time of the study was 675L and he 

considered his reading based on test scores. He believed his reading tests average to be 85%. 

Brian ended the school year with an 870L score. 

The third co-researcher was DD who identified as a Black nine-and-a-half male. DD was 

a fourth-grader when the study was conducted and he has attended APEC for one year. He loved 

to draw and described joy as happiness. He said he read a lot and was an okay reader. His fall 

Lexile score was 535L and 480L at the end of the school year. 

DDG was the fourth co-researcher who was a nine-year-old fourth grader who identified 

as a Black boy at the time of the study. He attended APEC for three years where he enjoyed 

going to exercise in the gym best. He described joy by offering the synonyms fun, exciting, and 

cheerful. DDG joined the Mamba Boys during session seven. He and his mother expressed 

strong interest in joining our club despite a delayed start. DDG characterized himself as a good 

reader where he scored an 805L score in the fall and 915L in the spring.  

Jay was a ten-year-old Black boy who attended APEC for three years when the study 

was conducted. Jay enjoyed playing kickball at APEC and considered joy to be having fun. Jay 
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was a fifth-grader who explained his reading ability as five out of ten. His fall Lexile score was 

665L and his spring score was lower, 660L. 

The first twin in our study was Kai. Kai was a ten-year-old fifth-grader who was enrolled 

in sixth-grade Math and Reading courses. He attended APEC for four years where he enjoyed 

playing kickball. Kai identified as a Black male who described joy as learning more, having fun 

by playing games, and building friendships by learning about others. He considered himself a 

good reader who read fifth and sixth-grade books. He discussed reading comics and chapter 

books for enjoyment. Kai scored 990L on his fall Lexile and his spring score indicated a 10-point 

decrease. 

The final fourth-grade co-researcher was Kobe. Kobe identified as an African American 

boy who attended APEC for five years where he enjoyed playing kickball. He described joy as 

being in a happy place. At the time of the study Kobe was ten and he later revealed that he was 

retained in an earlier grade. Kobe described himself as smart. His fall Lexile score was 370L and 

improved to 510L by the end of the year. 

Lloyd is Kai’s twin brother making him also a ten-year-old fifth-grader who attended 

APEC for three years. At the time of the study, he identified as a Black boy. Lloyd enjoyed 

playing kickball in APEC and described joy as having fun. Lloyd shared that he was not a great 

reader but that he was learning to be a strong reader. His initial Lexile score was 675L and his 

score increased by 200 points in the spring.  

Each of the co-researchers openly shared their views of joy while describing who they 

were as a reader. Their lived experiences helped to shape the collective. 
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Researcher as Participant 

As a mother of two Black males and literacy educator who has worked with countless 

Black elementary-aged boys, I initially considered myself an insider within this investigation. 

However, after deep reflection, I became aware of some biases I held. When I first began to 

teach third grade at a school where high-stakes tests were the sole measurement of school 

performance, the school culture valued high test scores and promoted the categorization of 

students from a deficit lens. Despite my values and what I knew about the potential of all 

students, I found myself sometimes prescribing to a similar ideology which created biases about 

a student’s ability. After gaining new insights from my doctoral studies, I underwent a 

transformation. I began to interrogate my biases that formed from normalizing the common 

narratives that misrepresented many of my students. Muhammad (2023) explains the importance 

of unlearning these descriptions, “When people have been marginalized in society- including 

people of color- are erased, deficit, limit, or false narratives of them are taught in schools. Those 

narratives must be unlearned and replaced with respectful, honest, and truthful language about 

children” (p. 96). I began to view the systemic school issues through a lens where the individual 

student is not the problem. Through my transformation, I have shifted back to an asset way of 

viewing all students as they become readers and writers. I consider the humanity and individual 

potential of each student realizing that a standardized view is also a monolithic view that can 

hinder students. My shift in thinking continues to be modeled for my colleagues.  

Because the space was my school the issue of power was examined. My role as an 

administrator privileged me and is an example of how I floated between an insider and an 

outsider at different points of the investigation. It was important for me to build a relationship as 

a teacher-facilitator in other capacities. I also remained humble in valuing the masculinity of 
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each participant. I am not a male and had to remember to view each boy’s masculinity uniquely. 

I continued to be cognizant of possible cultural differences that may exist since I lived outside of 

the southeastern region for much of my life. I am a Black woman, but I humbled myself by 

valuing the lived experiences of students in my school. My identity as a Black woman educator 

in this school allowed me to be an insider within this study for many portions, but as an outsider, 

I continuously reflected to identify any other biases that might have appeared within the 

investigation’s time and space. 

Positionality is the researcher’s position in relation to the investigation’s position 

(Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022). It allows the researcher to address the power dynamics that 

may exist between the participant and researcher (Cohen, et al., 2018). Positionality can present 

as an insider-outsider dynamic where the researcher can observe the phenomenon as a member 

of the community, an insider. An outsider relationship is when the researcher is viewed by the 

participants as someone not a part of the community. “The notion of positionality rests on the 

assumption that a culture is more than a monolithic entity to which one belongs or not” (Merriam 

et al., 2001, p. 411). The complexity of this relationship demands the realization that the 

researcher can be both an insider and an outsider and different times and spaces throughout the 

investigation. Ultimately, positionality was analyzed as the investigation was an act of 

knowledge construction leading me as a researcher to participate in reflexivity. 

Reflexivity entails more than just reflection. Instead, it is a process that requires the 

capacity to become aware of oneself, to be self-conscious about the entirety of your work as a 

researcher, and to understand deeply that the very act of planning and carrying out research 

transforms both the researcher and participants. Therefore, the demand for critical self-reflection 

must be multidirectional (Frick, 2022). It is important to identify biases within oneself and 
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address them continuously using intellectual humility. Reflexivity is when researchers position 

themselves in a qualitative research study. In this process, researchers convey their background 

and how it informs their interpretation of the information in a study, and what they have to gain 

from the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I implored reflexivity throughout the investigation by 

capturing my ideas about each session within my researcher reflection journal.  

Data Production 

Youth-led participatory action research, YPAR, emphasizes the active role of each 

participant to become a co-investigator to produce knowledge from an inquiry problem-posing 

approach. This method utilized repeated cycles of action and reflection where research, 

education, and action are used to generate knowledge in the pursuit of social justice (Brydon-

Miller, 1997; Cahill, 2007; Chavalier & Buckles, 2013; Fine & Torre, 2021). The design of this 

study aligned closely with the given approach to generate collective self-inquiry and critical 

understandings from the eight co-researchers. There were five phases of the research design: 

building the collective, identifying the problem, gathering the data, interpreting the data, and 

sharing the findings as an action. The study sought to center the voices of Black boys’ 

viewpoints about their literacies while gaining insight into Black Boy Joy.  

Data produced through video recordings, the exit focus group, and student-produced 

artifacts such as reflection journals, work samples, and photographs helped gain a humanistic 

account of the process the boys took as co-researchers. The data sources for this YPAR study 

were video recordings, researcher reflections, student reflections, photographs of knowledge 

production, and audio transcripts. The investigation followed the given YPAR structure 

consisting of 5 distinct phases in an attempt to transform the participants' world through 
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individual reflection to lead to collective action toward solving a problem impactful to their lives 

(Chevalier & Buckles, 2013; Fals-Borda, 1991; Freire, 2018).  

Figure 3.2  
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Group Sessions 

The 14 group sessions enacted the five phases of YPAR in a manner that respected the 

participatory approach to research realizing flexibility necessitated organic knowledge 

production. Each 90-minute session involved pedagogical activities that incorporated team-

building, a research meeting, and an opportunity to reflect. Each session began with a 15-minute 

team-building activity. These activities involved movement, collaboration, and problem-solving 

to encourage comradery. The research meeting occurred next for an hour. I presented a 

pedagogical concept as a mini-lesson that helped the co-researchers understand the goal of that 

particular phase. For instance, the first phase had the goal of building the identity of the 

collective so the mini-lesson discussed identity. After the mini-lesson, the remainder of the 

research hour was spent conducting group research activities to support the goal of the phase. 
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The final 15 minutes were devoted to reflection. The co-researchers reflected on the session 

using either a journal consisting of print, print and images, audio, or video. The given activities 

and lessons allowed for a plan but were sometimes altered based on the needs of the collective. I 

will now discuss the goals of each phase.  

Figure 3.3  

Initial YPAR Five-Phase Project Design 
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Phase 1. The first phase required a specific type of openness where the space took on a 

student-centered approach where the intellectual curiosity of the co-researchers led the decision-

making of the activities instead of me leading pre-subscribed activities. This way of being led to 

the co-researchers determining the problems they would like to study instead of me dictating the 

problems to them. The goal of the first phase was two-fold. It was important to build the 

collective where YPAR was explained while exploring individual and collective identity, but the 

underlying goal was to gain consideration of proposed problems to later study. Identity-affirming 

activities such as creating an identity poem and developing identity statements were used to 

explore individual identity while implicit bias was explored through the busting stereotypes 

lesson provided by the YPAR hub (Berkeley YPAR Hub, 2022). The importance of reflection 

was established using journal entries. Each co-researcher was invited to add a journal entry at the 

end of each session. A productive dialogical space was established with group-developed norms 

by using fun icebreakers to build trust and teamwork. All along student-led discussions about 

possible problems were encouraged. Four sessions encompassed this phase to build a collective. 

Phase 2. The goal of phase two was to identify the problem. The sessions examined key 

terms such as Black Excellence, pride, belonging, and mattering using photographs to depict a 

counternarrative of the Black community explained within chapter two. Photographs were 

carefully chosen based on field notes gathered from phase one’s identity discourse. The co-

researchers chose to study problems that they deemed important to their life, not problems I 

dictated to them. Within the four sessions, the goal of the phase was to pose problems and 

question(s).  

Phase 3. Phase three was initially planned to have two sessions but four sessions were 

needed where the collective was decomposed into smaller groups. Each group was determined 
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by their perspectives on the problem. Kobe, Lloyd, and Kai studied Racial Justice while the other 

co-researchers studied Fair Policing. The term research was introduced to teach them data 

collection methods. Initially, each group used a Padlet to research their topics. In session 12 the 

co-researchers used interviewing as a data collection tool. The Padlets offered readings, videos, 

and photographs to help them research their topics. Each session during this phase also included 

critical discourse where the groups were able to produce new ideas about their topics.  

Phase 4. Phase four was only one session despite the design calling for two sessions. 

Phase four helped the co-researchers learn to analyze the data using qualitative methods where 

they reviewed their notes from each data source to come up with new ideas about their topic. 

Each co-researcher was also given a disposable camera to capture images from their community 

that could also be used as data.  

Phase 5. The final phase was one session. In the session, we discussed who we wanted to 

learn about our findings and determined the sharing mode as a collage or poster. They used this 

final session to create their posters and offer their final thoughts about their topics to each other. 

Ultimately, this YPAR design was rooted in the idea that all have the universal right to 

participate in knowledge production where the desire to find consensus that constructs literacy 

experiences incorporating Black boys’ literacies.  

Data Collection Methods 

Each of these sessions served as a source of an abundance of data which provided first-

hand documentation of Black boys conducting YPAR while exploring their literacies. Three 

distinct data collection methods were employed to allow for unique perspectives to generate rich 

thick descriptions for crystallization. Video recordings, student-produced artifacts, and an exit 

focus group informed all three questions.  
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1. What does participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) reveal about 

elementary Black boys?   

2. What literacies do Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy experiences? 

3. How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy?   

Each phase of the YPAR design comprised one to four video-recorded sessions. Video 

recordings offered an unfiltered, real-time observational record that can be repeatedly reviewed 

(Cohen, et al., 2018). To analyze expressions, gestures, and discourse, videotaping allows the 

researcher to act as the participant observer with more ease (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). Great 

care went into where the camera was placed in the setting. The SWIVL audio-visual recording 

was operated by me to determine which segments of the work should be recorded as a close or 

far-off view (Cohen, et al., 2018). Before the first recording, each co-researcher expressed any 

concerns related to the recording so each student would feel comfortable about recording. 

The artifacts and documents were student work products generated throughout the YPAR 

study. Student journal reflections either written or oral were collected along with photographs 

that demonstrate the processes of knowledge production throughout the process. The use of 

objects or readings brought from home to help explore the issues was documented in the lesson 

plans. The co-researchers helped to assemble a collage or poster as another form of data. Each 

artifact chosen informed the study’s aim of investigating Black boys’ literacies within a YPAR 

study (Miller & Alvarado, 2005).  

An exit focus group was used as a data collection method to build upon the dynamics of 

the relationships established within the collective. The 60-minute semi-structured group was 

video and audio-recorded. The fostered student-to-student conversations encouraged organic 

exchanges that might have been more difficult discourse when compared to a one-on-one 
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interview with a teacher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Esposito & Evans-

Winters, 2022; Mirra et al., 2015). The topic of the group inspired open dialogue to reflect upon 

the co-constructing process while helping to define Black boys’ literacies as a collective. I served 

as a facilitator while imploring a member of the collective to ask questions as well as protect 

equitable discourse using open-ended questions (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022). This 

lessened the possible implicit power hierarchy that the students may feel with me as the sole 

facilitator (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Challenges of a YPAR Study 

Using YPAR as a methodological frame to explore Black boys' literacies was beneficial, 

but I addressed four conceivable challenges before conducting the study. The first challenge is 

the need for a long student commitment. The research design called for the co-researchers to be 

present for 14 sessions. I overcame this hurdle by maintaining parent involvement by providing 

parents with a session calendar and a project progress update. The second challenge pertained to 

student relationships. It was conceivable that conflict may arise involving two or more students 

since a difference in opinion is often present when generating new ideas. I introduced conflict 

resolution activities within the initial phase to institute a safe place where strategies were used to 

collectively grow ideas through conflict. Therefore, by integrating conflict resolution activities 

along with dialogical protocols the collective constructed a safe space where unmanageable 

conflicts were minimal. Challenge number three pertained to the perception of hierarchal power. 

One of the goals of YPAR is to collectively construct knowledge and when students sense that 

power sharing is not possible it can silence their views. After recognizing that power dynamics 

exist, the next step is to build trust (Frick, 2022). Students initially viewed me as a school 

administrator who held more power causing hesitation for them to speak openly in my presence. 
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However, I overcame this issue by encouraging equitable talk between co-researchers and 

myself. I also intentionally shared power by facilitating a democratic means of determining roles. 

By phase 3, each member of the collective had a role in which we achieved through consensus 

(Frick, 2022).  

The final challenge was to determine how to facilitate a space intentionally designed for 

openness. This investigation attempted to use pedagogical ideology that merged science and art 

together to manifest student free-will by using student ideas to dictate learning as a social act 

(Dewey, 1897; Eisner, 2013; Montessori, 1912). This pedagogical openness was a challenge to 

me as a researcher because current pedagogy is trapped within curricula that expect the teacher 

to “fill” the student with facts. Moreover, in 1912, Maria Montessori metamorphically explains 

this idea as a scientist’s mounted butterflies where teachers are the scientists, and the students are 

the butterflies spreading meaningless knowledge. In other words, students are to be filled with 

words the teacher has chosen (Friere, 1998). Today in many classrooms, teachers are expected to 

pour facts into students instead of embracing the artistic element as being equal to the scientific 

element (Eisner, 2013; Montessori, 1912). Eisner (2013) notes, “The means through which 

imaginative curriculums can be built is as open-ended as the means through which scientific and 

artistic inventions occur” (p. 134). Despite this common occurrence the idea of the teacher 

lessening control fosters student curiosity and is the desired openness I fought to maintain by 

embracing the artful side of teaching (Dewey, 1897). I used the students' instincts as the starting 

point of our literacy experiences (Montessori, 1912). I observed students’ interests to guide them 

to their own understandings, instead of pouring my ideas into them. “From the child itself, he 

will learn how to perfect himself as an educator” exemplifies the idea of a student-centered space 

(Montessori, 1912, p. 24). It was not my doing but instead the students' as co-researchers. As an 
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artist, I constantly grappled to relinquish the desire to control the learning experience through 

daily reflection and trust in the messiness as the means to an open learning space (Dewey,1897; 

Eisner, 2013; Montessori, 1912). Four barriers surfaced during the investigation despite 

intentionally planning for them.  

In the next chapter, I will explain the data analysis rounds and offer examples to support 

the analysis. 
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4 DATA ANALYSIS 

Trustworthiness and Credibility  

Qualitative research is scrutinized through the trustworthy and credibility lens which in 

tangent considers the overall quality of the investigation, the rigor of the methodology, and the 

establishment of trustworthiness (Leavy, 2022). In this research, I employed a research design 

that considered trustworthiness and credibility throughout each phase of the design solidifies 

quality. Precise measures were included within each phase to seek authentic student voice to 

establish high quality. The collection of rich, thick descriptions was one measure to reflect 

vividness to lead to the transferability of the understanding (Cohen et al., 2018; Leavy, 2022). A 

vivid illustration of the phenomenon is directly tied to rigorous methodology consisting of 

methods that encourage large amounts of rich, thick descriptions. This study used four distinct 

data collection methods: video recordings, student-produced artifacts, researcher journal entries, 

and an exit focus group. Alone, each of these collection methods lends itself to large data 

collections of student voice if systematically collected. I respected trustworthiness and credibility 

when videotaping by developing specific indicators of the construct to determine what qualified 

as observations of joy and other emotions (Cohen et al., 2018). The collected artifacts served as 

social text and were interpreted considering the entire social context. This included the 

production process, the ways in which each artifact was consumed, and the contents (Esposito & 

Evans-Winters, 2022). Lastly, a specific protocol offered in the Appendix G established norms 

used to maintain trustworthiness during the exit focus group interview not only are all three 

methods credibly designed within the study, but they are also aligned with the theoretical frame. 

Moreover, each method has the potential to produce copious amounts of rich, thick, descriptions 
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of the phenomenon since monological data cannot capture the nuances needed to inform the 

study. Therefore, crystallization was employed within the study.  

Crystallization is situated within a metaphoric view of a crystal’s split image that can 

converge, diverge, reflect, refract, and bounce light. When analyzing data, the qualitative 

researcher must act as the crystal’s split image does (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2014). Crystallization extends triangulation’s act of only relying on three data 

points to linearly converge to bring about an idea. Crystallization allows the researcher to see 

many different viewpoints to yield different findings; moreover, it is an attempt at gaining a 

richer and deeper understanding of qualitative data resulting in multiple interpretations of data 

while maintaining systematic research methods. (Cohen et al., 2018; Esposito & Evans-Winters, 

2022; Marshall & Rossman, 2014). Ellingson, 2009 has outlined 5 principles of crystallization 

that I employed within this investigation.  

• Offer deep, thickly described, complexly rendered interpretations of meanings about a 

phenomenon or group. 

• Represent ways of producing knowledge across multiple points of the qualitative 

continuum, generally including at least one middle-ground (constructivist or 

postpositivist) and one interpretive, artistic, performative, or otherwise creative 

analytic approach; often crystallized texts reflect several contrasting ways of 

knowing. 

• Utilize more than one genre of writing (e.g., poetry, narrative, report) and/or another 

medium (e.g., video, painting, music). 

• Include a significant degree of reflexive consideration of the researcher's self and 

roles in the process of research design, data collection, and representation. 



85 

 

• Eschew positivism claims to objectivity and a singular, discoverable Truth in favor of 

embracing knowledge as situated, partial, constructed, multiple, embodied, and 

enmeshed in power relations. p.10. 

Crystallization was used to collect and analyze data obtained from all four data sources: 

videotaping, student-produced artifacts, researcher journal entries, and an exit focus group. By 

doing so, a level of credibility and trustworthiness was achieved. Later in chapter four I will 

detail the crystallization process when describing each round. 

Explanation of Analysis Rounds  

The aim of this investigation was to gain a deeper understanding of the interactions 

between Black boys during literacy experiences; therefore I chose to use multimodal analysis to 

gain initial detailed explanations of their interactions (Jewitt, 2009). Multimodal analysis 

provided a method of analyzing the interactions through multiple modes of communication 

paying close attention to how each mode interplayed with the other. My analysis valued the 

multiple ways that literacy was experienced by each co-researcher’s use of spoken language, 

gestural, and aural modes  (Kress, 2012). The video recordings lend themselves to viewing all 

three modes (Norris, 2004). Later a thematic analysis was used to examine overall patterns in the 

data using photographs of knowledge production, video transcriptions, co-researchers’ artifacts, 

and researcher reflection journal (Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2022). Table 4.1 offers an 

overarching view of the four rounds I employed to analyze the data collection. 
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Table 4.1 

Data Analysis Rounds 

Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 Round 4 

Initial Coding 

of all 

Data Sources 

First Cycle of      

Holistic Coding 

 

Second Cycle 

of Axial Coding of 

the Five Phases 

Second Cycle 

of Axial Coding of 

the Exit Interview 

 

Once the investigation concluded, multiple rounds of analysis were conducted. During 

the first round of analysis, I sought to break the data into discrete parts by leveraging initial 

coding (Saldana, 2021). This step included an overview of the student artifacts and session 

activities and plans. The student artifacts included their reflections and journal entries. I first 

went within each co-researcher’s journal to label the artifact with a date while cross-checking the 

entry with the actual literacy experience for a particular date. After I documented which, co-

researchers had an entry for particular experiences and dates, I then analyzed all the artifacts for 

each literacy experience. In other words, I first outlined literacy experience within the session 

plans. Then I coded the co-researcher’s artifacts for possible noticings to consider in the 

following analysis rounds.  

Multimodal analysis was applied in the second round where individual interactions were 

viewed considering the spoken language, gestural, and aural modes of communication. The 

initial step was viewing the video of each session to transcribe the spoken language and pinpoint 

high-level actions within session.  Once that was complete I again watch the portion of the 

videos that had the high-level actions to observe the gestural and possible aural communication 

modes. In addition, I took notes of episodes that included resonating high-level actions 
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exemplifying Black Boy Joy, Black Excellence, liberation, levels of engagement, and my 

reflections on my pedagogical choices. A second read of the transcripts was given to honor the 

relationship between a specific instance and the normal features of the episodes since the 

transcript is considered a simplified version of observed reality (Jewitt, 2009). Any rigorous 

multi-modal analysis should begin with forming a multi-modal transcription method (Kress, et 

al., 2006). Each session produced co-researcher reflections, and student artifacts as either writing 

pieces, drawings, or a combination of both that offered more context to a given episode or 

developed their episodes. This was also true when analyzing my researcher’s reflections. The 

analysis of each of the different sources across the sessions formed the first coding cycle. Each 

step employed holistic coding so that the data could be broken into discrete parts (Saldana, 

2021). 

In the third round, I utilized the second cycle of analysis where the data was scrutinized 

as larger chunks. Categories were formed using axial coding across the Five Phases. This was the 

first time I began to analyze the data as Phases instead of individual sessions. Each phase's 

goal(s) dictated the review of occurrences. Figure 4.1 describes the actual focus of each of the 

five Phases. Phase Three was allotted more time. The coding involved me first reading the 

transcript to notate and timestamp specific occurrences, secondly, the co-researcher artifacts, 

reflections from the researcher and co-researchers, and session work plans were scrutinized for 

me to gain a richer analysis. The final stage I executed was to crystallize coding from the 

transcripts, video, co-researcher artifacts, research and co-researcher reflections, and session 

work plans to gain perspectives from all data sources.  

The final round of analysis consisted of me reviewing the exit focus group interview 

which was a continuation of the second cycle where axial codes were also used when reviewing 
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the exit focus group interview. This two-step process consisted of first analyzing the transcript 

for similar categories found in round three and including additional categories where necessary.  

The four rounds of data analysis allowed me to reveal thick and rich descriptions to be 

constructed of the phenomena using as much of the co-researchers voices and actions depicted in 

the multiple excerpts and photographs. Because the third and fourth rounds of analysis utilized 

crystallization, I will now provide an in-depth view of the second cycle data. As previously 

stated this cycle views the data within the Phases which is outlined by Figure 4.1. Here the 

number of sessions, goals, and goal definitions are shared.  

Figure 4.1 

5 Phases of the Study 
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Third Round of Analysis of Phase One 

I examined exploring how community was built through intentional interactions between 

researcher and co-researchers using axial codes in the first phase. Figure 4.2 reminds us of the 

goal of Phase 1. The data suggested four distinct categories while the collective or community 

was being established: structuring culture, determining who we would be together, realizing how 

to respect each other’s humanity, and managing the expectations of traditional schooling. Each 

category included specific codes which I will discuss further now.  

Figure 4.2 

Goal of Phase 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the structuring culture category, I described activities that formed the relational 

boundaries and recognized the idea of moving toward a more equitable power dynamic between 

co-researcher to co-researcher and co-researcher to the researcher. Session one opened with the 

collective collaborating to develop the club agreements, the list of statements outlining how the 

collective would conduct themselves and show up in the space together. There were four 

instances of this with each excerpt indicating some co-researchers offering up agreements while 

others listened. Here in the first session, one can also understand how equitable power dynamics 

were respected. A power dynamic where the relationship between co-researcher to co-researcher 
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and co-researcher to the researcher were all involved in the act and believed that they had the 

same amount of control of the act. Excerpt 4.1 and Figure 4.3 demonstrate how the collective 

collaborated to determine the agreements for the Mamba Boys. 

Excerpt 4.1: Building Essential Agreements (Phase 1/Session 1) 

86 Ms. Morgan  07:26  

87 Focus, focus all right. So what is our first agreement since we all have a sheet 

 of paper? Uh-huh. 

88 Kobe  07:37 

89 Do not ask like three or four questions.  

94 Ms. Morgan  07:48 

95 we can ask questions, now was there something else that we're thinking 

96 Lloyd  07:56 

97 Do not make fun of other people's code names. 

98 Ms. Morgan  07:59 

99 Okay, all right. So do not make fun of each other. I'm gonna write that down.  

108 Lloyd  08:33 

109 Be respectful.  

110 Ms. Morgan  08:33 

111 Do you guys like that?  

112 DD  08:37 

113 I highly, highly agree I never feel respected in my life. 

114 Ms. Morgan 08:41 

115 He said highly. He said he highly respects so should we think about? Be  

respectful I put an exclamation mark on it. Right. What's the next one?  

119 Jay  09:31 
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120 No fighting.  

135 Jay  10:27 

136 Treat people the way that you want to be treated.  

137 All-Star King  10:29 

138 I already said that. 

141 All-Star King  10:40 

142 No talking when others are talking 

161 Brian  11:56 

162 no bullying  

163 Ms. Morgan  11:58 

164 so number five is no bullying. You were gonna say that too?  

165 All-Star King  12:05 

166 No using bad words 

Figure 4.3a 

All-Star King Journal Entry of the Agreements 
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Figure 4.3b 

Lloyd’s Journal Entry of the Agreements 

 

Once the agreements were established in session 1, eight instances appeared to reinforce 

the use of the agreements by both the researcher and some co-researchers. The repetitive 

mentioning of the agreements on two or three occasions during sessions two through four helped 

to build community as demonstrated by Excerpt 4.2 and Figure 4.4. 

Excerpt 4.2: Sustaining Essential Agreements (Phase 1/Session 2) 

1 Ms. Morgan  00:38 

2 I'm glad to see you all. Before we get started for today, let's all take a look at 

 what we 3 agreed to. Who wants to take a look at the first one for me? We don't 

 have to read it  

4 like that. Which one is like really, really, really important for you, and might be               

 5 different, right we don't really need to raise hands if we do one of the 

 agreements. You want to start us off?  Which one is important to you? 

6 Lloyd  01:16 

7 Be respectful because you have to respect other people. 
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Figure 4.4 

Posted Agreements  

 

 

The realization of equitable power appears to begin in phase 1 where I began to solicit the 

opinions of the co-researchers and sometimes invited a co-researcher to lead a group activity 

during nine separate instances.  

Excerpt 4.3: Equitable Power (Phase 1/Session 3) 

663 Ms. Morgan  1:14:16 

664 So on Thursday I will have our game set up. We have a couple of minutes. 

 Who 

665 has a game we can play real quick?  

672 Jay  1:14:18 

673 I have a good one.  

674 Collective  1:14:18 
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675 Chatter. 

676 Jay  1:14:18 

677 We gotta guess. Ms. Morgan will tell us who is it 

678 Lloyd  1:14:19 

679 Wait let's play Assassin. 

680 Kai  1:14:20 

681 Let's play among us 

682 All-Star King  1:14:20 

683 Among us 

 

It appears that the structuring culture category may show how establishing and 

maintaining agreements while also respecting the use of power builds a safe space where social 

justice work could be explored. A safe space is a school environment where co-researchers feel 

physically and emotionally secure. The environment encourages the collective to freely express 

themselves without repercussions. A safe space is a humanizing environment. 

The second category was coded as who we would be together. Coming together at the 

conclusion of a school day within a new space with new individuals and new hopes described 

what was transpiring and ultimately what was meant by who we would be together. Here we 

realized that we mattered to our loved ones, but also to each other. Mattering exists through the 

construction of relationships where one feels special through being seen and heard (Tucker et al., 

2010). Meaningful relationships may help to foster the collective therefore deliberate identity 

work of naming who we are as individuals and as one collective was necessary. The first activity 

of session 1 was choosing our pseudonyms. I modeled my thought process in choosing Ms. 

Morgan as my pseudonym which led some co-researchers to quickly choose a name while others 
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eventually made choices by the end. All-Star King carefully chose his name by considering his 

other nicknames. His mother explained to me that she calls him King at home because he is the 

oldest brother to his two sisters. Session two included an activity to choose the name of our book 

club. The thoughtful consideration of the collective’s mission and interests led us to choose the 

name Mamba Boys democratically. 

Excerpt 4.4: Equitable Power (Phase 1/Session 2) 

277 Ms. Morgan  15:30 

278 Remember we made up our code names. we need to now make up a name 

 for our 279 group. Kai is going to come around and give you each a sticky. Kai, 

 hurry up.  

291 Jay  17:16 

292 Skittle Boys 

303 Brian  17:46 

304 I was going to ask can we use any name related to our school. 

312 Jay  18:01 

313 Hacker 1,2,3 

319 Jay  19:19 

320 Y’all gave me an idea. 

323 Collective  19:37 

324 The boys. The boyzzzz! 

351 Ms. Morgan  22:13 

352 the next one is, I guess the tigers.  

357 Ms. Morgan  22:32 

358 The Morse code. Okay, the Good Boys. The Mamba Boys. Is that what you 

 mean? 
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403 Lloyd  28:31 

404 Mamba, like a snake. 

427 Ms. Morgan  30:46 

428 So which one are we doing?  The Mamba Boys. Are we good? So, we need 

 to write that on our poster. 

429 Kai  31:04 

430 We are going to put it down on the big sticky. 

 

Once our pseudonyms and group names were both chosen, posters of both were made to 

adorn the space. Equal attention was given to choosing text and activities that would organically 

explain “who we would be together”. The book entitled I Am Every Good Thing (Barnes & 

James, 2020) was used to explore possible language to describe their identity from their 

perspective and the perspective of others. Here one can examine Excerpt 4.5 and Figures 4.5 and 

4.8 to possibly notice the aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1969) taken in response to the text.  

Figure 4.5 

Response to First Literacy Experience 
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Note: Hands quickly shot up of all co-researchers but one to identify as being a blessing. 

One can also notice the excitement from DD when he yelled out “Oooooh” in line 484 while he 

stood up to get my attention. 

Excerpt 4.5: Response to First Literacy Experience (Phase 1/Session 1) 

481 Ms. Morgan  42:08 

482 to keep passing around, I am a blessing 

483 DD  42:12 

484 Oooh, I am a blessing 

Figure 4.6 

Kai, Kobe, Lloyd, and Brian’s “I Am” Poems   
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Identity work was consistently woven throughout each session of phase 1. There was a 

total of thirteen instances where attention was given to the identity of the co-researchers or the 

collective. Choosing language to express ideas was also viewed as a part of each co-researcher’s 

identity. When Black language or chants were used to express an idea or feeling it was 

understood by the collective. The mutual respect given helped to honor the cultural identity of 

each co-researcher (Ball, 2000; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). As Black boys, their literacies 

appeared within twelve instances in phase one. It was mostly evident in their exchanges with 

each other.  

Excerpt 4.6: Game Time and our Literacies (Phase 1/Session 4) 

383 Jay  13:00 

384 You trippin' 

385 Kobe  13:04 

386 Yeah you are trippin’. 

387 All-Star King  14:31 

388 Who's turn is it 

389 Brian  14:31 

390 siiiiike 

391 Collective  14:31 

392 Laughter 

 

Choosing pseudonyms, naming the book club, participating in identity work, and 

respecting our literacies helped to determine “who we would be together” and solidify the 

mattering of each within our collective. The third category was realizing how to respect each 

other’s humanity which was further coded by the ways a safe space was built and the ways joy 
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showed up throughout each of the four sessions. For this scholarship, a safe space is defined as a 

school environment where co-researchers feel physically and emotionally secure. The 

environment encourages the collective to freely express themselves without repercussions. This 

is a humanizing environment. 

It appears that this strand was important to building a community where we all felt a 

sense of belonging; moreover, where each of us felt socially connected or attached to our group 

(Campano et al., 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2011; Winn, 2010). The sense of belonging within our 

collective incorporated trust, vulnerability, and acceptance to create a safe space. There were 

twelve instances where the co-researchers or me attempted to ensure a sense of belonging. Six 

instances occurred in session one and then three in session four. For example, the time when the 

Mamba Boys were completing their reflection sheet. Most finished earlier than Brian and moved 

to the club’s library area. Here is the exchange that followed once Brian completed his sheet. 

Excerpt 4.7: Belonging (Phase 1/Session 1) 

707 Jay  18:33 

708 Everybody give him a clap. 

709 Ms. Morgan  18:34 

710 Yes. I'm proud of you. Thank you all for reading. Alright, everybody. Bye. 

 

There were fifteen acts of joy within this phase which was the largest category within all 

four strands. The co-researchers exhibited joy through laughter, smiles, and singing. These 

humanistic qualities were viewed by video and video transcriptions. In Figure 4.7, joy was 

experienced while writing.  
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Figure 4.7      

Writing Joy   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7 and Excerpt 4.8 captured the same moment where Brian and DD were bonding 

through laughter and language.  

Excerpt 4.8: Writing Joy (Phase 1/Session 2) 

678 Ms. Morgan  103:40 

679 Let's see who already started writing.  

680 DD   

681 I need to get some colors. 

682 Collective   

683 giggles 

684 Ms. Morgan   

685 I don't mind us being silly, as long as we are working and being silly. See how these 

 686 two are working?  The work that you're producing should be something that you're 

 proud of 

687 Lloyd  57:23 

688 Exactly 
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It appears that Kobe and DD found joy in the literacy experience by connecting to book 

genres that interest them while the reading, laced with humor, seemed to bring joy to Kai. 

Excerpt 4.9: Reading Joy (Phase 1/Session 3) 

79 Kobe  07:55 

80 Is this a chapter book? 

81 Ms. Morgan  07:57 

82 Yes 

83 Kobe  07:57 

84 I knew it! 

93 Ms. Morgan  09:30 

94 Who likes Sci-Fi? 

95 DD  09:30 

96 I love Sci Fi! 

267 Kai  34:12 

268 I really have to share! 

269 Ms. Morgan  34:12 

270 Go ahead 

271 Kai  34:12 

272 Well I am trying to figure out how to use a protractor. In parenthesis who knows  

273 how to use a protractor?  That's how you use a protractor. 

274 Ms. Morgan  34:25 

275 So why was that funny? 

276 Kai  34:35 

277 Because you... a protractor 

278 Collective  34:42 
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279 chuckled 

 

The relationships formed within the Mamba Boys book club are still evident through the 

exchanges viewed in the hallways between Mamba Boys members and between them and me. 

Phase one of the study suggests that respect was given to each other’s humanity.  

The final category entitled Managing the Expectations of Traditional Schooling defines 

instances where an authoritarian approach to classroom management was observed. This 

category appeared to be an outlier when compared to the other categories found in this phase 

because an authoritarian approach is not typically found within a collaborative approach to 

building a safe space to freely discuss social issues (Campano, 2013). The expectations of an 

authoritarian classroom management style establish the teacher as the sole holder of power 

within the space to maintain a level of control where students are aware of the division. During 

the school day, each co-researcher has observed me maintaining this level of control to align 

with the expectations of school culture; therefore, the importance of decreasing instances of me 

asserting my authority was vital to building the type of book club where each co-researcher 

could thrive. After a review of my researcher reflections from phase one, it appears that I 

continued this struggle. There were seven instances which occurred during sessions two and 

three only. The following are examples of the struggles I faced doing this type of work.  
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Figure 4.8 

Researcher Frustration   

 

Note:Facial frustration noted on my face before the literacy experience was abandoned. 

Excerpt 4.10: Researcher Frustration (Phase 1/Session 2) 

 844 Ms. Morgan  1:14:17 

 845 Okay everyone, sit down.  

 846 Jay  1:14:18 

 847 Who him. That’s Shaq. Shaq O’Neill. 

 848 All-Star King  1:14:23 

 849 Ooooooh, you nasty boi.  

 850 DD  1:14:28 

 851 I just farted. 

 852 Ms. Morgan  1:20:19 

853 Everyone put your head down. Put your head down. If your head is down, 

 854 you are silent. So today was not a good day. So, when we come back 

 855 together next week. When I have to talk to people over and over again, what 
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 856 will be different is that you will not get your treat. Today I am not giving out 

 any treats because of behavior but I hope next week will be better. 

 

Figure 4.9 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 2 

  

Despite my awareness of the need for collaboration to build community, I still had 

disconcerting instances where a more authoritarian approach was revealed leading me to 

determine my methods to manage the expectations of traditional schooling. All of these instances 
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suggest an account of how the community was created considering each co-researcher’s 

mattering and belonging.  

Figure 4.10 

Phase One Categories and Codes  

 

Figure 4.10 shows the number of times the axial codes appeared across Phase One. 

Appendix A defines each of the codes. The figures and excerpts were chosen to demonstrate the 

crystallization involved in determining the categories: structuring culture, determining who we 

would be together, realizing how to respect each other’s humanity, and balancing the 

expectations of traditional schooling with the ways of being in our book club. The codes 

categorized by determining who we would be together were observed the most to possibly 

solidify Phase One’s goal of establishing a humanizing community. Here the co-researcher 

literacies were observed while their joy was also evident. A plausible emerging narrative of the 

co-researchers enjoying camaraderie is being established. 
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Third Round of Analysis of Phase Two 

The goal of Phase Two was to determine a passionate problem denoted by Figure 4.11. 

The collective began this Phase in a new space but with deeper ties between each other. All Star 

King was beginning to bond with the other fourth graders while Kai was beginning to find his 

way without his twin brother. Lloyd uses this Phase to exert himself toward the others and will 

continue to struggle with finding his way. Also, DDG becomes a member of the book club which 

is welcomed by DD as they are classmates during the school day. 

During the analysis, the codes implied three distinct categories: maintaining culture, 

growing who we are together, and in search of a passionate problem. Some of the codes found 

within each category were similar to the codes utilized in Phase One. Both Phases had power, 

joy, literacies, and traditional practices as codes. These codes were possibly extended to Phase 

Two because the collective wanted to maintain their safe space to experience joy. Examples of 

the crystallization that occurred in Phase Two will now be explored. 

Figure 4.11 

Goal of Phase 2 

 

Maintaining culture was the first category that defined the intentional ways the 

researchers maintained the community where joy was encouraged and a shift from using 
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traditional management techniques to shifting more toward shared decision-making. These codes 

are named traditional practice, behaviorist techniques used to manage students, and equitable 

power to suggest the shared power of decision-making. All three of these codes were also 

tracked in phase one as codes. There was only one instance of traditional practice of management 

found in the first session of phase two while there were 12 occurrences of shared power 

throughout phase two. Excerpt 4.11 and Figure 4.12 show the transfer of power where guidance 

is still given to ensure a safe space is sustained.  

 

Excerpt 4.11 The Transfer of Power (Phase 2/Session 5) 

76 Ms. Morgan  04:12 

77 It's not about Miss Tyson doing a lot of the planning. Okay. So, when we end 

 each  

78 time with our reflection, you guys will kind of help me figure out what we're go

 ing to do the next time. Okay? 

 114 Brian  08:11 

 115 Who wants to do Game Time?  One person. Who wants to do reflection? 

120 Brian  08:45 

121 Who wants to do centers next?  Raise your hand if you want to do centers 

 next.  

148 Brian  10:46 

149 Can I decide? 
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Figure 4.12 

All-Star King Shifting the Camera in His Role as Producer 

 

Encouraging joy was the final code recognized in the maintaining culture strand. 

Performing skits was one of the activities from Session 5 used to explain the key term justice 

which elicited laughter from the entire collective. Other giggles were shown throughout phase 

two during Game Time and other instances where the co-researchers collaborated. One example 

was when the co-researchers taught me to play the game, shadow boxing. Their literacies were 

also exemplified since they taught me this neighborhood game. Shadow boxing was an example 

of joy coincided with happiness, but the joy was also suggested by the deep engagement in the 

literacy experience. In session six, the collective charted their ideas by writing and drawing 

characters to depict justice and pleaded for additional time to learn about activist-athlete, Colin 

Kaepernick.  

Excerpt 4.12 Joy from Engaging Work (Phase 2/Session 6) 

 743 Kai  43:14 

744 Wait can I finish this?  
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752 Jay  43:26 

753 I found him, I found him just like that!  

760 Brian  43:28 

761 I want to see what he looks like  

762 DD  43:28 

763 Let me show you. Right there. There you go (DD pats him on the shoulder)     

 

The Growing Who We Are Together strand had three codes: literacies, masculinity, and 

pride, belonging, and mattering. Phase One also had literacies as a code where Black language 

contributed to this code and continued to do so in this Phase, however; this code expanded by 

including the co-researchers discussion of their rap group, enjoying chants, and using the chat 

feature when watching YouTube channels at home. Masculinity was first introduced as a code 

during phase 2 to define the competitive nature seen within the collective. There were only three 

possible occurrences, but Excerpt 4.13 is an example of that competitive spirit.  

Excerpt 4:13 Competing for First (Phase 2/Session 6) 

259 DD  00:00 

260 Woe, why are you pushing me?   

261 Brian  00:00 

262 I want to be Kaleb.  

263 Jay  00:00 

264 On your mark get set…   

265 Brian  00:00 

266 Can I take my shoes off?    

267 Lloyd  00:00 

268 Can we start?  I was first.  
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Growing Who We Are Together also considered the codes of the collective that 

demonstrated individual pride, a sense of belonging, and mattering for each other. Pride was a 

new extension of the mattering and belonging code found in Phase One. There were five 

suggested occurrences of pride, six of mattering, and seven of belonging. Figure 4.13 shows DD 

extending his work as an artist by drawing what justice looks like to him. He was proud of his 

work earning compliments from other co-researchers.  

Figure 4.13 

Pride of Work 

 

Excerpt 4.14 demonstrated the co-researchers creating a space of belonging by supporting 

each other. All-Star King and Brian both gave compliments to Kobe to inspire acceptance for 

Kobe.  

Excerpt 4.14: Who Should Lead? (Phase 2/ Session 5) 

213 All-Star King  14:30 

214 but honestly, I, Oh, what is it called? Me? Honestly, Miss Morgan. I think 

 Kobe  

215 should have been the leader.  

219 All-Star King  15:10 

220 And I was saying I think he should be a leader because he never laughs at 

 anybody 221 or does anything funny. So, I think uh, he should be the leader  
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because he never  

222 does anything funny. So, I think uh, he should be the leader because he 

 never  

223 laughs when people are doing things.  

641 Brian  53:32 

642 I really think Kobe should be the leader  

752 Brian  1:16:00 

753 I like how you guys liked acting.  

 

Excerpt 4.15 presented mattering when Kobe gained confidence from Jay’s reassurance 

to speak up about justice and justice for African Americans.  

Excerpt 4.15: Black Lives Matter (Phase 2/Session 7) 

873 Jay  1:31:19 

874 Everybody clap it up for Kobe. 

875 Kobe  1:31:20 

876 I am not taking it from other people it is my answer. It Is like that for me. It is 

 like  when people come together. That people celebrate our own Black history 

 because all of us Blacks, all of us, we make history too. 

 

The final category, In Search of a Passionate Problem, had 35 possible occurrences that 

overwhelmingly dominated Phase 4. There were 10 Black Excellence occurrences and 25 

occurrences of the Mamba Boys collaborating to choose a passionate problem. Black Excellence 

was a category that presented as the co-researchers valuing positive qualities that have been 

instilled in them from both their home and school communities. When they witnessed Black 

individuals taking part in positive acts we described those acts utilizing terms like Black 
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Excellence, joy, and Black joy. For example, in Excerpt 4.16, the co-researchers defined Black 

Excellence by using the terms Mamba and Black Boy Joy. Mamba was a term that was brought 

to our space by watching the basketball star Kobe Bryant. Bryant (2018) defines mamba 

mentality as a way of life where one constantly tries to improve and become the best version of 

themself. Their schema allowed them to explore the book, The mamba mentality: How I play 

(Bryant, 2018) to create an understanding of Black Excellence. Excerpt 4.16 exemplified the co-

researchers enacting the mamba mentality. The co-researchers observed the positive qualities of 

another co-researcher and shared it with the collective.  

Excerpt 4.16 (Phase 2/Session 6) 

112 Lloyd  00:00 

113 We stand for MAMBA!!    

114 Brian  00:00 

115 No we stand for Black Boy Joy   

116 Jay  00:00 

117 We need to be good so like Kobe was good in the game. We need to be  

focused  

118 instead of laughing and playing   Yeah that's why it's called Black Boy Joy   

 

Excerpts 4.17 and 4.18 further defined Black Excellence from other perspectives within 

the group. 

Excerpt 4.17 (Phase 2/Session 7) 

859 Jay  1:10:34 

860 Okay we got 2 things. What is Black Boy Joy? 

861 Brian  1:10:34 

862 Black Boy Joy is Black kids, Black boys being happy having fun and smiling    
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863  and laughing and like playing and being happy and so excited.  

864 Jay  1:10:34 

865 Lloyd, what's your answer? 

866 Lloyd  1:31:04 

867 Black joy to me is fun and cool and when you have dreads you shake them. 

 

Excerpt 4.18 (Phase 2/Session 8) 

113 Jay  14:14 

114 I am powerful. 

117 Jay  14:35 

118 I am a leader. If you have one, you gotta then sit down. 

121 DDG  14:52 

122 I am good.  

123 DDG  16:13 

124 I am victorious!   I am a scholar! 

 

The recognition of Black Excellence was one of Phase Two goals while discovering a 

passionate problem was the other. Phase One offered two literacy experiences to begin the 

discussion of problems they viewed in the world, however; Phase Two presented literacy 

experiences where the Mamba Boys performed skits, participated in a read-aloud of A is for 

Activist (Nagara, 2013), wrote responses as individuals and in groups, and contributed during 

critical discussions to lead to the two problems they wanted to study. The conversations captured 

instances where the collective was involved in a discussion where the production of ideas about 

social justice were formed. Freire (2018) describes dialogism, “For apart from inquiry, apart 

from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through invention 
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and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings 

pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other.” (p. 72). Each session contributed 

differently to the problem production. The skit in Session 5 brought up the topic of actors’ going 

on strike which was explained through Jay’s demonstration found in Figure 4.14. 

Figure 4.14  

We Want Our Rights 

 

The conversation ensued where All-Star King made the strike connection to Dr. Martin 

Luther King and then later justice was discussed. Later in Session 6, a gallery walk allowed 

students to first discuss their ideas about justice and then depict their thinking through words and 

pictures on chart paper which is viewed in Figure 4.15. 
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Figure 4.15 

Gallery Walk Preparation 

 

Later in Session 6, the co-researchers began their reflection by writing about justice and  

Figure 4.16 shows work samples from Brian and Kai.  

 Figure 4.16a 

Initial Thoughts of Justice 
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Figure 4.16b 

Initial Thoughts of Justice 

 

Brian’s work sample may exemplify dialogism since he wrote this after today’s skit and 

the gallery walk discussion. His final thought about justice may have originated from discussing 

the skit with the others. The understanding of justice continued to be explored during session 7 

from a read-aloud of A is for Activist and the discussion of Colin Kaepernick being an example 

of an athlete-activist. The co-researchers were eager to learn more about Colin Kaepernick and 

began researching him through text and the internet. Figure 4.17 depicted their ideas about him. 

The first journal entry from Kobe also depicts how he may have been able to comprehend 

information about Kaepernick after our discussion. There were words within the text that he may 

not have been able to read independently but that did not deter his ability to grasp the presented 

ideas about Kaepernick which he grappled with which is noted in his entry. 

 

 



117 

 

Figure 4.17a 

Colin Kaepernick as An Activist Through the Eyes of the Mamba Boys 
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Figure 4.17b 

Colin Kaepernick as An Activist Through the Eyes of the Mamba Boys 

 

Note: Lloyd completed a Colin Kaepernick research project in last year in fourth grade 

allowing him to share facts about his football career; however, him adding fighter and protester 

as part of Kaepernick’s identity may have surfaced from our critical discussions. 
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Figure 4.17c 

Colin Kaepernick as An Activist Through the Eyes of the Mamba Boys 

 

The Mamba Boys continued a Colin Kaepernick discussion to produce a deeper 

understanding of Colin Kaepernick’s role as an activist for George Floyd, the Black man who 

was unjustly killed by a White police officer, and the role of power within societal systems. 

Session 8 involved a literacy experience led by photographs of world issues that the collective 

expressed as previous interests. Here the discussion of race intersected with policing. Excerpt 

4.19 is the dialogic exchange that led to the production of the problem. 

Excerpt 4.19 Our Production of the World (Phase 2/Session 8) 

552 Kai  1:11:16 

553 Oh no. Have justice 



120 

 

554 Kobe  1:11:17 

555 threatened to stop fighting for the world. Stop fighting like, like, like, for the 

 world to stop fighting.  

556 Ms. Morgan  1:11:33 

557 abuse or violence. Violence 

558 DDG  1:11:37 

559 I would like to change the world to have the freedom to be a Black boy. 

560 All-Star King  1:11:49 

561 freedom right 

562 DD  1:11:55 

563 Stop world hunger stop on 

564 Ms. Morgan  1:12:01 

565 stop homelessness 

566 Jay  1:12:08 

567 To make people stop breaking the law. People to be brave, kind, amazing, 

 powerful confident. 

 

Figure 4.18 are reflections of three of the co-researchers individual processes for 

determining the question to study. 
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Figure 4.18a 

Uncovering The Passionate Problem 

 



122 

 

Figure 4.18b 

Uncovering The Passionate Problem 
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4.18c 

Uncovering The Passionate Problem 

 

Figure 4.19 shows the number of instances of each category and codes that appeared 

within Phase Two. The excerpts were selected for each of the three categories to support how the 

categories were chosen: Maintaining Culture, Growing Who We Are Together, and In Search of 

a Passionate Problem. 
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Figure 4.19 

Phase Two Categories and Codes  

 

Similarly to Phase One, their literacies were viewed on many occurrences in Phase Two. 

The problem work also had many occurrences. The problem work code described instances 

where the co-researchers were involved in literacy experiences to help them grapple with social 

issues that might lead them to determine the problem or problems the group wanted to research. 

These literacy experiences typically involved discussions. The joy code was not as high as in 

Phase One but there were still enough occurrences to realize enjoyment was extended to this 

Phase as well. It was interesting to see that the traditional practice code was viewed less often but 

the sharing of power increased. The narrative of camaraderie continued to trend in this Phase 

which was possibly attributed to the collective sustaining a safe space. The humanizing space 

was beginning to encourage the collective to freely express their social justice ideas without 
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repercussions. A likely emerging narrative was the need for dialogism within the space which 

was evident from the given Figures and Excerpts.  

Third Round of Analysis of Phase Three 

The goal of Phase Three was to expose the co-researchers to various data collection 

methods conveyed in Figure 4.20. During this Phase the Mamba Boys learned about researching 

while using their laptops on a regular basis. The book club moved to yet another site. The 

collective was taking over even more roles allowing me to step back. DD was becoming more 

and more frustrated while All Star King tried to defend him and encourage the others to follow 

the Club Agreements. This caused more tension to occur but never to stay because them wanting 

to sustain everyone’s sense of belonging in the club was important. Jay was being respected as 

the leader. The data suggested three categories: maintaining culture, growing who we are 

together, and researching for data. The first two categories, maintaining culture and growing who 

we are together, were also evident in Phase Two along with the same codes. Resilience, their 

ability to withstand adversity, was an additional code found in growing who we are together. 

Here, I will again crystalize the data sources while pinpointing possible trends across all three 

Phases.  

Figure 4.20 

Goal of Phase 3   
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The maintaining culture category described the purposeful ways the researchers 

preserved the community where equitable power between the co-researchers and researcher was 

becoming even more balanced, joy continued to be observed, while the authoritarian 

management style was observed again and coded as a traditional practice. In this Phase, equitable 

power and traditional practices had the same number of occurrences. There were ten occurrences 

for both but with closer examination, it is evident that during the sessions where equitable power 

was frequently viewed the traditional practices were used less. Session nine had six instances of 

equitable power to one instance of traditional practices and session ten suggested one instance of 

equitable power to four instances of traditional practices. Moreover, session nine showed 

examples of power being held by the co-researchers when Jay led a game and birthday 

celebration for Kai and Lloyd and DDG managed the session’s time. Lloyd began to choose the 

writing goal for each session and Figure 4.21 demonstrated the Mamba Boys listening to a read-

aloud initiated by Kai. I am observing from the back. A transformation from session one to 

session nine may be evident by comparing who executed the roles. In session one, I led the 

game, celebrated the accomplishments of the session, managed the time, chose the writing goal, 

and performed the read-aloud while in session nine the Mamba Boys performed all of those 

roles. 

The maintaining culture category also had the encouragement of joy. There were eight 

instances where the possibility of joy appeared. Four instances in session nine, three instances in 

session twelve, and none in session ten. Session ten is the same session with the highest 

occurrences of traditional practices. This may indicate that more joy is experienced when less 

traditional methods are used by the teacher and replaced with democratic pedagogical choices. 

The literacy experience within session nine was a possible example of joy through their 
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literacies, while working. Here the co-researchers were reading articles on their laptops and 

singing. Excerpt 4.20 includes a video and reflection transcription that described the joy Lloyd 

was experiencing while working. 

Figure 4.21 

Brothers Carry out Their Roles  

 

Excerpt 4.20 Reading, Singing, Joy (Phase 3/Session 9) 

412 Lloyd  1:04:44 

413 The City (singing) 

414 Lloyd  1:20:25 

415 I love reading, but I don't like reading out loud. I like reading on this.  

416 All Star King  00:49 

417 Next question Where, were you proud of anything today at Book Club?  

418 All Star King  00:56 

419 How did writing go for you today?   

420 Lloyd  00:56 

421 Yes, I was proud at the Book Club because me and Kai had our birthday  
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celebration.  

422 Lloyd  01:04 

423 It makes me feel excited. I love writing.  

 

The final possible example of joy was during session 12 when the Mamba Boys were 

attempting to collect data by interviewing Langston Blackstock. The virtual interview was 

watched on the screen and when Mr. Blackstock appeared each co-researcher quickly shifted 

their bodies and chairs closer to engage in the interview.  

Figure 4.22 

Engaging Interview  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conversely, session nine had only one instance of traditional practices being used 

whereas session ten had four instances. Session nine opened with me raising my voice to gain the 

attention of the collective which is a traditional approach to managing the learning environment. 

Two additional instances occurred with me raising my voice in session nine. The use of extrinsic 

rewards was also frequently used in phase three. This traditional management approach may not 

lend itself to building student agency, but I resorted back to a point system in session ten to 
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motivate each co-researcher to participate in the research process which is shown in Excerpt 

4.21.  

Excerpt 4.21 Extrinsic Rewards (Phase 3/Session 11) 

202 Ms. Morgan  26:49 

203 All right, now we are going to talk about what fair policing is. So, I am not doing the 

 204 sounds today. So going forward, I will be rewarding the people who make no 

 sounds. and if you laugh. 

 

The first category, maintaining culture, suggests twenty-eight occurrences of equitable 

power, traditional practices being used, and the collective experiencing joy. The next category 

also was viewed in Phase Two which will now be explored. 

The second category was entitled Growing Who We Are Together and consisted of the 

following codes: belonging and mattering, resilience, masculinity, and literacies. All four 

categories were also possibly viewed in previous Phases. There were four occurrences of 

belonging and mattering viewed within the video and video transcripts. Session nine began by 

celebrating the twins’ birthday. Kai and Lloyd felt special being celebrated which was evident by 

each of their reflections. Excerpts 4.22 and 4.23 might have shown how the birthday celebration 

influenced not only Kai and Lloyd but the entire Mamba Boys felt a sense of belonging to a 

group. 

Excerpt 4.22 It’s My Birthday (Phase 3/Session 9) 

 1 All-Star King  00:17 

 2 next question, what were you proud of anything today in book club? 

 3 Kai  00:26 

 4 I was proud of myself. Because it was my birthday. 
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 5 All-Star King  00:39 

 6 What did you like about today?  

 7 Kai  00:44 

 8 Everyone was my friend 

 

Excerpt 4.23 It Was a Great Day for All (Phase 3/Session 9) 

 1 All-Star King  00:25 

 2 When you have stuff to do. All right. Next question. Where did you? Were you  

  proud of anything today?  

3 Brian  00:36 

4 Yes. like the way I went to read and the way I answered and the way I wrote 

 down questions.  

5 All Star King  00:43 

6 How did writing go for you today?  How did writing go for you today? 

7 Brian  00:43 

8 to me, writing was really good! It was really fun. 

9 All Star King  01:08 

10 What did you like about today? 

11Brian  01:11 

12 I like How we had the birthday for Lloyd and Kai.  

 

Also, belonging and mattering were potentially evident in Excerpt 4.24 when Kobe 

shared his father’s obituary. The Mamba Boys made it evident that Kobe’s Father mattered and 

in turn, Kobe mattered. Moreover, Kobe appeared to believe that he was in a safe space one 

where felt physically and emotionally secure. He felt a sense of belonging. 
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Excerpt 4.24 The Obituary (Phase 3/Session 11) 

564 Ms. Morgan  1:30:37 

565 Kobe, did you want to celebrate this real quick? [his father's obituary]  

566 Kai  1:30:41 

567 Are you in there?   

568 Ms. Morgan  1:30:47 

569 Can he sit in the chair?  Is that okay?  Sit in the chair Baby, sit in the chair.  

570 Kobe  1:30:59 

571 He has passed. We can celebrate it a little bit because he was born in June.  

572 Ms. Morgan  1:31:04 

573 Who is it though? Sit down and talk to them about who he is. 

574 Kobe  1:31:05 

575 So it says, Christopher Daniel Lamont  

576 Kobe  1:31:05 

577 Known as Chris. Was born on June 21, 1994, in Atlanta, Georgia to... 

578 Kobe  1:31:05 

579 Continues reading while they all help with the names 

580 Jay  1:31:05 

581 Your Dad had a long life. 

582 Brian  1:31:05 

583 Everybody, clap it up for Kobe!!     

584 Collective  1:31:05 

585 Clapping!!! 

586 Ms. Morgan  1:31:05 

587 You okay Kobe. We gotta treat it with much care because you want to have 

 this for a long time. We will put it in a folder when we get back to my office.  
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588 Jay  1:31:07 

589 You, okay? 

590 Jay  1:31:07 

591 That's his family.  

 

Session nine’s literacy experience was framed in critical race English education (CREE) 

and the histories, identities, literacies, and liberation (HILL) model’s pedagogical practices to 

include opportunities for the Mamba Boys to learn about the impact of social justice within their 

community. DDG had comments regarding the opportunity within his reflection to potentially 

show his feelings of mattering within the space. Excerpt 4.25 explains. 

Excerpt 4.25 Reading about Black Boys’ Lives Matter (Phase 3/Session 9) 

1 Ms. Morgan  00:57 

2 What did you like about today?   

3 DDG  00:57 

4 What?  It's been good.  

5 DDG  01:05 

6 That we got to read something new about Black boys. About Black people. 

 

Resilience, the ability to overcome a traumatic experience or withstand adversity, was 

identified as the second code found in the Growing Who We Are Together category. There were 

only two occurrences within the phase. One was found in session nine when Kobe explained his 

school retention experience in Excerpt 4.25. He was able to confidently explain to his peers that 

he was retained for reasons he has now overcome since Kobe described himself as a reader when 

completing the Pre-Study Interview Protocol. 
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Excerpt 4.26 Kobe Realizes I am Older than Other Fourth Graders (Phase 3/Session 9) 

1 Lloyd  02:18 

2 How old are you?  

3 Jay  02:18 

4 I am going to be 11 the following Monday How old are you?  

5 DDG  02:19 

6 9   

7 Lloyd  02:21 

8 How old are you?   

9 DD  02:23 

10 9   

11 Lloyd  02:23 

12 How old are you?  

13 Kobe  02:28 

14 10. I was kept back okay!   

15 Lloyd  02:38 

16 Yeah, he got kept back. I thought that was in 2nd grade. 

17 Kobe  02:44 

18 No, it was in first. No, I was kept back in 2nd grade because I wasn't good at  

19 reading, and I thought that it was going to be harder. 

 

Resilience is also suggested in All-Star King’s session nine reflections. In Excerpt 4.27, 

he reflects on the hard work he accomplished during the research experience by staying focused 

and overcoming self-doubt. 

Excerpt 4.27 I Did It! (Phase 3/Session 9) 
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1 Ms. Morgan  00:24 

2 were you proud of anything you did today during our book club? 

3 All-Star King  00:27 

4 Aaaaah, research learning team Black Boy Joy   

5 Ms. Morgan  00:42 

6 how do writing go for you today?  

7 All-Star King  00:46 

8 My writing was good like how I got to see my work.  

9 All-Star King  00:49 

 10 the research and the time to do my writing 

 

The Growing Who We Are Together category also included the masculinity code. 

Excerpt 4.28 captured the Mamba Boys expressing their masculinity through not just horseplay 

or physical play but also how the other co-researchers responded in a more macho manner to 

address the issue.  

Excerpt 4.28 Who’s Macho Man? (Phase 3/Session 10) 

446 All-Star King  1:03:21 

447 She's not talking about that. You two are wasting our time, our game time 

 when she is trying to teach us something.  

448 Ms. Morgan  1:03:23 

449 So you are trying to correct someone else instead of owning it. Our group 

 can't do things because the two of you over and over again waste our time.  

450 All-Star King  1:04:01 

451 The agreements say, keep your hands to yourself. Did you keep your hands 

 to yourself?  
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452 Kai  1:04:17 

453 Let's stay focus guys.  

454 Lloyd  1:04:24 

455 I didn't even touch him. 

456 Ms. Morgan  1:04:26 

457 Again though, answer his question. Because it is either yes or no. Ask him 

 the question. 

458 All Star King  1:04:33 

459 Did you keep your hands to yourself?   

460 Jay  1:04:40 

461 One more thing, no talking while others are talking.  

462 Lloyd  1:04:50 

463 He just kicked me.  

464 Ms. Morgan  1:04:56 

465 So again, I'm asking you and you to go and sit. So do that. 

466 All-Star King  1:05:03 

467 She's trying her hardest not to yell a y'all. I promise. 

 

All-Star King is a fourth grader who was addressing two fifth graders about their 

behavior which demonstrated who he was becoming within the space.  

Again the co-researchers using their literacies within the space was coded. Because music 

was sometimes played during the literacy experiences, chants, humming, rapping, and whistling 

were also welcomed. Figure 4.23 demonstrates our game leader, Brian, leading the others in a 

birthday chant for Kai and Lloyd’s birthday celebration during session 9. 
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Figure 4.23 

Come On Y’all, It’s a Celebration 

 

Kobe and Kai brought in their gaming literacy to help navigate the research platform in 

session ten. Additionally, their literacies were viewed with the continued use of Black Language 

to not only communicate with each other but also during the interview with Langston Blackstock 

in session twelve. Excerpt 4.29 showcases these choice words found in sessions nine, twelve, and 

eleven. 

Excerpt 4.29 Black Language (Phase 3/Session 9, 12, 11) 

384 Kai  55:39 

385 Bruh, can you stop. 

538 All Star King  1:12:24 

539 Bruh 

318 Jay  37:56 

319 He could still break those ankles. 

 

This second category, Growing Who We Are, had four different types of occurrences that 

were coded: a sense of belonging and mattering, a sense of resilience, masculinity, and Black 
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boys’ literacies but only included fifteen total instances. Despite the lower number of 

occurrences when compared to the other categories, it was important to include this category to 

show the continuation of these occurrences from one phase to another phase. The final Phase 

Three category aligned with the goal. 

Researching for data is the third category found in Phase Three which included new 

occurrences found within the study that were not evident in other Phases. There are possibly four 

occurrences: discussions, co-researchers’ research, signs of literacy, and the messiness of YPAR. 

The conversations captured instances where the collective was involved in a discussion where 

the production of ideas about social justice was formed. The key topics were fair policing with 

ten occurrences and racism or racial justice with four occurrences. The other topics were White 

privilege, racial trust, justice, equity, and George Floyd’s murder. In Excerpt 4.30 I am 

conversing with the racial justice group after they read a portion of How to be a (Young) 

Antiracist (Kendi & Stone, 2023) which discussed Black Americans having a higher mortality 

rate than White Americans. Here Kai chose to read from the text out loud so that Kobe and 

Lloyd would also be able to access the meaning of the text. 

Excerpt 4.30 The Production of White Privilege (Phase 3/Session 10) 

233 Ms. Morgan  31:39 

234 Can you read it again to them so that you can also support them? 

235 Kai  31:51 

236 In early 2022. [begins to read]  

237 Ms. Morgan  31:57 

238 What does that mean? 

239 Kai  32:19 

240 That White people have more percentage. 
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241 Ms. Morgan  32:24 

242 What does that mean? 

243 Kai  32:28 

244 That they own more 

245 Ms. Morgan  32:39 

246 They own more?  Do you guys know what they mean by own? 

247 Lloyd  32:41 

248 They bought them. This is all saying Blacks have more disadvantages than 

 White people. 

249 Ms. Morgan  32:57 

250 Yes seriously, that was good!   Do we last longer or no?  You read it. Do you 

 remember what you said?    

251 Kai  33:14 

252 Oh no, it's the opposite.  

 

As a group, we were able to develop an understanding of White privilege. The production 

came about by Kai reading an example of it being enacted and Lloyd drawing a conclusion that 

was furthered discussed with Kobe, Kai, and myself to determine its meaning. In Excerpt 4.31 

Kobe who was in the other group was helping DDG to produce an idea about fair policing.  

Excerpt 4.31 The Production of Fair Policing (Phase 3/Session 11) 

227 Kobe  28:56 

228 So fair policing to me is like, so, responding to what happened when  

someone does a crime and you like find that person, but you take someone else 

 to jail. But then you get the other person. That's your friend. 

229 Ms. Morgan  29:45 
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230 Yeah, yeah, so you're saying they were proven guilty, but they were not 

 guilty. Excellent. What else do you all feel about fair policing? 

231 DDG  30:04 

232 Fair policing to me is when policemen are fair to each race. 

233 Ms. Morgan  30:14 

234 What does that mean?   

235 DDG  30:18 

236 It's like equal rights. So, like they are both treating Black people and White 

 people the same 

237 Ms. Morgan  30:32 

238 With like who they pick up- right? Like the police officers. Is that what you 

 mean by that?   

239 DDG  30:40 

240 Police officers treat each race equally.  

 

The critical conversations may have helped to build understanding to lead to ideas the 

Mamba Boys wanted to research.  

The next category found in the Researching for Data strand was entitled co-researchers 

research. Here are instances where the co-researchers were actively taking part in the research 

process. In Excerpt 4.32, Kobe explains the initial research process we chose to use within our 

study.  

Excerpt 4.32 What is the research process? (Phase 3/Session 9) 

308 Kobe  39:03 

309 We grow ideas from watching videos and reading  
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As the Phase continued, other data sources were included such as photographs and an 

interview. Excerpt 4.33 captures Brian reflecting on the interview questions he chose for the next 

session’s interview. 

Excerpt 4.33 Deciding on Interview Questions (Phase 3/Session 11) 

1 All-Star King  00:04 

2 All right. What questions do you have for the interview?  

3 Brian  00:10 

4 My questions are why do police officers take longer to come for Black people, 

 but not White people?  

 

After the Mamba Boys were exposed to different data sources, they had the opportunity 

to synthesize ideas about their research topics: Fair Policing or Racial Justice. Figure 4.24  shows 

Jay, Kai, and Brian’s understandings. Jay attempted to use readings, photographs, discussions, 

and the interview as his data sources while Kai was able to summarize his ideas. Brian initially 

produced an approximation but then documented five additional ideas. 
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Figure 4.24a 

Jay’s Session 12 Production 
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Figure 4.24b  

Brian’s Session 12 Production 

 

Figure 4.24c  

Brian’s Session 12 Production 
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All three samples demonstrate how the collective appeared to research their topics of Fair 

Policing or Racial Justice. Jay and Brian both discussed ideas from using the Padlet to watch 

videos and read text about fair policing but it is also evident that they gained their ideas from our 

critical discussions. To help prepare the co-researchers for the next portion of the YPAR cycle 

Excerpt 4.34 shows the beginning of the conversation to decide upon an action we could take.  

Excerpt 4.34 Acting as Researchers (Phase 3/Session 11) 

426 Ms. Morgan  48:00 

427 So what is the problem? 

428 Ms. Morgan  48:06 

429 Like racial justice is there a problem 

430 DDG  48:08 

431 Yes 

432 Collective  48:13 

433 Chatter- all trying to answer 

434 Ms. Morgan  48:26 

435 So what could we do as elementary, as Black boys, as the Mamba Boys do 

 against to figure out Racial Justice? 

436 Kai  48:48 

437 We could research? 

438 All-Star King  48:50 

439 We could show people how to live their own dreams and set their goals. 

 

Our collective was using the YPAR cyclical process to research their topics. There were 

moments of accomplishment but also challenges. The next group of codes for the Researching 

for Data category examined those challenges and was entitled the messiness of YPAR.  
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There were possibly four instances of YPAR appearing messy. This messiness 

incorporated moments where the theory of YPAR did not translate into practice. For instance, in 

Figure 4.25 Kai is not researching but instead playing a video game on the computer during 

session nine.  

Figure 4.25 

Jay, Kai, and Brian’s Session 12 Productions 

 

Also, in session twelve All-Star King was not able to record the answer to the question he 

asked during the interview which is evident in Figure 4.26. It appeared that he relied on the ideas 

he already formulated about the different questions or chose to document ideas he heard Mr. 

Blackstock share. 
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Figure 4.26 

All-Star King’s Answers to the Interview Questions  

 

My reflection on session twelve also gave a perspective on how the YPAR process was 

challenging me as an educator. Figure 4.27 is my reflection of session 12 where I consider other 

ways to help my co-researchers gain an understanding of the social issues that they were 

exploring. The research design had to be modified to allow more time in Phase Three even 

though the study’s conclusion date could not be adjusted causing Phases four and five to be 

shortened to one day for each. This change will be discussed again when Phases Four and Five 

are reviewed.  
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Figure 4.27 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 12   

 

The final code of this category was Signs of Literacy which is defined in Appendix A. 

Here I noted what appeared to be sixteen instances where the collective used literacy during the 

literacy experiences of each session. Four times the co-researchers worked together to decode or 

encode a word or used strategies to uncover the meaning of a word. They also had three read-

aloud opportunities and three independent reading opportunities. Numerous writing opportunities 

included rereading what they wrote to themselves or others as an editing tool. Figure 4.28 

demonstrated how Kai was able to listen and record parts of the interview that occurred during 

session 12. To exemplify using listening and writing to communicate. 
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Figure 4.28 

Kai’s Interview Answers  

 

The primary goal of Phase Three was to expose the co-researchers to various data 

collection methods and teach them how to use interviewing to gain more information about their 

topic. There were four sessions, sessions nine through twelve, that attempted to offer a recount of 

how data was gathered. Figure 4.29 demonstrated the coding of Phase Three. Here you can see 

the rise in critical conversations. In Phase Two the problem work code included discussions but 

in this Phase, there were so many instances that a code was needed just to pinpoint these 

occurrences. We again see the use of dialogism within the space while the community continues 

to be a safe space. Also, the use of literacy increased in this Phase possibly due to the data 
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collection process where the opportunities to write increased. The Mamba Boys continue to 

reveal their literacies not just through Black Language but also through how their computer 

knowledge came in handy for Kobe. He helped to provide access to text just as Kai offered 

access to text for him. Despite equal occurrences of traditional practice and equitable power was 

observed, they again were not observed within the same sessions. Session nine was more 

democratic as the Phase Three goal was introduced to them where an emphasis on power sharing 

was given. Again, joy was observed more often in Session nine where a more sharing of power 

was observed. A new narrative that is presented again is their ability to freely research or just be 

is evident in a more democratic space. A space filled with mattering and belonging. 

Figure 4.29 

Phase Three Categories and Codes 
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Third Round of Analysis of Phase Four 

Phase Four used one session to attempt to expose the co-researchers to the goal of data 

analysis which is viewed in Figure 4.30. The book club continued in the same space allowing us 

to place anchor charts up for us to reference. Jay continued to be the leader and everyone else 

also continued in their roles. DDG used this session to open up more allowing us to value his 

addition to the group even more. DD participated with less frustration this session and we 

continued to make sense of our research. The data suggested three categories where the first two 

categories were also viewed in Phases Two and Three and the final category included critical 

conversations as a code. The other codes again addressed culture and the power dynamics of the 

collective.  

Figure 4.30 

Goal of Phase 4 

 

The maintaining culture category described instances where the collective experienced 

activities that were first introduced in Phase One to establish a sense of community. Upholding 

equitable power, using traditional management methods, and encouraging joy were again codes 

in this Phase. Joy has been coded in all Phases thus far. Equitable power remained a part of our 
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safe space I led the data analysis discussion while the other members of the collective carried out 

their agreed-upon roles. The collective continued to be led by Jay where he used a chant to 

gather the group to listen to his next direction which is viewed in Excerpt 4.35. This excerpt also 

exemplified Jay utilizing his literacies. 

Excerpt 3.35 Jay Leads (Phase 4/Session 13) 

806 Jay  1:06:36 

807 Barack 

808 Collective  1:06:36 

809 Obama 

810 Jay  1:06:36 

811 Barack  

812 Collective  1:06:36 

813 Obama 

 

The session opened with the data analysis discussion which I led while the co-researchers 

were sitting on the carpet in chairs where they had clipboards limiting their activity choices to 

simply writing and talking in a more traditional style. In Figure 4.31, the way they were in the 

space and my lecturing created a traditional method of teaching which I pointed out in my 

reflection journal entry. 
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Figure 4.31 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 13 

 

Joy was not observed during this opening portion of the session; instead, it was coded 

during the literacy experience. Kai was excited to see that during the time of writing, he was able 

to surpass his goal which is noted in Excerpt 4.36. 

Excerpt 4.36 Two Pages! (Phase 4/Session 13) 

513 Kai  41:52 

514 I went on two separate pages. 

 

Growing who we are together was the second category where only masculinity and 

literacies were observed and coded. This category continued to describe how the members of the 

collective are able to be in the space. One potential example of masculinity was similar to an 

occurrence found in Phase Three with the same co-researcher, All-Star King. Here in Excerpt 

4.37, Lloyd may have felt jealous and chose to boldly lash out at his brother Kai, in the 

meantime, All-Star King felt it necessary to again intervene.  

Excerpt 4.37 I am the Protector (Phase 4/Session 13) 

 517 Lloyd  42:08 
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518 What did you skip. What did you do?  You don't know how to write! 

521 All-Star King  42:21 

522 Look at what we agreed to. Think before you do 

 

The second occurrences coded were examples of the collective using their literacies 

during three possible occurrences. The use of Black language remains constant throughout each 

Phase and Phase 4 had two occurrences where the word “bruh” was used. We were also able to 

hear singing from All-Star King in a way to communicate.  

Excerpt 4.38 Using Music to Communicate  (Phase 4/Session 13) 

533 All-Star King  45:14 

534 Would You Rather Play This [singing]  

The second category, growing who we are together, consisted of two codes viewed 

within four occurrences. The next category describes the occurrences which align with the goal 

of the Phase. 

The reading the data category has twenty-two occurrences in all. There are four codes: 

signs of literacy, critical conversations, co-researchers research, and the messiness of YPAR. 

There were two possible signs of literacy which were the defining of anti-racism through prefix 

word work and reading aloud the PowerPoint slides. To read the data, the collective needed the 

opportunity to discuss the problems. This was established by having additional discussions. 

There were nine possible examples where fair policing and racial justice were discussed in the 

context of George Floyd’s murder, the origin of COVID-19, homelessness, equal rights, and 

interracial friendships using photographs. Excerpt 4.39 is an example of several Mamba Boys 

growing an understanding together. 
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Excerpt 4.39 George Floyd (Phase 4/Session 13) 

84 All-Star King  04:47 

85 I know how he died. The policeman kneeled on his neck [whisper]  

86 Kai  04:55 

87 Are you listening now?  Tell them  

88 Jay  04:58 

89 So basically when he walked out of the store a policeman put his knee on him 

 and he said he couldn't breathe, he couldn't breathe.  

90 DD  05:11 

91 What was the knee?   

92 Jay  05:12 

93 the knee. 

94 Ms. Morgan  05:13 

95 the police officer's knee.  

96 Brian  05:14 

97 He put it on his neck.  

98 Ms. Morgan  05:16 

99 so that's why George Floyd.  

100 Jay  05:19 

101 Died.  

 

Phase Four was to involve analyzing the data collected but the session also included 

reviewing the data collection methods that were used in Phase Three and an additional method 

introduced in this session. Initially, the Mamba Boys used a very simple method to analyze the 

data they collected. Their data was housed inside their journals where they took notes from the 
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different data sources. While reading through their notes they added or subtracted to their 

writings based on their current understanding of their topic. They then gathered with their 

partner, group, and then the entire collective to discuss their topics. Again the use of critical 

discussions allowed the co-researchers to grapple with different ideas to then co-produce ideas 

about their topics. The code co-researchers’ research considers all of this. Figure 4.32 is the 

second slide the collective used to review the methods and introduce the fourth data collection 

method the use of photography.  

Figure 4.32 

Session 13 PowerPoint Slide 2 

 

The photograph of George Floyd (Nelson, 2020) found on PowerPoint slide two was used 

to explain how photography can be used for data collection which is described in Excerpt 4.40.  

Excerpt 4.40 The Mamba Boys See Through Nelson’s Eyes (Phase 4/Session 13) 

 154 Ms. Morgan  06:53 

 155 Then you remember what it stands for. Because when I look at this picture   

156 Lloyd  06:58 

157 It looks like we wanted equal rights for Black people 
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158 Ms. Morgan  07:02 

159 Hold on, hold on. Because when I look at this picture, it makes me think of 

 what…  

160 Yes, I don't need to read a whole book. I don't need to watch a video. I look 

 at this picture and it makes me  

161 Kobe  07:23 

162 It means Justice! 

163 Jay  07:26 

164 Racism, Black Boys  

165 All-Star King  07:31 

166 Protesting 

 

The co-researchers received disposable cameras to be able to document acts of fair 

policing or racial justice to become researcher-teachers who teach about their topic. DDG 

explained one way to become a researcher-teacher in Excerpt 4.41. 

Excerpt 4.41 Researcher-Teacher (Phase 4/Session 13) 

776 DDG  1:03:18 

777 Wait, so what I did, so first, I went on Google then I searched up a lot of fair 

 policing. but I didn't find fair policing. So, I just searched a policeman being fair. 

782 DDG  1:03:56 

783 I first put in fair policing but I did not find a lot of good stuff so then I just 

 searched 784 up policemen being fair to Black people. I found a lot of interesting 

 stuff to take photos of.  

785 Ms. Morgan  1:04:11 

786 You see. He couldn't get out in the community. and I understand that.  
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After reviewing data collection methods by reviewing the different methods using Figure 

4.33, we attempted to begin analyzing the data we gathered by playing a game entitled This or 

That, Figure 4.33. The game’s directions are for each gamer to choose either the first or second 

picture shown on the PowerPoint slide to inspire the sorting of ideas.  

Figure 4.33 

This or That Game 

 

Session thirteen offered five possible codes categorized as the Mamba Boys researching. 

Here slide three of the PowerPoint acted as the framed sentence for co-researchers to use to help 

produce their ideas. Figure 4.34 captures both slide three and artifacts. 

Figure 4.34a 

Brian, DDG, Kai, and DD Respond to Slide Three 
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Figure 4.34b 

Brian, DDG, Kai, and DD Respond to Slide Three 
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Figure 4.34c 

Brian, DDG, Kai, and DD Respond to Slide Three 
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Figure 4.34d 

Brian, DDG, Kai, and DD Respond to Slide Three
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Figure 4.34e 

Brian, DDG, Kai, and DD Respond to Slide Three 
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The final codes helped to make sense of and observe the messiness of YPAR. The goal of 

Phase Four was to analyze the data; however, the collective found their discourse leading in 

other directions that may have led to knowledge production circumventing the linear process 

thought to be the sole goal of Phase Four. The messiness or challenge appeared as the session 

going in alternative course where analysis was not done in a traditional manner. Excerpt 4.44 is 

an example of how the discourse possibly suggested an action the Mamba Boys wanted to take to 

accomplish the goal of Phase Five. Instead of encouraging the collective to focus on the analysis 

of data, we continued the discussion. 

Excerpt 4.42 The Role of Police (Phase 4/Session 13) 

459 Jay  29:40 

460 Okay, what should we do to ensure that we have fair policing? Everybody 

 460 should have in their neighborhood. Everybody should have like a group chat. 

 462 For example, just imagine your whole entire neighborhood Yes. some of 

 them have Androids then 463 why do people say the bills are too high? 

464 Ms. Morgan  29:59 

465 Okay, so, what you are talking about, the app, is good ACTION. Okay, so all 

 466 of that deals with fair policing, right? Fair policing says that we should be 

 able to trust our police, or not. What do you think?  

467 Brian  30:23 

468 Yes, we should Also talk to them about what they are doing.  

 

It is questionable whether the goal of Phase Four was achieved which speaks to the 

messiness of YPAR or possibly demonstrated liberation. Figure 4.35 outlines the 29 codes 

organized into the three categories. The Excerpts and Figures chosen for maintaining culture, 
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growing who we are together, and reading the data may formulate a narrative as part of the 

study. Again dialogism was coded throughout the Phase and remains a consistent narrative 

viewed across several of the Phases. Their literacies were also again evident while the code co-

researchers’ research was observed in several instances. This code described the process the 

Mamba Boys took to gain information about their topics. Their actions included: watching 

videos, reading text, locating information on the internet or through Padlet, conducting an 

interview, and taking photographs. 

Figure 4.35 

Phase Four Categories and Codes  
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Third Round of Analysis of Phase Five 

Figure 4.36 articulates the goal of Phase Five which was to determine how we would 

share our findings with others. Because this Phase dealt with creating action, we moved our book 

club to the art room where they would have plenty of room to design their collages. The boys 

were showing mixed emotions because they were ready to move on to basketball practice but 

they also wanted the comfort of our safe space. I shared what a collage was and allowed the co-

researchers to lead the session. It was a playful time!  

Figure 4.36 

Goal of Phase 5 

 

There were three categories possibly viewed within this Phase: our culture, who we are 

together, and taking action. Our culture category had the same three codes included in Phases 

Three and Four which may have symbolized the ways in which a safe space was established. The 

codes found in Phase Five were the potential for viewing examples of equitable power, 

traditional practices, and emerging joy. From Phase One to Phase Five, I paid close attention to 

how power was being distributed within the safe space. This final Phase offered the opportunity 

for The Mamba Boys to gain full power in some instances. In Excerpt 4.43 and Figure 4.37, The 

Mamba Boys independently facilitated their literacy experience where Jay and All-Star King 
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gained everyone’s attention for Kai to be able to read a portion of A Diary of a Wimpy Kid 

(2012) to the group. 

Excerpt 4.43 Power Shift (Phase 5/Session 14) 

615 Jay  1:17:52 

616 When Kai shows a picture, everybody clap! 

617 Kai  1:17:54 

618 Kai begins reading 

597 Jay  1:14:58 

598 When I say Barack you say Obama 

599 All-Star King  1:15:24 

600 One, Two, buckle my shoe [singing] 

601 Jay  1:15:30 

602 All eyes on me 

603 Kai  1:16:05 

604 2-Pac. I am going to start reading. He begins reading  

605 Jay  1:16:48 

606 Barack  Quiet or your name is going up. You do not understand it unless you 

 are in 5th grade. 

607 Collective  1:16:49 

608 Obama  
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Figure 4.37 

What Independence Looks Like 

 

The final example of power found in Excerpt 4.44 was viewed when Jay, the leader, took 

time to question how well he was leading. This reflection may be paramount since one of the 

goals of our work is to reflect and he performed this independently. 

Excerpt 4.44 Power Shift (Phase 5/Session 14) 

555 Jay  1:04:23 

556 I feel like I have not been a leader today, so I give it to DDG.  

 

Traditional practices were coded four times in this Phase while equitable power was also 

observed and coded in four instances. The first example in Excerpt 4.45, may demonstrate my 

need to take control of the situation to prevent unwanted behavior.  

Excerpt 4.45 Control (Phase 5/Session 14) 

146 Ms. Morgan  16:23 

146 What we're going to do now is go up. What you're going to do now, you're 

 147 going to go up. If you see a picture that you took, then you're going to pick 

 148 the picture up. So in a second, we're going to stand around the table. So, 

 149 when you walk up here, look but don't touch. Kobe walk up here with your 

 hands behind your back.  
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Moreover, Excerpt 4.46 may suggest the use of competition to extrinsically motivate the 

co-researchers to create their collages. Both examples of traditional practice were used with 

automaticity despite my ongoing intentions to transfer all power to the co-researchers. 

Excerpt 4.46 Let’s Compete (Phase 5/Session 14) 

330 Ms. Morgan  36:51 

331 Okay, you guys. Look at who's board has the most. They have three things!   

 

Both traditional methods observed placed the power back with me, which may contradict 

the shifting of power but instead, it exemplified the messiness of YPAR. By this, I mean that 

despite my intentions to consistently allow the Mamba Boys to have full power in the space, 

there were instances when I chose to intervene using traditional methods. Nonetheless, joy was 

still viewed and coded during this Phase. The potential for pleasure possibly appeared throughout 

the work session as discussed in Figure 4.38 and described in Excerpts 4.47 and 4.48. 

Figure 4.38 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 14 

Here, joy may have been evident from hearing the Mamba Boys sing and watching them 

dance during their literacy experiences. Both types of jubilant acts were viewed during the work 

session. All-Star King was excited as a researcher and Kai seemed to have expressed joy from 

being successful at depicting racial justice using similar illustrations from The Diary of a Wimpy 

Kid (2012).  
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Excerpt 4.47 Let’s Compete! (Phase 5/Session 14) 

277 All-Star King  32:04 

278 I found it!  I'm a researcher now because I found it! 

279 Ms. Morgan  32:12 

280 Oh my goodness, I can tell you guys are being productive. You are an artist 

 [to Kai]  

 

Excerpt 4.48 Let’s Compete (Phase 5/Session 14) 

420 Ms. Morgan  47:24 

421 No I think both groups have made great progress, so I want you to finish 

 what you  

422 are working on. So that we can glue down using glue sticks. How are you 

 feeling?   

423 Kai  47:39 

424 Good   

 

Our culture was viewed. The potential for these examples to narrate an idea of 

community built by our collective to support our safe space for learning remained a notable 

suggestion. This category and the next category of codes are complementary.  

Who We Are Together is the next category that organized codes to depict how each 

member of the collective showed up for each other. There was a total of seventeen instances 

where belonging, displays of masculinity, and views of their literacies were viewed. Each had 

five occurrences while displays of resilience were only coded twice. Phase Five may have 

brought a deepened sense of belonging because The Mamba Boys were giving each other 
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compliments, saying Bless You after sneezes, and mentioning the word love in the context of the 

collective in Excerpt 4.49. 

Excerpt 4.49 Did he say love? (Phase 5/Session 14) 

 461 Kobe  50:34 

 462 Marker, marker, marker You love us Hi. I think you love. We every /eh/ Ms.  

  Morgan, We love us. We love all. 

 

Kobe seemed to be having a difficult time drawing to express his ideas. He felt 

comfortable enough in the space to share this uneasiness with me and his teammates. This level 

of vulnerability may speak to who we had become together.  

Excerpt 4.50 Kobe’s Vulnerability (Phase 5/Session 14) 

285 Ms. Morgan  32:33 

286 What is wrong because you said you can't. Let's talk.  

287 Kobe  32:37 

288 I'm not good enough. I'm just like a little like. I want to draw a Nickelodeon-

 like face. But I can't do it. 

 

The session ended with a reminder that our book club was coming to a close. We would 

no longer gather after school each Tuesday and Thursday to talk, play, and write. Each co-

researcher’s response to this finale was unique, but the level of camaraderie was highly 

evidenced by Excerpt 4.51 and Figure 4.39 which both depict the last three minutes of our 

session. Our producer, All-Star King, pushed the stop button on our iPad one last time after 

inviting everyone up to say goodbye to Chat, the iPad. 

Excerpt 4.51 Goodbye! (Phase 5/Session 14) 
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634 Kobe  1:20:07 

635 Today is the last day?   

636 Jay  1:20:11 

637 Pretending to cry 

638 All-Star King  1:20:12 

639 Bye Chat!  Everybody get in a line and say goodbye to Chat.  

640 Brian  1:20:25 

641 Bye, Chaat   

642 Kai  1:20:25 

643 Bye Chaaaat!  Byyyyyeee Chaaat! 

644 All-Star King  1:20:35 

645 Gotcha. Y'all breath stank. 

 

Figure 4.39 

Farewell Chat and Mamba Boys! 
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The Mamba Boys may have also depicted two moments of resilience or the ability to 

overcome a traumatic experience, to withstand adversity during Phase Five. Firstly, in Excerpt 

4.52, Kai recited a common mantra to others to overcome discouragement while Kobe remained 

a persistent artist in Excerpt 4.53. Both Excerpts occurred during the work session and are 

potential examples of resilience. Moreover, the feeling of resilience was possibly rediscovered in 

this Phase because Phase Four did not have any feasible examples of resilience.  

Excerpt 4.52 Kai Encourages Determination (Phase 5/Session 14) 

241 Ms. Morgan  28:23 

242 It's 3:25 ask yourself, how far are you?  

243 Kai  28:40 

244 You can do anything if you put your mind to it. 

 

Excerpt 4.53 Persistence from Kobe (Phase 5/Session 14) 

301 Kobe  33:26 

302 I'm going to try one more time. 

 

Masculinity was also coded in this Phase because there was another power struggle 

between Lloyd and Kobe and Lloyd and his brother Kai. Lloyd appeared to want to be viewed as 

more dominant than the other Mamba Boys and so he was observed criticizing Kobe and Kai 

today. However, Kobe stood up for himself this time and I did not have to exert my power using 

a traditional technique. Figure 4.40 is a portion of my reflection that also discusses the incident 

between Kobe and Lloyd. The second possible example of masculinity was the level of silliness 

displayed during this Phase. Silliness was observed throughout all of the Phases so much so that The 

Mamba Boys knew what to say and what moves to make to force each other to laugh. 
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Figure 4.40 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 14 

 

While they gathered on the carpet and were preparing to leave, Kobe and Brian became very silly 

when saying goodbye which is captured in Figure 4.41. All Star King wanted everyone to say good-bye to 

Chat, the iPad. 

Figure 4.41 

I Can Make You Laugh 
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 The acts of aggression and silly play may suggest examples of masculinity. The category 

Who We Are Together is the possible use of the Boys’ literacies. Black language continued to be 

used in Phase Five. The Mamba Boys sang various songs which all originated from their home 

lives. Notice the affirming idea found in Figure 4.42.  

Figure 4.42 

Researcher’s Reflection of Session 14 

 

Because some of the artwork mimicked that of the popular children’s television show 

SpongeBob SquarePants, they were inspired to sing theme songs from Nickelodeon 

Excerpt 4.54 Nickelodeon Comes to School (Phase 5/Session 14) 

317 Lloyd  35:09 

318 Nick, Nick, Nick, Nickelodeon  (singing) 

 

and the Cartoon Network. The collective repeatedly brought their literacies into our 

shared space. Who We Are Together was a category that exemplified the sharing of 

belongingness, resiliency, masculinity, and the literacies of the Mamba Boys. The final category 

offered examples of the research process the co-researchers underwent.  

After the boys took part in many critical discussions about their topics, it was time to 

discuss taking action. This final category in Phase Five also included the codes of critical 

conversations, co-researchers’ research, signs of literacy, and the messiness of YPAR. Twenty-

six occurrences in this category encompassed the most of any other category. The critical 

conversations code examined how the Mamba Boys used discourse to produce knowledge of 
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their topics. After each session, transformations appeared to occur for some of the co-

researchers. In Excerpt 4.55, Brian and Jay possibly change some of their ideas about the role 

White people played in racial protest. 

Excerpt 4.55 Seeing Protest Differently (Phase 5/Session 14) 

42 Ms. Morgan  04:38 

43 Thanks!  So, what does this picture mean? 

44 Brian  04:59 

45 About Black people fighting for their rights?   

46 Jay  05:03 

47 I see some White people Fight because I think men are being unfair to      

 people. So, I 48 think they're protesting for equal rights for everybody, even for 

 different races. 

 

After session fourteen, Figure 4.43 shows my reflection journal entry that considers the 

possible transformation the boys made from stereotyping White people as racist to possibly 

humanizing White people instead.  

 

Figure 4.43 

Researcher’s Reflections of Session 14 
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Another potential example of idea production was Kobe’s realization of humanity which 

is described in Excerpt 4.56 and shown in Figure 4.44 where he reads this new understanding to 

the iPad. 

Excerpt 4.56 I May See Protesting Differently (Phase 5/Session 14) 

398 Kobe  44:40 

399 because we need to get our fair rights. Officers are just choosing White 

 people  

400 because they want the money to just help them, and I want them to realize 

 it's White 401 people and Black people. We don't have to suffer. So, we need to 

 join this site so we can all get the freedom. 

483 Kobe  53:53 

484 Don't just use all of us. We all deserve love. We all love us. We are family 

 [he begins singing] 

485 Kobe  54:33 

486 we all deserve love. Love well we are we are all family. 

487 Kobe  55:21 

488 Black lives and White lives matter? You us people. People love you. Love 

 [he made a heart symbol with his hands on the iPad] 
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Figure 4.44 

Kobe’s View on Humanity 

 

Kobe’s expression of humanity possibly exemplified dialogism again as he shares his 

new ideas of love for all people. Kobe researched racial justice and took time to grapple with 

those ideas from Phase Two until now. I will later discuss in more detail Kobe’s transformation. 

In this one session, the discussion code was utilized for six occurrences while the co-researchers’ 

research code was used for fourteen happenings. The given occasions will attempt to 

chronologically describe how the collective shared their understandings of their research topics 

and how they wanted to take action to bring awareness to the need for fair policing and racial 

justice. Excerpt 4.57 shows the initial conversation about taking action. 

Excerpt 4.57 Let’s Take Action (Phase 5/Session 14) 

49 Ms. Morgan  05:22 

50 And so, what I want to show you today is that this is action. Okay. So, we just 

 51 did a lot of research. Now it is our time to show action Okay. Okay.  
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I explained to them how collages could be used to display their ideas by using 

photographs, drawings, and labeling. The co-researchers then shared their potential ideas of what 

could be added to the collage and began creating their collages which is described in Excerpt 

4.58 and Figure 4.45. 

Excerpt 4.58 Let’s Take Action (Phase 5/Session 14) 

124 Jay  12:18 

we are going to talk about how policemen can do better. 

205 Jay  24:15 

We are going to use the one where they are playing basketball.  

206 Ms. Morgan  24:17 

207 Why? 

208 Jay  24:18 

209 Because sometimes police pull up and think people stole a basketball. Do 

 you own a basketball? 

210 Kai  24:44 

211 I'm making a picture 
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Figure 4.45 

Creating Our Action 

 

 

The next portion of the process was the completion of their drawings and labels to create 

two group collages. Figure 4.46 depicts some of the drawings found on each collage that appear 

to illustrate possible transformed ideas: new views of White police officers, the need for peace, 

and choosing love. 

 

Figure 4.46a 

Creations from Kobe, Brian, All-Star King, Kai, and Lloyd 
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Figure 4.46b 

Creations from Kobe, Brian, All-Star King, and Lloyd  

 

Figure 4.46c 

Creations from Kobe, Brian, All-Star King, Kai, and Lloyd 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All-Star King 

Kobe 
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Figure 4.46d 

Creations from Kobe, Brian, All-Star King, Kai, and Lloyd 

 

Figure 4.46e 

Creations from Kobe, Brian, All-Star King, Kai, and Lloyd 

 

Lloyd (top) 

Kai (bottom) 

Brian 
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The final Excerpt 4.59 confirms the co-researchers’ desire for others to view their 

potential new ideas. 

Excerpt 4.59 Sharing Our Creation with Others (Phase 5/Session 14) 

468 Ms. Morgan 

470 Guys? Make sure it's nice. We'll talk tomorrow about who we want to see 

 these.  

471 Jay  53:07 

472 Ms. Porter and  

473 Brian  53:10 

474 Mr. Latimore 

475 Jay  53:12 

476 and Mr., Mr.- what's his name? 

477 All-Star King  53:20 

478 Dunn 

479 Jay  53:20 

480 Yeah because he usually tells us not to bully. You stick up for that person. 

 

In Phase Five, the Mamba Boys had four opportunities to use literacy through writing, 

labeling, rereading their work, and participating in a read-aloud. All of these acts have also been 

viewed within the other categories. The messiness of YPAR was the final code which was 

viewed from the collages not being created as we had originally planned. The collages were 

supposed to be created using the photographs each co-researcher took using their disposable 

cameras; however, no usable photograph was available. Two of the cameras did not get 

developed while others took pictures of their class or family members that did not support the 

ideas they wanted to share through the collages. Due to the time constraints of the book club and 
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the lack of an additional funding source, a second opportunity to take pictures using a disposable 

camera could not be afforded to the collective. This predicament caused us to pivot on the spot 

which I would consider messy. Instead, the Mamba Boys discuss alternatives in Excerpt 4.60. 

 

Excerpt 4.60 Are There Any Pictures? (Phase 5/Session 14) 

167 Ms. Morgan 

169 So, at this point, because we don't have time. So as researchers, what else 

can we use besides the photographs?  

170 Kai  20:29 

171 Videos   

172 DD  20:30 

173 drawing  

174 All-Star King  20:31 

175 writing, 

176 Brian  20:31 

177 writing writers 

178 Jay  20:34 

179 talking to people about it 

 

267 Jay  31:33 

268 Me and my sister took a picture of a police officer, but we can't find it    

 

The taking action category contained many feasible examples of the co-researchers’ 

process of sharing their viewpoints with others. The given occurrences found in Figure 4.47 

likely contribute to a narrative that explains not only the Mamba Boys’ attempt to act but also 
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how the collective learned to be together in this space. In Phase One there were numerous 

occurrences where the collective took part in activities to explore identities. Here in the final 

Phase we were able to observe Kai as an artist and Kobe transforming his thinking about racial 

justice.  

Figure 4.47 

Phase 5 Categories and Codes 

 

According to Figure 4.47, the book club continued to be a safe space one where the co-

researchers felt physically and emotionally secure enough to use their literacies, and continue to 

discuss their social justice topics. The kinship that they created was sustained and came across 

through the observable joy and masculinity which were both coded and can be found in Figure 

4.48. It appears that the narratives of joy, camaraderie, utilizing their literacies and dialogism 

within a space of belonging and mattering was observed within at least four of the Phases. The 

Messiness of YPAR was also captured in Phases Four and five while the complexity of shared 

power was viewed throughout each Phase.  
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This concludes the detailed description found in the third round of analysis where each 

phase was isolated and reviewed according to the occurrences observed within the transcripts, 

the review of the co-researchers’ artifacts, reflections from the researcher and co-researchers, and 

session work plans.  

Figure 4.48 

Categories and Codes for All 5 Phases 

 

I will now examine the exit focus group interview within the fourth round of analysis, 

where I will capture ideas directly from the co-researchers to determine if additional narratives 

are revealed or if there is a continuation of possible narratives.  

Fourth Round of Analysis of Exit Focus Group 

The fourth round of analysis entailed reviewing the Exit Focus Group through a two-step 

process that consisted of first analyzing the transcript for occurrences and then analyzing the co-
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researchers responses as they related to the study’s three research questions. The initial exit focus 

group interview was conducted the day after session fourteen. It began with all eight                

co-researchers but early on Kai and Lloyd’s participation concluded. The exit focus group 

follow-up interview occurred on May 16, 2024, where Kai, Lloyd, All-Star King, and DD 

participated to have an opportunity to respond to the given questions. Both transcripts were 

analyzed.  

Step One of Cycle Four 

The initial step of analyzing the exit focus group interview involved considering the 

interactions and possible occurrences that transpired throughout all five Phases. The analysis 

necessitated the review of trending codes from the five Phases. The exit focus group interview 

consisted of three categories also found within the Phases: our culture, who we are together, and 

taking action.  

There were two codes, traditional practice and encouraging joy, used to categorize the 

five occurrences found within the Our Culture category. Our conversation did not discuss my use 

of traditional practices but instead this code was used when the Mamba Boys discussed the 

traditional practices used by their teachers during the school day. In line 473 of the exit 

interview, DD stood up to strongly announce the lack of joy within his classroom while DDG 

agreed. This occurrence was coded as traditional practices. The category also included instances 

of joy found within the book club. The exit interview asked questions about joy being 

experienced within our book club and there were four such occurrences. They gave examples of 

joy that were not exclusive to the book club. Jay enjoyed the snacks while Kobe spoke of the 

visits to the game room found in Excerpt 4.58.  

Excerpt 4.61 The Game Room Brings Joy (Exit Interview 1) 

313 Kobe  19:07 
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314 I know when I wake up it will be a fun day. Then on Thursday, we go to the 

 game 315 room, and we learn new stuff and it is fun.  

 

However, Kai and Lloyd spoke of literacy experiences that brought them joy. This 

portion of the conversation continued the trend of the Mamba Boys finding joy from 

experiencing learning in the manner found within our book club. Excerpt 4.59 exemplifies this 

joy and allows us to hear it directly from our co-researchers. 

Excerpt 4.62 Research Brings Joy (Exit Interview 2) 

57 Kai  04:44 

58 Firstly, for me what I liked the best is when we all work together to find our  

solution. 

59 Ms. Morgan  04:54 

60 Did you like working on the computer or the interview? What did you like the 

 best 

61 Lloyd  05:01 

62 I liked the interview with your son. The best. 

 

The second category, Who We Are Together, had four codes: a sense of belonging or 

mattering, showing resilience, masculinity, and using their literacies. During the exit interview, 

our discussion depicted the co-researchers having a sense of belonging during the book club 

three times. DDG explained how Black boys are unique in line 306 while Kai justified the 

importance of Black Excellence in line 151. Jay reminded the group of resilience by referring to 

one theme of I am Every Good Thing (Barnes & James, 2020). Throughout the exit interview, 

the Mamba Boys demonstrated masculinity through instances of silliness and annoyance or 
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instances where they were agitated and displaced their annoyance onto others. This masculinity 

was possibly observed in Excerpt 4.60.  

Excerpt 4.63 DD Makes his Point (Exit Interview 1) 

480 DD  28:45 

481 Be Quiet. That's why I'm playing my Fort Night big guy. [laughter]    

482 DD  28:46 

483 No, That's exactly what I'm saying! [DD bangs on table]  

 

Their literacies were discussed when DD shared that he writes at home when giving cards 

in line 306. 

The final category, Taking Action, dominated the exit interview discourse where they 

described instances of taking action during our book club. This category consisted of codes that 

were also trending in the five Phases that depicted dialogism. Literacy was discussed eight times, 

critical conversations had seven instances, and co-researchers’ research had three occurrences. 

During the exit interview, the Mamba Boys discussed the ideas that they co-produced during the 

book club’s critical conversations. 

Excerpt 4.64 Fair Policing through Racial Justice (Exit Interview 1) 

49 Jay  03:55 

50 to help the community by stopping racial, racial justice because if you don't 

 51 have fair policing, life would be short for everybody because policemen would 

 kill people for no reason. 

 

Here in Excerpt 4.64 Jay explained the importance of establishing fair policing in the 

community. The three occasions when the co-researchers discussed research, they described 



187 

 

what they valued from the research process. DDG appreciated going deeper into the conversation 

about fair policing shown in line 149 while Brian prized notetaking which he discussed in line 

170. Brian’s comment can also be viewed as a sign of literacy. The exit interview focus group 

protocol included questions about reading and writing which allowed the Mamba Boys to discuss 

literacy within our space. Several of the co-researchers discussed not liking to read. Jay 

expressed in line 225 hating to read while Kobe differentiated his reading preference to print 

instead of digital in line 219 while Brian explained he prefers literature over informational text in 

line 213. Despite whether they liked to read or despised reading during the book club each co-

researcher did take part in some type of reading each session. Conversely, their attitudes toward 

writing were possibly more positive as Jay explained he enjoyed typing in line 226, DDG was 

able to learn more aspects of writing shared in line 273, and line 84 explained Lloyd valued 

writing fast and smooth. Category three, Taking Action, contained many possible examples of 

the co-researchers’ process of sharing their viewpoints from their co-production of ideas.  

Step Two of Cycle Four  

The second step of the fourth round of analysis of the exit focus group interview involved 

clustering the responses from the co-researchers where each cluster addressed the following 

research questions: What does participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) 

reveal about elementary Black boys?  What literacies do Black boys discuss and display in after-

school literacy experiences?  How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy?   

During the exit focus group interview, I led the interview by asking questions that would 

offer insight into the research question: what does participation in youth-led participatory action 

research (YPAR) reveal about elementary Black boys?  I categorized their responses into three 

ideas: why their group chose that specific issue to study, secondly how they came about that 
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issue, and thirdly what they liked about researching. Excerpt 4.65 provided possible rationales 

for why they chose fair policing as a topic to research. Jay and DDG both discussed choosing the 

topic because they both had a family member who was a police officer and they both believe it is 

important to help the community. Kai stated that racial justice is a world issue that must be 

addressed. Four of the co-researchers mentioned using topics from the media to possibly develop 

a connection to the topic while DDG mentioned experiencing violence and positively viewing 

police officers as the connection for Jay and All-Star King. 

Excerpt 4.65 Rationale for Choosing Issue (Exit Interview 1) 

54 Jay 04:24 

55 because my uncle's a police officer  

60 DDG  05:00 

61 Actually my uncle was also a police officer. But he died shortly after, but he 

 always  

62 wanted policemen to be fair. And I actually wanted a policeman to be fair  

because    

63 they actually killed one of my brothers. 

 123 Kobe  08:09 

124 George Floyd and Colin Kaepernick because George Floyd he was like, he 

 125 was standing up for Black rights.  

 

The Mamba Boys had various parts of the research process that they liked or disliked. In 

line 190 DD reiterated the collective’s strong dislike to providing a written response to the 

reflection questions. Others explained their dislike of reading which is captured in Excerpt 4.66. 

Excerpt 4.66  I will never choose to read (Exit Interview 1) 

224 Jay  13:49 
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225 I'll be honest with you. So, the reason why I didn't like the reading is because 

 I hate reading. 

 

The components that they liked varied. DD, All-Star King, and Kobe liked learning using 

multimodal media while Lloyd and again All-Star King liked learning through interviews. All-

Star King also enjoyed analyzing photographs to learn more about fair policing. Jay and Brian 

enjoyed the production of new ideas through writing and typing. Kai and Jay also liked 

communicating using agreeable discourse to collaborate toward problem-solving. In lines 149 

and 153 DDG explained how he liked going deeper through research. The exit focus group 

interview protocol offered questions to possibly describe how the Mamba Boys chose the issues 

they wanted to research and what they enjoyed the most when researching. This perspective may 

reveal an understanding of elementary Black boys’ participation in youth-led participatory action 

research (YPAR). 

The Interview protocol also included questions to address the second research question 

that sought to examine what literacies Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy 

experiences. The discussion was categorized into three key ideas which included firstly 

determining when reading and writing felt good to them, secondly, descriptions of their reading 

both in and out of school,  and thirdly the discussion of new ideas they may have about their 

literacy. The considerations when reading felt good were the location, grouping, and mood. It felt 

good for the co-researchers to read and write in quiet places at home, especially their bedrooms. 

They prefer to read in a group at school, but All-Star King commented about playing school at 

home with his sisters which was a social literacy experience that Excerpt 4.67 explained.  

Excerpt 4.67  Playin’ School  (Exit Interview 2) 

300 Ms. Morgan  03:49 
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301 So you'd like that and you do it outside of school. Okay, what about writing? 

 302 Do you write outside of school? 

303 All-Star King  04:03 

304 Sometimes if we're playing school, or I just feel bored with my sisters. 

 

The mood varied where Brian felt good when he was focused while All-Star King 

embodied an inquisitive mood to feel good as a reader. Lloyd commented in line 84 that writing 

always felt good regardless of the environment. When it was time for the co-researchers to 

describe their literacy both in and out of school, their descriptions affirmed previous discussions. 

At school, DDG and Lloyd stated they preferred to read and discuss the text in group settings 

which appeared in their reflections and Excerpt 4.68. Kai talked about using the school library as 

his source for checking out books in line 114. None of the co-researchers described writing at 

school. Conversely, reading outside of school happened for DD, All-Star King, and Kai in their 

bedrooms while Lloyd stated he did not read outside of school.  

Excerpt 4.68  His Truth  (Exit Interview 2) 

93 Lloyd  07:24 

94 I don't choose to read outside of school, but reading outside of school seems 

 95 kind of boring because there's no one else. Like we always used to share to 

 96 read like one person reads this paragraph and then reads that one. 

 

In line 299, All-Star King stated he liked reading Anna-Mae books outside of school. He 

reads in the car or when he cannot do anything else. DD mentioned writing out of school to 

address greeting cards while All-Star King wrote when playing school with his siblings in lines 

304 and 306. Finally, the Mamba Boys were asked to consider any new ideas about their literacy 
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they determined from participating in our Book Club. A response was given by half of the 

Mamba Boys. In line 273, DDG explains how he realized that there are many parts to writing 

while Excerpt 4.69 describes the new ideas from Kai, Lloyd, and All-Star King. 

Excerpt 4.69  New Ideas (Exit Interview 2) 

139 Kai  09:55 

140 My idea for reading that I learned from Book Club is that you should always 

 pay attention when you read 

141 Lloyd  10:08 

142 The thing I learned from book club was how to become a better faster, 

 smoother writer. 

347 All-Star King  05:48 

348 I just read and get interested in my own world. 

 

The given perspective may have addressed what literacies Black boys discussed and 

displayed in after-school literacy experiences by considering when and where literacy felt good 

and by understanding what new insights they shared about their literacy and literacies.  

How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy was the final research question that 

was addressed considering four categories: identity transformation, the consideration of Black 

Excellence, describing joy, and defining Black Boy Joy for themselves. Kai and Lloyd discussed 

their transformation as readers. In line 182, Kai explained that he is now a more fluent reader 

while Lloyd now knows what to do when he picks up a book which he described in line 186. He 

also mentioned how he hated books before participating in our Book Club. Brian and Kobe’s 

transformations mentioned an expansion of their character. Brian was able to build more 
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confidence which was viewed in Excerpt 4.70 while Kobe discussed being more resilient when 

tackling his school work which was explained in line 353. 

Excerpt 4.70  My Transformation (Exit Interview 1) 

321 Brian  19:45 

322 Yeah, I liked changed the way I think and like the more I see stuff in my life 

 323 the more I feel like I can handle it. My grades. 

 

The conversation then shifted to Black Excellence where Jay said in line 296 that it 

showed up in our Book Club a little bit while DDG saw Black Excellence which is recorded in 

line 294. 

Joy was first discussed in the context of Book Club where they discussed the moments 

they enjoyed most. Jay loved eating the snacks while Brian enjoyed going to the game room. In 

line 314 Kobe described waking up on Tuesdays and Thursdays excited for Book Club while in 

Excerpt 4.71 Kai explained finding joy in this space. 

Excerpt 4.71  Being With My Peers in This Way (Exit Interview 2) 

168 Kai  11:54 

169 It made me feel great because I was actually having fun with my peers 

. 

Then the discussion shifted to moments of joy they found within their lived experiences. 

DDG, Kobe, All-Star King, and DD all found joy in practicing for a particular sport which 

showed up in lines 390-403. Recess, playing games, and being with friends were also moments 

of joy for Kai, Jay, Brian, and All-Star King. All-Star King also stated he found joy in learning 

good things and doing things you enjoy. Kai then defined joy using the letters as an acronym, 

Joyfully Over Yourself in line 197. Lloyd defined joy as the act of doing things well he also 
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referred to joy as extended periods of happiness which was how DDG defined joy in Excerpt 

4.72. DDG also connected joy to having a positive mindset. 

Excerpt 4.72  My Joy (Exit Interview 1) 

348 DDG  21:33 

349 It means to be happy, like for the whole day and never stop being happy and 

 350 just thinking positive 

 

The discussion changed to comprehending their thoughts of Black Boy Joy. Jay explained 

Black Boy Joy as the ability to achieve what you want in life in line 301. In Excerpt 4.73, DDG 

defined Black Boy Joy as possessing agency and having a positive mindset. DDG also said that 

Black Boy Joy is a type of uniqueness we have. Lloyd extended the idea by saying it is a type of 

attitude we develop in line 194. Kai commented in line 219 that Black Boy Joy can never be 

taken away from us. 

Excerpt 4.73  My Joy (Exit Interview 1) 

444 DDG  27:07 

445 Black Boy Joy is when you actually get to do more stuff than when you're at 

 school  

 

We then discussed feeling Black Boy Joy in and outside of school. Kobe and Jay 

discussed feeling Black Boy Joy outside of school while being with friends while Brian found his 

Black Boy Joy when being alone. DD felt Black Boy Joy when playing video games he explained 

in line 425. While at school Black Boy Joy was felt at recess or lunch when playing with friends 

by All-Star King, Brian, Jay, and Kobe. DD and DDG exclaimed that they do not feel Black Boy 

Joy in their classrooms in lines 455 and 473. The given viewpoints may have provided insight 
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into how the Mamba Boys described and enacted Black Boy Joy by considering their identity 

transformations, the consideration of Black Excellence, describing joy, and defining Black Boy 

Joy for themselves.  

The analysis of the Exit Focus Group involved a two-step process. I first studied the 

transcript for occurrences using categories and codes that were also found across the five Phases. 

Similar trends were found in this cycle of coding as well as the second cycle of axial coding of 

the five Phases. The dialogism and joy narratives were also discussed by the co-researchers 

during the exit interview. The discussion was also coded utilizing the literacies, sense of 

belonging, and masculinity codes which may suggest the Mamba Boys also viewed the book 

club as a safe space to be. 

Round four also consisted of categorizing the co-researchers’ responses based on the 

study’s three research questions. The possible findings likely contribute to an understanding of 

how the co-researchers’ responses during the exit focus group interview relate to the ideas 

observed within the other data sources and how the co-researchers’ responses help to 

comprehend the given research questions. I will further discuss this idea in the next chapter. 
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Figure 4.49 

Categories and Codes for All 5 Phases and Exit Interview 

 

Figure 4.49 demonstrated the narratives that were found across the Phases and also the 

exit interview. The critical conversations were observed and discussed by the co-researchers as a 

way to learn about complex ideas with the support of others. The Mamba Boys utilized their 

literacies and also experienced joy according to Figure 4.49. The discussion of belonging and 

mattering also occurred during the exit interview to possibly help describe the safe space that 

was created. As I go through the data, I am beginning to see the trends of the Mamba Boys 

experiencing kinship through joy, a sense of belonging, their literacies, and overwhelmingly the 

benefits of dialogism. Using YPAR to gain an understanding of how Black elementary boys 

experience a book club may have included challenges but it also provided a space for me to also 

transform my practice. I will continue to explore these trends in chapter five.  

 Upon the completion of the investigation, four rounds of data analysis were 

conducted: an overview of all data sources, the transcription process, phase isolation and review, 

and exit focus group review allowed for thick and rich descriptions to be constructed of the 
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phenomena. Each data source was reviewed with the other sources to gather a thick, rich 

description of the phenomena. Chapter five will discuss the findings of the study’s triangulation. 

 

Figure 3.1 (repeated) 

The 8 Co-Researchers  
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5  FINDINGS 

For this study, the Mamba Boys gathered after school twice a week on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays to participate in a YPAR-inspired book club. Each session offered an opportunity for 

the co-researchers to engage in videotaped literacy experiences involving discourse, reading, and 

writing opportunities that resulted in several emerging themes. The Mamba Boys developed a 

camaraderie once a safe space was established where a sense of belonging and mattering was 

pervasive. Their ability to just be brought about joy and proved as a safe space to freely grapple 

with social justice issues in a dialogic fashion. The seven themes were derived from 18 codes 

and 12 subthemes defined in Appendix A. The axial codes were used to analyze each Phase and 

the exit interview in the third and fourth rounds of analysis. The codes were almost equally 

distributed across all three of the thematic groupings which is evident in Appendix B. In other 

words the first and second theme grouping featured 32% of the codes while the third theme 

grouping featured 36% of the codes.  

The first thematic grouping consisted of themes one and two. Theme one, camaraderie 

exists from established boundaries evolved from considering the subthemes a democratic culture 

is founded when boundaries are established, expectations can be managed, and a democratic 

culture is sustained when power is shared and expectations managed. For instance, there were 

times when traditional management techniques were utilized such as rewarding individual points 

for positive choices. The role of power continued to be important to the collective causing us to 

rely on our agreements to maintain a respectful fellowship. We agreed to be respectful, not make 

fun of each other, fight, or bully, and to not talk while others are talking. A pleasurable 

democratic space is created and maintained when humanity is respected was the second theme in 

the group. This theme valued a safe space and had the following subthemes: a democratic culture 
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is founded when boundaries are established, a democratic culture is sustained when power is 

shared and expectations managed, and expectations can be managed. This theme valued 

democracy. Both themes were theorized by considering what it took to establish and maintain a 

community that the co-researchers enjoyed attending. For example, I guaranteed their needs were 

met each session by including a snack and a game time. I also modeled respectful acts and talk 

where their opinions were honored early on in Phase One. I included mothering acts such as 

inquiring about their well-being, sharing decision-making specifically where we hold our game 

time during session four.  

The second thematic grouping included the third and fourth themes. The third theme was 

how our names, community, and culture help to shape our brotherhood. The investigation 

included activities where the co-researchers considered their home and school life when 

discussing their identities. Jay shared with us an experience he had while attending an HBCU 

football game that provided context to a discussion we were having about showing pride as a 

Black male. These events encouraged them to be expressive while valuing Blackness. The fourth 

theme was how pride found from comradery expressed resilience and mattering. Two subthemes 

developed from the codes. Firstly, the brotherhood was characterized by its pride and resilience. 

The co-researcher possessed pride from belonging to a Black boy book club. This pride was 

viewed outside of the club by them positively discussing being in the group with nonmembers. It 

was also viewed from how they would confidently state that they were the Mamba Boys. They 

all knew what that meant. They formed a brotherhood. Secondly, the realization of comradery 

and that we all count resonated from our discussions of Black Lives Matter. Theorizing both 

themes considered what it meant for us to be together in this space. The rich discussion about 

George Floyd brought about a rage, sadness, disbelief that the police officer that killed George 
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Floyd dehumanized him. The Mamba Boys wanted everyone to know that his life mattered as a 

Black man.  

The final thematic grouping contained three themes. Blackness is valued and provokes 

happiness, confidence, and pride was the first theme that emerged from viewing the Counterstory 

Black Excellence code. There were ten instances where the collective described Black excellence 

as a positive way of being in our communities. During Phase One, we watched interviews of 

community members sharing their perspective of Black joy. The interviews took place at a 

Juneteenth celebration which encouraged conversations about Black joy, our elders, and why we 

celebrate Juneteenth. We also discussed how highlighting this positivity shares a different 

narrative of Blackness. I let them see that one of the interviewees was a successful book store 

owner, another a judge, and still another a historian. The second theme was how passionate care 

of the Black community appeared in our research process, especially the critical conversations. 

Our initial conversations about Colin Kaepernick brought about disdain for former president, 

Donald Trump, as they grappled with how Donald Trump made decisions that negatively 

impacted Colin Kaepernick. The co-researchers showed strong engagement during moments to 

learn about the injustices that were occurring in our communities. My example of homelessness 

as a problem in our community brought about a conversation in Phase One about “the hood” and 

gentrification. Centering these ideas happened most organically during our conversations. 

Critical conversations were key to idea production. Their ability to humanize police officers 

while scrutinizing the biases they held about police officers was courageous. Managing my 

projections to accept the influence of talk and how our learning appears during YPAR was the 

final theme. The first subtheme was maintaining an openness to anticipate learning evolves from 

diverse forms. My reflection journal accounted for the shifts I made toward this openness which 
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are found in Appendix G. The initial reflection occurred after I visited another school’s fourth 

grade class and was able to see behavioral commonalities which shifted my ideas of how I could 

show up in this space. This subtheme led to the second subtheme of our ideas floating on a sea of 

talk and producing some reading and minimal writing. The second session was where I first 

noticed the impact of talk. They wanted to first discuss the prompt before writing. The low 

volume of reading and writing was not originally foreseen. The sessions did not involve a set 

time for independent reading. Instead reading and writing were integrated into the activities of 

the club. That was the direction the collective wanted to take. A shift in my thinking occurred. 

All three of these themes were theorized by considering the YPAR process we followed and the 

messiness of that same process. The messiness was viewed primarily in Phases Four and Five 

where the research project did not culminate as suggested by the design. Each theme assisted in 

confronting the study’s questions. In Table 5.1 the seven themes are organized next to the 

foregrounding research question and data sources. 

Table 5.1 

Research Question, Themes, Data Sources 

Research 

Question 

Theme Data Source 

RQ1. What does 

participation in a 

youth-led 

participatory 

action research 

(YPAR) reveal 

1. Camaraderie exists from established 

boundaries and shared power.  

3. The pride found from comradery expressed 

resilience and mattering.  

1. Video    

transcriptions 

2. Exit interview 

transcriptions 

3. Artifacts 

4. Student reflections 
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about elementary 

Black boys? 

6. Passionate care of the Black community 

appears in our research process, especially 

the critical conversations.  

2. A pleasurable democratic space is created   

and maintained when humanity is respected.  

7. Managing the researcher’s projections to 

accept the influence of talk and how our 

learning appears during YPAR.  

5. Researcher              

reflections 

 

   

RQ2. What 

literacies do Black 

boys discuss and 

display in after-

school literacy 

experiences? 

 4. Our names, community, and culture help to     

      shape our brotherhood. 

 

1. Video 

transcriptions 

2. Exit interview 

transcriptions  

3. Artifacts  

4. Researcher 

Reflections 

RQ3. How do 

Black boys enact 

and describe Black 

Boy Joy? 

5. Blackness is valued and provokes happiness,  

     confidence, and pride. 

 

1. Video 

transcriptions 

2. Exit interview 

transcriptions 

3. Artifacts 

4. Student reflections 

 



202 

 

I considered themes one, two, three, six, and seven to glean a deeper understanding of 

what participation in a YPAR-inspired book club revealed about the Mamba Boys. This analysis 

also informed my awareness of the literacies Black boys discussed and displayed when gathered 

in our after-school book club. Our names, community, and culture helped to shape our 

brotherhood, which was the theme I used to consider their literacies because their literacies are 

unique to their community and culture.  

The study's second aim was to comprehend how Black boys interpreted Black Boy Joy. I 

used the theme of Blackness being valued and how it provoked happiness, confidence, and pride. 

By doing so, understanding how they view their humanity as it relates to social issues was 

realized. The coded transcripts, student reflections, and student artifacts uncovered the Mamba 

Boys’ description of Black Boy Joy which led to the ability to recognize Black Boy Joy being 

enacted in our book club space. The investigation provided numerous insights into how Black 

elementary boys view themselves and issues that were paramount to them by orchestrating an 

encouraging space where their agency was valued. The insights exhibited during the YPAR book 

club will now be shared.  

Liberation Revealed 

The after-school book club round three data revealed a plethora of ideas about the co-

researchers. Round three included the second coding cycle where all data sources were analyzed 

within each Phase. I was able to view the Mamba Boys’ time together from individual, 

partnership, and whole group views. The commonality found in all settings was the co-

researchers ability to just be. “Authentic liberation- the process of humanization- is not another 

deposit to be made in men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women 

upon their world in order to transform it” (Freire, 2018, p.78). A space was constructed where 
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the boys were able to identify with other Black boys to form a kinship. This phenomenon was a 

liberating space for both the Mamba Boys and me as a researcher to learn together about social 

issues that impact our divergent ways of being.  

The club met at the conclusion of the school day causing them to transition from 

traditional classrooms where the “banking” model was often applied to a club designed to 

encourage student voice and choice in deciding how the group gathered and what they studied. 

The finding of liberation was reached by reviewing the round three data coding to realize that 

many occurrences demonstrated a sense of freedom for the co-researchers and myself. Figure 5.1 

illustrates how the three categories unveiled revelations of freedom. The space the book club 

established was most liberating where 46% of the occurrences were found in the round three 

analysis which was the analysis that referenced instances specific to a given Phase while 

considering all of the data sources.  

Figure 5.1 

Liberation Revealed 

 

46%

42%

12%

What does participation in a Y-PAR 
inspired book club reveal about the 

Mamba Boys?

A LIBERATING CULTURE

A LIBERATING CURRICULUM

A LIBERATING PEDAGOGY
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Figure 5.2 also represents the other two lenses that were explored: the collective use of a 

curriculum that produced liberating ideas, and a teacher’s organic effort at using liberating 

pedagogy. I will first examine ways in which the collective developed a liberating culture to 

reveal possible ways to be in an after-school book club.  

Liberating Culture  

This investigation intentionally included activities where camaraderie could be achieved 

despite the ebb and flow that occurs in social settings where issues of power and masculinity are 

present. The histories, identities, literacies, and liberation (HILL) model created a view for 

understanding identity (Muhammad, 2023). Critical Race English Education (CREE) provided 

the necessary theoretical frame to analyze the culture that was developed by all members of the 

collective. Teachers are supported when recognizing race and disrupting the role racism plays in 

spirit-murdering of Black boys within literacy spaces (Johnson & Bryan, 2017; Love, 2019). 

Essentially, CREE permitted analysis of the centering of Blackness when exploring identity 

through belonging and the influence of power and masculinity on the book club’s relationships 

and activities. 

According to the coding found in round three, there were 25 instances where the Mamba 

Boys experienced either identity work or activities that created a safe space in Phase One. For 

example, the co-researchers collaborated to develop the name Mamba Boys. We also created 

essential agreements that were internalized and enforced by the collective in Phase One. For 

instance, early on in Phase One Lloyd was heard reminding others not to speak over others. 

Phase One also had instances where they gave each other meaningful compliments about their 

work product or how another co-researcher positively showed up in the space. Also, Phase One 

set the precedence of The Mamba Boys being exposed to literature written by Black men where 
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Blackness was celebrated. All of these instances served as examples of how the co-researchers 

were developing a space where they were safe, they were effortlessly being. A safe space is 

described as a school environment where co-researchers feel physically and emotionally secure. 

The environment encourages the collective to freely express themselves without repercussions. 

This is a humanizing environment. The number of occurrences decreased throughout the Phases 

which signaled an established culture where explicit activities were no longer needed to develop 

the culture but instead, other instances of mutuality organically occurred to sustain a sense of 

belonging, and camaraderie. For example, game time remained a steadfast activity where the 

Mamba Boys were free to compete and experience joy. One may argue that this culture was not 

liberating but instead seemed to be similar to the activities that many classroom teachers use to 

build community at the beginning of the school year. These activities would be considered 

liberating for students however the teacher’s intent in choosing these activities may not be for 

liberating Black boys. Instead the intent may be to establish a democratic class community while 

this scholarship sought to integrate criticality to foster liberation.  

The difference was situated in how the humanity of each Black boy was centered in the 

decisions made by the researcher and each co-researcher. The text and discussions used to build 

community were intentionally chosen to ensure their Blackness was affirmed. Specific 

compliments and feedback were given by the researcher to remind them that they belonged. The 

act of listening encouraged each of them to share their views and feelings. They freely used 

Black language to articulate an idea without the fear of rejection from others. These acts were 

not performed perfectly or consistently by the researcher or each co-researcher but we all strived 

to respect our humanity while centering Blackness.  
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The co-researchers also contributed to the process of liberating our space. They often 

cheered each other on when resilience was shown as if they were at a football game. The level of 

care shown when Kobe read his Dad’s obituary was extraordinarily nurturing. I felt a strong 

emotional response observing this intimate moment. During another moment, Kobe also felt a 

sense of vulnerability which was realized by his ease in openly speaking about his second-grade 

retention. The established culture allowed Kobe to be free. In the focus exit interview, Kai 

commented how he liked to collaborate with his peers to problem-solve in book club the best 

while Jay liked that the Mamba Boys communicated in a manner that excluded arguing. They 

built a culture where the expectation to be in this space resembled the qualities they admired in 

their role model, Kobe Bryant which rationalized their naming of our book club, Mamba Boys. 

Ultimately, their ability to choose a Black man to represent their Black Boy Joy as a collective 

spoke to the liberation felt within this book club’s culture. 

The power dynamics found within the culture were also liberating. CREE is a theoretical 

framework developed by viewing literacy education through the lenses of CRT and BlackCrit 

(Bell et al., 2017; Johnson, 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Toliver, 2021). Theoretically, the 

criticality aspect of CREE (Johnson, 2018) helped to view the power relationship observed 

between the co-researchers and me. The equalizing of power was achieved through democratic 

decision-making, the sharing of leadership roles, and the integration of both. Session one began 

with me giving directions but also asking them their opinion on how to implement different 

activities. I did this to help them recognize their voice. These acts were more successful with 

some more than others. Right away Jay had no problem respectfully offering advice. It was 

important to him for me to realize that he still respected my standing as the teacher while All-

Star King seemed to be uncomfortable with Jay being overtly forthcoming with his ideas. These 
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gestures were made by me to encourage agency by leveling the power. Throughout Phase One I 

repeatedly announced that this was our club and their opinion mattered. Phase one had 23 

occurrences of shared decision-making or the Mamba Boys’ opinions being validated. During 

Phase Two, an incident occurred, and instead of me deciding the fate of one of the co-researchers 

a democratic process was taken up by Jay to decide his fate. By Phase Three, All-Star King 

became more vocal making decisions about how to follow the agreements while Kai made 

suggestions on how our time should be used.  

Distributing democratic authority was not given or received by all of the co-researchers. 

By Phase Three, each member of the collective had a role that encouraged each co-researcher to 

embody a portion of the power. There were 20 instances of power being equalized in Phase 

Three which was attributed to each co-researcher having a role. Moreover the power being 

equalized was exemplified by instances where the co-researchers took ownership in leading acts 

that occurred in the space.  Leader was the dominant role which was held by Jay and Brian at 

different times. We also had a game leader, producer, reader, writer, joykeeper, and time 

manager. The roles were introduced in Phase Two by first installing Brian as the leader. He was 

chosen through my influence because he exhibited Mamba characteristics; however, Jay was 

elected by the co-researchers. The Mamba characteristics of resilience, passion, and a strong 

desire to succeed. The roles allowed each of them to be in charge of a specific area. This was a 

difficult concept for some indicated by them referring to me before devising a decision. Lloyd 

was the writer and part of his role was to decide on writing topics and the amount of time to 

write. He would often want to collaborate with me before posting his decision. Eventually, he 

would ask the reader before formulating his post. Each of the Mamba Boys has had a job within 

their classrooms and voiced their opinions; conversely, the power distribution that occurred 
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within our book club was democratic by nature involving the total collective where decisions 

were made by attempting to form a consensus instead of just one member of the collective 

speaking for everyone. This shift from the teacher holding all of the power was uniquely 

liberating for each co-researcher.  

The power dynamics found within the relationships formed between co-researchers were 

defined through the Mamba Boys’ displays of masculinity. Masculinity is a construct that 

describes male characteristics. Black boys experience masculinity uniquely due to their multiple 

identities manifesting in ways that include intellectuality, sensitivity, and emotionality (Allen, 

2017; Bryan, 2019; Jett, 2022; Pelzer, 2016). For the purpose of this investigation, masculinity 

was coded when feelings of silliness, jealousy, or meanness were presented. Those feelings were 

typically viewed during times of playfulness, bickering, horseplay, and aggression. The 

affiliation between power and masculinity could be viewed within the CREE framework because 

oftentimes the acts surfaced when a power tipping point was reached between one or more 

Mamba Boys. From Phase One through Phase Five the co-researchers showed acts of silliness. 

During several literacy experiences in Phase Two Kai would say or do something silly which 

would then trigger the others to laugh. Kai identified as a comedian so within those instances he 

was gaining respect which translated into power. Phase Three brought about instances of 

bickering where All-Star King expressed irritation at Lloyd and Kai interrupting an activity. His 

ability to verbalize his feelings was a sign of power. There were also instances within Phases 

Two and Three where meanness and jealousy were expressed in an attempt to gain power. DD 

was drawing his response to social justice and received praise from the collective when Kai 

responded by writing on top of his work. Despite DD’s hurt, Kai had difficulty articulating his 

reason for defacing DD’s work. His jealous act was done to upset DD while also elevating his 
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status as an artist in the collective. The act backfired because empathy was given to DD from 

others which equalized the power dynamics between DD and Kai. During Phase Two Lloyd 

displayed acts of meanness toward Kobe and DD. Kobe eventually responded to Lloyd by 

standing up for himself. Lloyd stopped targeting Kobe with his meanness and shifted to DD. All 

of these attempts were ways Lloyd was trying to gain power. He was successful with his 

interactions with DD because DD would get very upset and would seclude himself from the 

group or yell out. All-Star King and Jay on several attempts tried to take up for DD. Many of the 

power struggles the Mamba Boys experienced with each other are struggles they have within 

their general school setting. The co-researchers continue to work toward overcoming these 

struggles as their ways of being in the school setting still require them to negotiate the presented 

power dynamics. As a collective, there were instances when steps toward overcoming these 

struggles were made but not sustained as these masculine acts may continue as they each 

continue to refine their identities as Black males. The given findings unveil an understanding of 

how this book club developed a culture where Black elementary boys were able to be free to act, 

commune, produce, and be.  

Liberating Curriculum and Literacy Experiences 

Figure 5.1 revealed the Mamba Boys gaining a sense of emancipation by participating in 

a curriculum they helped to create. A liberatory curriculum fosters criticality while dismantling 

oppressive systems by offering learning opportunities where students realize freedom as a 

byproduct of education (Freire, 2018; Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & McCormick, 2017). 42% 

of the occurrences found in the round three analysis demonstrated the co-researchers 

experiencing learning where the production of new ideas about their world was embraced. The 

curriculum supported the goals of each of the five Phases. Phase One included many lessons 
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where the literacy experiences and other activities were planned by me; however, as the 

democratic authority began to shift so too did the inclusion of the co-researchers in decision-

making regarding the activities found in Phases Two through Five. These Phases involved more 

student agency. CREE provided the necessary pedagogical frame to analyze this curriculum 

since the tenets consider using text to center Black boys and explicitly address issues of violence, 

race, whiteness, White supremacy, and anti-Black racism within and outside of school spaces. 

During Phase One I selected read alouds written by Black males that positively depicted Black 

boys. During Phases Two and Three literacy experiences, the collective used text and 

multimodal sources to research their topics which led them to question why things are for those 

in the Black community. The co-researchers journals and artifacts suggest the liberatory 

practices used and the selected text while researching were enjoyed by the Mamba Boys. Also, 

the conversations that addressed social issues were freeing and brought about intense 

engagement. On two occurrences we had to interrupt the discussions due to time constraints. The 

final finding explains how literacy was practiced in this setting.  

The use of criticality was evidenced when the collective began the research process. The 

goal of Phase Two was to determine what the collective wanted to research. Earlier 

conversational topics and book choices centered on sports which led me to bring in an article 

discussing the current plight of football player Colin Kaepernick. Jay, Brian, Lloyd, and Kai 

were all on an extracurricular football team that they enjoyed. Because Colin Kaepernick’s 

football career was again prevalent, the curriculum decision was made to possibly encourage 

research that centered the intersection of Black males and sports. Their curiosity led us in an 

unforeseen direction to want to learn more about social justice topics. Originally when 

introducing this topic I thought they would focus more on the sports aspect but it appeared that 
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they instead craved a space where they could discuss the impact of racism in their lived 

experiences. They began to question the original firing of Colin Kaepernick which Jay was eager 

to explain. Jay became the unofficial teacher in that moment. All-Star King made the choice to 

retrieve his laptop to begin searching on the internet for more information. His interest 

encouraged others to follow suit. This was an example of everyone becoming social critics. A 

space was created where I only invited the Mamba Boys to consider interrogating the given 

knowledge to co-produce a more critical view of the NFL. There were 25 instances where 

voluntary acts of research were observed across Phase Two coded as problem work which is 

evident in Figure 4.20. After much negotiation, the co-researchers decided to study fair policing 

and racial justice. During the focus exit interview, DDG said that he chose fair policing because 

his uncle was a police officer and he wanted to learn how to help his community. Kai realized 

that racial justice is a worldwide issue that needs to be achieved. These topics do not align with 

standards or lessons found in the curriculum they experience during the traditional school day. 

This detour to address themes that centered on Blackness brought about a sense of freedom to 

discuss supposedly taboo topics.  

Phase Three offered literacy experiences geared to the research process which was 

observed in 16 instances which is evident in Figure 4.30. All-Star King, DDG, DD, and Jay liked 

using the Padlet that contained topic-targeted text and videos to research. Brian enjoyed reading 

and writing ideas down while researching. Lloyd’s favorite research technique was interviewing. 

He liked the interview with my son he stated in the focus exit interview. Laptops are used during 

the day to complete computerized Reading and Math lessons. Using the Padlet to learn 

information about a topic they are interested in was a new and liberating concept. During the 

general school day, the Mamba Boys utilized their laptops to practice reading and math skills 
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using a web-based, adaptive instructional program where they listen to an explicit lesson 

designed to teach a skill and then answer multiple choice questions. They are encouraged to 

utilize the software at school for at least 75 minutes each week. This skill and drill requirement 

leaves little time for students to use their laptops for inquiry let alone inquiry that leads to 

criticality.  

Session 14 had 14 instances found in Figure 4.36 where the Mamba Boys freely 

expressed their final ideas about their research topics by creating collages. Each group chose 

their mediums and how they would develop their collage. The conversations around the tables 

where each group worked combined current life happenings such as their excitement about 

basketball practice, but they also discussed how they were going to share their final awareness 

about fair policing or racial justice. Kobe decided to speak directly into the iPad about how love 

can impact racial justice which is found in Excerpt 4.56. His final thoughts aligned with the 

concept of the act of love is a commitment to liberation (Bautista et al., 2013; Creswell & Poth, 

2018; Freire, 2018). This final session included the following multimodal activities: creating 

collages with a variety of mediums they chose, producing a video, and designing illustrations 

inspired by Jeff Kinney, a well-liked author and illustrator of Diary of a Wimpy Kid (Kinney, 

2007) were all their choices. The co-researchers being able to uniquely research topics of their 

choice to generate ideas of their own and then present those ideas in a fashion that they approved 

was emancipating. 

The findings also revealed that 33% of the liberating curriculum component was 

comprised of critical discussions found in Figure 4.51. The critical conversations captured 

instances where the collective was involved in a discussion where the production of ideas about 

social justice were formed. This distinct time of discussion was unique to our collective where 
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we enacted identities that created a distinct way of being. Our Discourse involved established 

feelings, values, and tools to conclude our interactions were our own way of being together (Gee 

& Gee, 2012). In this space, The Mamba Boys were taking up critical consciousness (Freire, 

2018; hooks, 1994). These critical conversations took place during their literacy experiences 

when the co-researchers were continuously reflecting and acting on the chosen words being 

introduced into the discussion (Freire, 2018; Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & McCormick, 

2017). They were making meaning of racial justice and fair policing by considering their diverse 

views of the world. For the purpose of this investigation, a critical conversation was one where 

each individual co-researcher offered their idea of a specific topic while considering the ideas of 

the other co-researchers to construct a new way of viewing the world. The co-researchers valued 

each other’s opinion which can be attributed to the established community found within the book 

club. When a member of the collective presented new learning using dialogue in which the 

naming of the world is developed through love and critical thinking, a critical discussion 

transpires (Freire, 2018; Kornbluh et al., 2015; Mitra & McCormick, 2017). The co-production 

of a new idea was the result of the critical conversation which is liberatory in itself. When we 

utter a word or idea, the word holds the two dimensions of reflection and action, in other words, 

liberation (Freire, 2018; Kirkland, 2011). The discourse that ensued during these times did not 

involve a teacher feeding them ideas but instead, the entire collective gaining a new 

understanding together. In Phases Two and Three, these discussions oftentimes dominated the 

session because the engagement was high. We sometimes hesitated to begin a different activity. 

Phase Three had 24 instances of critical conversations, found in Figure 4.30, which suggested the 

conversations allowed for the co-researchers to use discourse to make meaning of the ideas 

presented while researching. In session 10, the racial justice group did not understand the 
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injustice that was being presented in the book they were reading. The book offered an example 

of White privilege. After rereading several times and discussing the idea they understood what 

was meant by White privilege. Their discussion about what they read helped them describe 

justice to the collective. The fair policing group was also trying to describe fair policing. All-Star 

King began to describe policing while Jay and Brian added their ideas of policing to the 

discussion which offered their experiences with police officers. Finally DDG described fair 

policing as police treating Black and White people the same. In session 11, the topic of fair 

policing resurfaced to refine their understanding while session 12 refined their understanding of 

justice. The critical conversations experienced in this study were a significant freeing experience 

for the entire collective. This form of communication was the form of literacy the group 

preferred because it involved immediate socialization. It also offered more equitable access to a 

topic since the co-researchers reading or writing abilities were not equivalent; however, their 

spoken communication appeared to be comparable. I will now discuss the liberating literacy 

experiences found within the different forms of literacy the co-researchers experienced.  

Earlier in chapter two, a literacy experience was defined as a phenomenon that promoted 

students collectively co-constructing learning opportunities where text was comprehended 

independently or jointly to encourage dialogic spaces where interpretations are formed and 

revealed to reflect the literacies of the collective group. The comprehension of text was evident 

through multiple ways, critical discussions, writing opportunities, or additional reading 

selections to further comprehension of the given topic. During Phase One, a small classroom 

library was established where the co-researchers were able to self-select books they were 

interested in reading. Most of those books also centered Blackness similarly to the read-alouds. 

The self-selected books did not always correlate with their Lexile reading level but were chosen 
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based on interest. That sense of agency demonstrated through their selection was not often 

experienced in their traditional school setting was a form of liberation. Likewise, being able to 

write about topics which interested them was also liberating. It was also freeing for the Mamba 

Boys to be able to read or write for the amount of time they determined opposed to being 

confined to a set amount of time told to them by the authority figure. Another prevalent finding 

was how written comprehension was used to demonstrate comprehension of the readings The act 

proved beneficial for the writer to help clearly articulate their perspective during our discussion. 

However, the majority of the writing proved to disregard the conventional grammatical rules 

established for communication. Punctuation and capitalization was sometimes used with 

automaticity evidenced by some of the artifacts; however, no one in the space expected revision 

and editing to be part of our writing processes. During our time together, they commented on 

how they disliked writing the same response when completing the reflection sheets. Their choice 

to disregard grammatical conventions seemed to be liberating. Friere (2018) argued “Liberating 

education consists in acts of cognition, not transferals of information.” (p. 79). Ultimately the 

idea was communicated effectively. Observing the co-researchers concentrate on comprehending 

these complex concepts in their writing was liberating. My initial response to their writing was to 

see failure, but after reflection, I realized the amount of freedom the Mamba Boys experienced 

from not having to concentrate on grammar but instead concentrate on communicating the 

concept.  

Our book club utilized a liberating curriculum that was co-created by the ideas the 

collective co-produced. Instead of being instructed what to read or write for a prescribed amount 

of time, the Mamba Boys were choosing to utilize literacy to affirm their Blackness or as a 

means to critically interrogate the ideas presented about their community. This investigation 
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found that a liberating curriculum revealed the mutual humanization experienced by the Mamba 

Boys. 

Liberating Pedagogy  

The investigation’s insights demonstrated the Mamba Boys experienced liberation from 

being in a supportive space and being involved in a liberatory curriculum. They also experienced 

liberation from my use of liberatory pedagogy. Liberatory pedagogy situates Black culture and 

teaches Black students to resist oppression found in their communities (Castillo-Montoya et al., 

2021). It allows Black children to learn that they possess an identity of greatness which derived 

from prominent lineage that produces self-pride (Muhammad, 2015; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 

2020). Figure 5.1 illustrated that 12% of the instances found in the round three data analysis 

demonstrated liberatory pedagogy being utilized in the space. In essence, my pedagogy 

transformed to integrate new practices into my current repertoire. I incorporated criticality, 

discourse as a writing rehearsal tool, instructional strategies that encourage implicit desires to 

read, and developed class culture by using democratic decision-making is included. In the past, I 

never considered criticality when discussing literature with my students. The first shift was I now 

restructured my questioning to inspire our collective to view oppressive systems. This 

modification along with the liberatory curriculum being used encouraged the Mamba Boys to 

question power structures found in the NFL, police departments, and also our school system. The 

second shift was the frequent encouragement of discussions. I first had to change my attitude to 

an attitude that welcomed a learning process that accepted power sharing where students were 

unofficial teachers in our space. My intentional choice to be silent when necessary and pose 

questions that only encouraged the collective to interrogate the given idea. The third shift dealt 

with how the Mamba Boys selected books. Instead of teaching students a narrow view of self-
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selecting books based solely on their reading level, I modeled selecting books that will 

encourage inquiry and criticality despite the level while giving them tools to access text that may 

be written on a higher level. The final shift pertained to how I developed a class culture through 

different liberatory acts which were viewed within my study as nonlinear. 

There was the production of new ideas by the co-researchers despite the nonlinear 

processes found within my practices. During this nonlinear process of experimentation, my 

reflections exposed my fears of possible unfavorable outcomes. My reflections also reported the 

book club climate shifts we experienced. CREE offered the essential pedagogical frame to 

examine my pedagogy and the collective’s responses to my instructional practices since one of 

the tenets values the centering of Blackness within the pedagogical choices. I will now discuss 

the findings discovered by analyzing my sessions 1 through 14 reflections. 

While designing the study there were presumptions about Black boys who participated in 

this particular pedagogical framework; however, there were convoluted  insights regarding the 

literacy experiences and the YPAR process as they related to my practice. The initial discovery 

involved writing. Over the years I have facilitated numerous writing workshops with elementary-

level students, but the way the co-researchers linked talk to writing was uncharacteristic of other 

fourth and fifth-grade writers. The Mamba Boys were not being told what to write, when to write 

and talk, or how much to write. They were naturally expressing themselves. Six out of the eight 

reflections from Phases One and Two revealed my thoughts about how discussions were 

essential for the boys to formulate writing before they were asked to write. During Phase One,  I 

was still creating the literacy experiences causing me to rely on my normal instructional 

practices. I would set the timer and explain to them my expectation for their writing and the 

space to be silent. Despite this clear direction, they continued to whisper or talk. Their topics 
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were not random but instead supported the work leading me to realize how necessary the talking 

prior to writing was for them. It was so pervasive I transformed my practice to include critical 

discussions before they returned to their seats to research and write. The next discovery was how 

the quality of writing did not improve from Phase One to Phase Five. According to the artifacts, 

the grammar and syntax errors were consistent. This illustrated that even when the Mamba Boys 

were engaged in their writing, without explicit writing instruction the quality of their writing did 

not improve. This finding confirmed my pedagogy but it still was disappointing to not see 

growth in that area. As a writing teacher and coach, I stress the importance of writers receiving 

explicit writing instruction consistently. Similarly, the Co-researcher’s desire to read remained 

stagnant. They may have found joy in the moments of reading a particular book within our book 

club; although, that joy did not unearth an intrinsic desire to read more text in various settings. 

Essentially, my practices will need to shift to include activities to foster an intrinsic desire to 

read. Each of these findings benefited my instruction and liberated me as a teacher of literacy. 

The final enlightening outcome pertained to the messiness of Y-PAR. Phase Five was designed 

to include a product and action; however, the actual investigation included a rushed product and 

only a discussion of the action we might have taken. Once I realized more time was needed in 

Phase Three, my reflections indicated apprehensions I held about not having a completed YPAR 

cycle. A product was made and the rich discussions found in Phase Five were profound. My 

freedom was resolved in my metacognition of how I transformed into appreciating the assets 

discovered from the process instead of the deficits of the student written products created in our 

YPAR book club.  

Also, my reflections reported the book club climate shifts we experienced. The data were 

categorized as either traditional, democratic, or student-led climate. The traditional climate 
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included a behavioristic management style that supported an explicit instructional delivery 

method. Here, mothering was also a method employed where high expectations were set to assist 

with developing self-determination (Ladson-Billings, 2022). This climate was my standard 

method of teaching in the past. My goal was to transform into a student-led climate where all 

instructional and managerial decisions were made by the co-researchers. The democratic climate 

involved a mixture of both traditional and student-led methods. Figure 5.2 illustrates the 

inconsistencies where seven sessions offered the ideal climate of either a democratic or student-

led climate while the other seven sessions or 50% were characterized as traditional. This low 

percentage of democratic or student-led climate is attributed to Phase One necessitated a 

transition for the collective. Each of us needed time to understand how we would all show up 

within our space.  

 

Figure 5.2 

Book Club Climate Shifts 



220 

 

 

When designing the study, I expected a linear line graph where sessions one through four 

would be traditional, five through eight democratic, and nine through fourteen student-led. 

Instead, an inconsistent line graph was formed which revealed all three instructional and 

managerial methods were required. The findings suggest that a YPAR study with elementary-

level boys as the co-researchers can include diverse classroom culture methods to facilitate a 

climate conducive to idea production. There were clear pedagogical transformations toward my 

liberation. Firstly, infusing criticality to model my critical consciousness. Secondly, including 

discourse as a writing rehearsal tool for all ages especially when comprehending complex 

concepts. Thirdly, utilizing instructional practices that encourage implicit desires to read. Finally, 

establishing an effective class climate where democratic decision-making is included. Despite 

the given presumptions considered at the beginning of the study, my pedagogical beliefs 

transformed. 

Here, insights were discussed that revealed how curriculum and pedagogical choices can 

liberate the co-researchers’ and researcher’s ways of being and learning. Additionally, the 

analysis of the focus group exit interview was vital as it allowed the co-researchers’ voices to be 

a primary source in answering what YPAR revealed about elementary Black boys. The focus 

group exit interview presented a portion where the protocol offered questions to encourage the 

comparison between traditional school and our book club by the co-researchers. DD made this 

profound revelation about the value of a liberating culture. He shouted that there was no Black 

Boy Joy in his classroom. His inability to be academically successful or have a space where he 

felt like he mattered was in contrast to what we experienced in our book club. This agency was 

feasible because of the sustained culture. The culture affirmed the freedom to make decisions 
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together for the good of the group as Kai noticed. The discoveries of literacies discussed and 

displayed within the after-school book club space will now be shared. 

The Mamba Boys’ Literacies  

Previously in chapter two, Black boy literacies were described as their ways of knowing 

that are distinctive to Black boys and pertain to literacy (Bryan, 2021). Black boy literacies are 

characterized as conventional or non-conventional literacy acts used to communicate (Bryan, 

2021; Kirkland & Jackson, 2018). These literacies are typically cultivated in their home lives 

where they are learning to actively take part in their culture. Within the investigation, the Mamba 

Boys’ literacies were observed to consider their perspective on how they might discuss or display 

their literacies as a collective. CREE provided the pedagogical frame to view the display and 

discussion of their literacies as one of the tenets of CREE seeks to have English teachers 

incorporate Black literacies into their instruction. This tenet provides a lens for understanding the 

contribution of Black literacies in English classrooms within a context where unconditional love 

for Blackness can be experienced within an affirming space. Also, the histories, identities, 

literacies, and liberation (HILL) model embraces the value of multiplicity when understanding 

ways in which to respond to students’ literacies (Muhammad, 2018; Muhammad, 2020; 

Muhammad, 2023).   

The findings were illustrated in Figure 5.3 where the Mamba Boys seldom discussed their 

literacies but instead felt liberated enough to display them. After viewing the round three 

analysis data alongside the focus exit interview transcriptions,  I categorized the data  
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Figure 5.3 

Mamba Boys’ Literacies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

into the Black boys’ literacies that they displayed versus discussed. 79% of their literacies were 

displayed while 29% were discussed. Each category consisted of either two or three components. 

Black language was one of the displayed components and had twenty instances which was the 

highest of all five components. There were occurrences where Black Language was used in all 

Five Phases found in Appendix C. Rapping had the least amount of occurrences where DD and 

Jay mentioned rapping twice. The discoveries suggest that our Book Club encouraged the co-

researchers to use their Black boys’ literacies when expressing their ideas using Black language, 

songs, and chants. The opportunity also arose for their Black boys’ literacies to be discussed. I 

will now discuss in greater detail the findings.  
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Displayed Literacies 

The co-researchers demonstrated their literacies when they chose to spontaneously sing 

or lead a chant as signs of joy; though, the majority of their displays were when they spoke using 

Black language. The reviewed literature spoke of African-Americans relying on hymns and old 

Negro spirituals as a form of resilience while working in the fields. It brought about a sense of 

peace, hope, and joy which was also experienced by Lloyd and Kobe. There were three instances 

where both boys were heard singing unsolicited songs while researching and in the final session 

while creating their collages. The songs were from familiar television shows. Jay and Brian both 

relied on an APEC chant to gain the attention of the boys. While in session nine the entire 

collective followed along singing the birthday chant. There were six instances or 23% where the 

Mamba Boys sang or chanted while the remaining 77% were instances of Black language being 

used. 

The literature showed that public schools reinforce racial and linguistic subjugation when 

White language is normalized and privileged to those who use it in the classroom (Baker-Bell, 

2020; Johnson, 2018; Kinloch, 2005; Smitherman, 1995). Liberatory instructional practices 

intentionally use Black language to affirm a student’s sense of belonging and mattering by 

teaching all students the nuances of meaning found in a plethora of ways to communicate an idea 

(Baker-Bell, 2020). During the investigation, the Mamba Boys used Black language to 

communicate signs of acceptance, signs of masculinity, and a sense of awareness listed in 

Appendix D. During different moments of conversation, different co-researchers would utter 

bruh or bro. It was their way to connect exclusively. The term was uttered eleven times 

throughout the study. There were other utterances of Black language that were signs of 

masculinity where the context of the phrase suggested disagreement or comparison. The 
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disagreements and comparisons were power struggles that the used terms helped to catapult their 

opinion. For instance, “ain’t no way” was said by Brian when he felt that the others should play 

Uno by his rules during session four. During session six, All-Star King yelled out “Bro got cut” 

when comparing a move Brian made when shadowboxing. The insights illustrate that the 

majority of uses of Black language were used as a sign of acceptance or masculinity or belonging 

but there was one instance that must be discussed because the utterance held a deeper 

understanding, a socio-political awareness. In session eight, possible research topics were 

discussed when Kobe brought up unfair police policies when Kai said “Stop being Karen’s” and 

when Jay grew the idea by beginning to discuss White privilege. The use of the term allowed 

each member of the collective to understand what was meant by White privilege as the term 

signifies a White, middle-class woman perceived as entitled or unreasonably demanding. This 

example of Black boys’ literacies was the sole example of how a cultural term was used to gain 

meaning that would otherwise evade the co-researchers’ immediate understanding. More Black 

boys’ literacies were a part of the book club but in the form of discussed literacies.  

Discussed Literacies 

There were seven instances where the Mamba Boys discussed their Black Boy’s literacies 

throughout the study. These discussions occurred more frequently at the beginning of the study. 

The conversations were a way for the collective to build their relationships. The seven 

occurrences were labeled as utterances where literacy was used at home to learn about a topic or 

instances where they discussed rapping as an art form. In session four the boys brought in their 

knowledge of Uno learned from home while the boys discussed learning how to play video 

games and break codes by researching online. They also discussed using YouTube to learn about 

producing media. In session nine, Kobe discussed what he knew about websites to describe to 
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Kai and Lloyd how to efficiently access the Padlet despite Kobe’s grade one Lexile level. Lastly, 

there were two examples of the boys mentioning their love of rap. Jay mentioned being in a rap 

group where he would need to either write, read the lyrics, or both. That skill was transferred into 

his desire to write in our book club. All of these instances were ways the co-researchers brought 

their literacies to our book club as assets to their learning. Thus far, ways in which the co-

researchers displayed and discussed their literacies were disclosed. Ultimately, the Black boys 

displayed and discussed literacies involving Black language, singing, chanting, rapping, and 

critical discussions. Insights on Black Boy Joy being observed will now be shared. 

Black Boy Joy  

 Earlier in chapter two, Black Boy Joy was described as a collective showing of Black 

male voices from an honoring perspective where pride, a sense of belonging, and mattering are 

present. In the United States, the concept celebrates the true fullness of Black males and 

contributes to the pride of the Black community. In chapter two, this Black Boy Joy was 

explained utilizing adult viewpoints rather than the perspectives of elementary-aged Black boys. 

In contrast to the given literature, this study’s deliberate research design provided numerous 

opportunities to harness the voices of Black boys to better understand their perspectives. To that 

end, it was imperative to find out how Black boys explain Black Boy Joy. 

Black Boy Joy According to the Mamba Boys 

 During Phase One, our literacy experiences included watching, reading, discussing, and 

writing about their perceptions of joy and Black Boy Joy. These along with other literacy 

experiences found throughout all five Phases allowed students to produce descriptions of Black 

Boy Joy which was evident within the session transcripts, exit focus interview transcripts, student 

journals, and student reflections that I reviewed, coded, and analyzed. The coding focused on 
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instances where a co-researcher either said or wrote his perception of Black Boy Joy. I 

intentionally excluded instances where they defined joy solely because I wanted to differentiate 

joy from Black Boy Joy. I focused on the descriptions of Black Boy Joy because, except for DD, 

they all transformed their perspectives of Black Boy Joy to include other descriptors to 

accompany joy or synonyms of joy. Their transformations are depicted in Appendix E. Within 

the investigation, each co-researcher described Black Boy Joy four times while DD and DDG 

mentioned it three times and Kobe twice. Happiness or Joy was mentioned within each of their 

descriptions at least once, concluding that happiness was the first descriptor of Black Boy Joy. 

Six mentions of dreaming as a descriptor and perseverance, confidence, Black consciousness, 

and uniqueness were mentioned four times. Kindness, positivity, learning, creativity, bravery, 

and freedom were mentioned once. Ultimately, the Mamba Boys outlined Black Boy Joy as a 

feeling of happiness that occurs when dream chasing, when having a positive sense of Black 

consciousness, or when displaying uniqueness, perseverance, or confidence. 

According to the critical race theory (CRT), when race presents itself, so does a need to 

develop a humanizing counternarrative (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Through my analysis, I 

captured a deeper understanding of the Mamba Boys’ view of Black Boy Joy by looking across 

the phases to notice possible transformations of the term or utterance through knowledge 

production. Considering that all language is used to communicate and is dialogical, the 

likelihood that the co-researchers’ understanding of Black Boy Joy evolved from their discourse 

during their literacy experiences must be interrogated (Bakhtin, 2010b). Additionally, Bakhtin 

(2010a) noted that “…there is a constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the 

potential of conditioning others. Which will affect the other, how it will do so and in what degree 

is what is actually settled at the moment of utterance” (p.426). The co-researchers participated in 
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various critical conversations throughout the study to make sense of several complex concepts. I 

will now share the insights of their co-construction of Black Boy Joy.  

 During Phase One, Session three’s prompt was: What does Black Boy Joy mean to you? 

Jay’s response to this prompt within his journal described Black Boy Joy as honoring Black 

people and little kids. This idea was most likely formed by maintaining the term “Black” in 

Black Boy Joy and replacing “boy” with little kids. Within Phase Two, All-Star King’s session 

five journal submission stated that Black Boy Joy is to love yourself, follow your dreams, and try 

hard. The construct evolved to include more descriptors after discourse within the literacy 

experiences. Black Boy Joy was described by Lloyd in session seven using a self-developed 

metaphor. “Black Boy Joy is fun and cool- when you have dreads you shake them,” Lloyd stated. 

Finally, the exit interview included explanations from Kai who explained, “Black Boy Joy is 

when boys in particular have joy that will never be taken away from them.” Whereas DDG stated 

“Black boys are unique in their own way. It means to be happy for the whole day and never stop 

being happy. It is to think positively.” While Lloyd concluded that Black Boy Joy is an attitude.  

 Some of the descriptors of Black Boy Joy the co-researchers offered at the beginning of 

the study were simplistic. They used words and phrases like happy, having fun, playing with my 

friends, and joy. Yet, All-Star King’s session three journal entry discussed Black Boy Joy as 

never giving up on your dream and living with freedom. Brian’s session five entry stated Black 

Boy Joy is when you follow your dreams and be kind and joyful. Here, Brian included the dream 

descriptor similar to All-Star King’s sessions three and five entries. Because their journal entries 

followed literacy experiences that involved critical discussions, it was plausible to accept that 

All-Star King’s view influenced Brian. Their concept of Black Boy Joy could be considered a co-

production that resulted in an affirming identity concept of Black boys. The Mamba Boys’ 
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original assumption of Black Boy Joy being synonymous with joy was reconsidered and revised 

to include a more encompassing depiction of the term. The co-construction of this 

counternarrative described Black Boy Joy as a feeling of happiness that occurs when having a 

positive sense of Black consciousness, when dream chasing, or when having a display of 

uniqueness, perseverance, and or confidence was developed from the activities found within the 

literacy experiences of each session. Here the findings developed a concept of Black Boy Joy 

developed from the co-researchers’ truth-telling and ultimately showed transformation. The 

Mamba Boys’ concept of Black Boy Joy gauged their enactment of Black Boy Joy within our 

YPAR- book club which will now be reviewed.  

The Mamba Boys Living Black Boy Joy 

Each session included at least one literacy experience, game time, and activities that 

encouraged the co-production of new ideas. To gain an understanding of how the Mamba Boys 

enacted their description of Black Boy Joy, I first mined and coded the round one analysis for 

occasions where the co-researchers were demonstrating any of the six descriptors of Black Boy 

Joy: happiness, dream chasing, perseverance, confidence, uniqueness, and Black consciousness. 

I then reviewed the Round Four analysis for instances. Finally, I conducted a more in-depth 

review of each session’s transcript and video, when necessary, searching for specific occurrences 

of the Black Boy Joy descriptors recognized by individual co-researchers or the group. This 

three-step process allowed me to cross-check the data. Once the occurrences were collected I 

categorized each into two groups based on whether the occurrence included a reading 

opportunity or did not include a reading opportunity so the occurrence could be analyzed by 

either the transactional theory or both CREE or the HILL model.  
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According to transactional theory (Rosenblatt, 1969; Rosenblatt, 1982) readers may take 

an aesthetic response to text while reading. The reader's consciousness is crucial to making 

meaning and categorizing the meaning of the text into different stances, aesthetic and efferent. 

The aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1969) maintains a reader's way of knowing that arises from 

emotional or sensory responses to text, a stream of consciousness felt. It carries nuances of 

understanding that only the reader may have realized. The transactional theory provided a lens to 

validate the diverse views the Mamba Boys grappled with while evoking emotions to make 

meaning from the text and their lived experiences. The transactional theory provides a lens for 

understanding the appearance of the Black Boy Joy descriptors: happiness, dream chasing, 

perseverance, confidence, uniqueness, and Black consciousness being experienced by the co-

researchers while reading.  

The Mamba Boys experienced Black Boy Joy in nine instances while listening to read-

alouds, partner reading, and independently reading. The transactional theory’s view of aesthetic 

responses to text established the co-researchers feelings about the text they experienced. The 

goal of Phase One was to build a safe space while exploring identity. Our literacy experience in 

session one included a read-aloud where Jay and Lloyd accessed their schema of Black history 

and Black Power to boldly exclaim how they remembered those events. Their feelings of 

excitement portrayed Black consciousness which is one of the descriptors the co-researchers 

used to describe Black Boy Joy. Session three literacy experience involved the Mamba Boys 

choosing to read independently or with a partner Jason Reynold’s chapter of the book Black Boy 

Joy. Brian initially sat with another but found himself not focusing and got up to move to a seat 

alone where his face showed signs of intensity indicating the feeling of perseverance which is 

another descriptor of Black Boy Joy. While reading the chapter, Kai and Lloyd were giggling and 
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they continued to chuckle when they were explaining their favorite parts. Their responses to the 

text showed happiness, another descriptor of Black Boy Joy. The final three descriptors are 

uniqueness, confidence, and dream chasing. They were not observed during instances that 

included a reading opportunity.  

Phase Two revealed two instances of happiness both in session seven when the collective 

began researching Colin Kaepernick’s racial justice acts. All-Star King was reading internet 

posts about Colin Kaepernick and would shout out his discoveries which led Kobe to find 

internet posts and attempt to read them. The level of excitement was shared and then discussed 

by both boys in their reflections.  

The final phase where the Mamba Boys enacted Black Boy Joy while reading was Phase 

Three. The goal of Phase Three was to research their chosen topics. In sessions nine and twelve 

Kobe displayed his Black consciousness by questioning the text while reading information on his 

Padlet. He wanted to understand why Colin Kaepernick was the only Black person in his 

hometown in session nine. He later summarized what he read during session twelve as White 

people and Black history. Both were responses to his reading where a sense of Black 

consciousness appeared. Perseverance was also viewed in session ten twice when the critical 

conversations showed Lloyd persevering to make sense of two complex concepts, White 

privilege and multiple races, he read about during his research. The given insights presented an 

understanding of how the co-researchers were able to enact Black Boy Joy while reading. They 

showed instances of happiness, perseverance, and feelings of Black consciousness as a response 

to the text they were reading. I will now discuss occurrences of Black Boy Joy outside of reading. 

During the study, there were non-reading instances where the Mamba Boys enacted 

Black Boy Joy. It was important to gain an understanding of those instances since they amounted 
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to 93.01% of the total instances, CREE and the HILL model is helpful to recognize those 

instances. According to (Johnson, 2018) CREE seeks to dismantle dominant texts (i.e., canonical 

texts, art, and media texts) while also highlighting how language and literacy can be used as tools 

to uplift the lives of people who are often on the margins in society and PreK–20 spaces (Bell et 

al., 2017; Johnson, 2018; Johnson et al., 2017; Toliver, 2021). Whereas, the HILL model 

validates the importance of viewing the balance between both the pursuit of joy and criticality 

(Muhammad, 2023). Each activity, literacy experience, and game time involved intentional 

pedagogical decisions framed in the tenets of CREE and the HILL model’s pursuits. These non-

reading occurrences were coded and analyzed. I will now share the findings of Black Boy Joy 

being enacted during non-reading instances. 

The one hundred thirty-three non-reading occurrences of Black Boy Joy descriptors were 

found within all five Phases. Each phase had at least one occurrence while 32.33% of the total 

occurrences within the five phases demonstrated Black consciousness. 28.57% of instances 

involved happiness while perseverance was 18.05%. The final three Black Boy Joy descriptor 

percentages are listed as uniqueness 9.77%, dream chasing 6.77%, and confidence 4.51%. The 

data was organized by the phases, descriptors, and type of activity to assist in understanding the 

various enactments of Black Boy Joy found in Appendix F. 

There are six descriptors, happiness, Black consciousness, perseverance, confidence, 

uniqueness, and dream chasing, but Black consciousness had the most occurrences throughout. 

Black consciousness was enacted through Black Boy Joy in twenty-one instances of Phase Two 

due to the numerous social justice topics the Mamba Boys uncovered while searching for their 

research topics. Phase Two sessions offered discourse where the co-researchers began by 

wanting to learn about Black History to accessing their schema about Ruby Bridges, Historically 
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Black Colleges and Universities, Dr. Martin Luther King, boycotts, Black Lives Matter, and 

Colin Kaepernick to construct the ideas of needing racial justice. Our YPAR book club provided 

a safe place where the discussions of race and racism were conducted openly and where all 

involved were conscious and affirmed of their Blackness. Those same conversations persisted 

into Phases Three and Four where they debriefed their research discoveries from the Padlet, 

interview, and photographs. In Phase Five, Brian and Jay explained what racial justice meant to 

them before the collective worked on their collages. During this work time, Lloyd developed a 

new understanding of how other races experience racism. Lloyd originally thought that only 

Black folx experienced racism but he learned that Asian-Americans also experience racism by 

viewing a photograph of protestors seeking justice for Asian-Americans. The safe space that the 

book club provided for the co-researchers necessitated the truth-telling of complex concepts that 

are not often discussed in schools as the result of state standards and school policies. However, 

based on the number of utterances, the co-researchers’ desire to discuss these matters was 

unearthed.  

Black Boy Joy’s happiness descriptor is explained by using words like happiness, fun, 

and friends. There were thirty-eight occurrences of happiness during non-reading times across all 

five Phases. They included individual moments of joy and group joy oftentimes viewed through 

laughter. The Mamba boys always displayed happiness when it was game and snack time. They 

would cheer before ushering in those activities and during them they would often smile, laugh, 

and tell jokes. Other instances of happiness were viewed during session four which was devoted 

to playing board games. Sessions five and six activities involved participating in social justice 

skits and they showed happiness by being silly. They were also enjoying the gallery walk where 

they laughed and joked while working. As the research began in Phases Three and Four, the 
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number of instances of happiness decreased from fourteen and ten instances in Phases One and 

Two to just eight instances in Phase Three and two instances in Phase Four. Phase Three 

introduced more research and literacy experiences, listed in Appendix H, and less game time 

which could be the reason for the decrease in witnessing happiness. Nonetheless, these sessions 

included happiness found during work time. Lloyd was humming and singing, Kai was excited to 

recognize a gospel song and Kobe began dancing while writing. This same group used music in 

Phase Five to inspire happiness while working on their collage. Ultimately, the data showed that 

happiness was experienced by individual co-researchers and as a group which appeared in the 

given data and in the exit focus interview where Kobe stated he looked forward to Tuesdays and 

Thursdays because he knew he would get to come to book club.  

 Black Boy Joy included confidence as one of its descriptors and was viewed solely 

during twenty-four non-reading instances. YPAR methodology calls for the participating youth 

to share power with the adult researcher. The research design was flexible, allowing for a gradual 

increase in power-sharing with co-researchers beginning in Phase Two and continuing 

throughout the investigation. This was evident by the Mamba Boys taking up different roles, Jay 

or Brian was the leader, Lloyd the writer, Kai the reader, DD the artist, All-Star King the 

producer, Kobe the joykeeper, and DDG the timekeeper. It was also evident each time they 

confidently shared an utterance. The first Phase had only two instances. DD boldly said that our 

principal should hire him to be her illustrator on her next book. He again screamed that his 

artwork was a masterpiece in session six. Session six was also the first instance when All-Star 

King expressed his disappointment in Lloyd’s disrespectful acts within our space and then again 

in session ten when he confidently stood up to the collective to share that they were wasting our 

time. The session ended with Jay respectfully confronting me about how he despised completing 
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the reflection sheet. His confidence inspired the others to validate his comment by sharing their 

equal disgust. They expressed that they did not like writing to answer the same questions because 

they were tired of answering the questions in the same manner. They were craving freedom. 

Moreover, there were several occurrences of the leader taking command of the group to begin an 

activity throughout Phases One through Four. In session nine, Jay led the birthday celebration for 

the twins. The represented insights show that confidence was enacted by all of the Mamba Boys 

through at least one utterance validating this Black Boy Joy descriptor. 

The final three descriptors, uniqueness, dream chasing, and perseverance, totaled 21.05% 

of instances in all. Uniqueness was enacted during eleven Phase Two instances. Four incidences 

occurred when the co-researchers relied on the pride and uniqueness of the terms Mamba Boys 

and Black Boy Joy to remind them of how they are set apart from others. Other instances showed 

creative means to complete a home assignment, journal entry, and artwork during the gallery 

walk activity. Another instance comes about by the boys’ choosing to play a game unique to 

them. Kobe and All-Star King discussed dream chasing the most throughout the study. It seemed 

that Kobe and All-Star King connected to the short video Dear Basketball (Nikos Elite, 2017) 

which depicted Kobe Bryant’s rise to stardom. All-Star King discussed the importance of 

dreaming in session two and then stated the importance of teaching others to live their dreams in 

session eleven. Kobe discussed how he enjoyed using his imagination and the final session 

included him speaking directly to the video about how he dreamt of a country where there was 

no racism and that everyone deserved love. Session eleven included a freedom dreaming 

discussion where Kai wanted justice, Jay less crime, Kobe fair policing, and DDG stated he 

wanted freedom for Black boys. There was a total of nine utterances that led to dream chasing 

during non-reading. Perseverance was viewed in all Phases but Phase Four. In session two Jay 
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explained that they chose Mamba Boys for the name of our collective because they valued what 

Kobe Bryant stood for, hard work to be the best. DD, Brian, and Kai decided to continue writing 

after the others were finished to ensure they produced their best work. There was a total of six 

instances when the Mamba Boys enacted perseverance. The presented conclusions containing all 

six Black Boy Joy descriptors were observed during non-reading activities. These occurrences 

along with those found during reading activities can attest to the enactment of Black Boy Joy 

from the perspective of the Mamba Boys. They were able to describe and then enact Black Boy 

Joy in a manner that valued their shared experiences from their time together in the space.  

This chapter included the analysis of video transcriptions, focus exit interview 

transcription, researcher reflections, and student artifacts to gain an understanding of how the 

YPAR book club developed into a space where eight Black fourth and fifth-grade boys felt a 

sense of belonging to experience the Black Boy Joy that they defined. Moreover, that same space 

of mattering produced complex discussion centering on social justice topics that they dared to 

explore, together. The co-researchers used their literacies as assets, especially Black language. 

The liberation the Mamba Boys felt from being in that space was also recognized by the 

curriculum choices. The liberation I felt was the constant reflection on how to be in that space in 

a manner where my pedagogical choices would hopefully make a positive impact. There were 

instances where the messiness of Y-Par altered the trajectory of the research design; however, 

the construct of Black Boy Joy was generated and enacted throughout all five Phases. Ultimately, 

the seven emerging themes assisted in revealing the significance of building a democratic space 

where literacy experiences consider the humanity of the particular students within the space. In 

the final chapter, I will present a discussion of the findings followed by their implications. The 
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limitations of the study will be reviewed and recommendations for future research, teacher 

pedagogy, and policy reform will be explored.  
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6 DISSCUSSION 

Here in this final chapter, I will make the final argument for the need for a high-quality 

literacy curriculum and pedagogy that humanizes the lived experiences of Black elementary 

boys. A summary of the research will be shared to situate the interpretations of the findings as 

they relate to the given literature. A final analysis will be made of the study in its entirety to 

report the given limitations. The value of the investigation as it relates to future research, 

pedagogy, and policy reform will be considered to provide closure to the argument for Black 

elementary boys to receive a literacy education that liberates them.  

Summary of the Study 

Many Black fourth-grade boys struggle with literacy mastery according to the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores from 2010 to present. The reasons behind 

their lack of mastery can be attributed to a plethora of arguments. Currently, reformers argue for 

evidenced-based teacher training that includes aspects of the Science of Reading. A widespread 

notion that resulted in legislation to mandate evidence-based literacy instruction training for all 

primary-level teachers is outlined in Georgia’s house bill 538. Theoretically, the newly adopted 

policy should result in improving the mastery of literacy among all students (Holston, 2024). 

However, after deeper scrutiny of the practices that have resulted from the policy, an 

interrogation of the instructional materials and practices that the teachers are being trained to use 

must be raised as they relate to Black fourth and fifth-grade boys (Rich, 2024).  

This study dared to consider the ideas of Black elementary boys as their viewpoints 

related to literacy and their worldview. The inquiry was conducted in an after-school program 

contained within an elementary school located in the Southeast region of the United States. The 

study began in mid-September and continued through early November consisting of fourteen 
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sessions conducted on Tuesdays and Thursdays for 90-minute intervals each session. The study 

was qualitative in nature to allow for thick, rich data to be collected. The data collection involved 

several data sources: video transcriptions, video-generated photographs, student artifacts, student 

reflections, exit focus group interview, and researcher reflections. There were four rounds of 

analysis resulting in an understanding of how Black boys can be humanized during literacy 

experiences. This inquiry grappled with three research questions to argue for the need for high-

quality literacy instruction for Black elementary boys.  

1. What does participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) reveal 

about elementary Black boys? 

2. What literacies do Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy 

experiences? 

3. How do Black boys enact and describe Black Boy Joy? 

Discussion 

Question one suggested numerous outcomes. Firstly, it was revealed that building a 

critical space where literacy experiences or curriculum choices take up the opportunity to express 

humanity results in a flourishing class community was liberating. As DDG exclaimed, “I would 

like to change the world to have the freedom to be a Black boy.” Also, The collective produced 

complex discourses centering on social justice topics that they dared to explore, together. Lastly, 

The liberation I felt was the constant reflection on how to be in that space where my pedagogical 

choices would hopefully make a positive impact. The second research question revealed that the 

co-researchers used their literacies as assets, especially Black language. The construct of Black 

Boy Joy was generated and enacted throughout all five Phases to understand question three. 

Additional findings offered an opportunity for interpretation which I will now explore. 
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Craving a Space for Criticality  

What does participation in a youth-led participatory action research (YPAR) reveal about 

elementary Black boys? This first research question offered additional findings, but the 

revelation of the level of engagement during the complex Discourse of social justice topics 

provided a category that I will now discuss. Session four included an activity for the collective to 

begin considering problems that they wanted to uncover. There was compliant participation 

where the co-researchers waited for me to deposit knowledge similar to the banking concept 

(Freire, 2018). When we began to discuss Colin Kaepernick’s moves as an activist, a high level 

of engagement occurred. The discussion of justice and activism unearthed passionate discussions 

of their lived experiences of racism experienced by someone in their community, their family, or 

them personally. Despite my hesitation to allow them to research topics rooted in racism, there 

was a strong demand for the Mamba Boys to have a safe space where their voices could be 

validated while they grappled with the complexity of race and racism. My hesitation stemmed 

from recent legislation that resulted in Georgia House Bill 1084 which bars discussion of race in 

schools; however, I did not receive any condemnation but instead encouragement from All-Star 

King’s Mom. She applauded the idea of her son having a space to discuss such issues with other 

Black boys his age. Social media blitzes students with images and incidents where racism has 

been depicted making it an even more vital act for teachers to engage students with logical 

discussions of race (Mentor & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021). The time spent discussing these topics 

sometimes led to strong emotions which resulted in the collective being uplifted once the 

realization that other Black boys their age were attempting to make sense of these same issues. 

So the YPAR process also revealed the need for Black boys to have a vulnerable space to discuss 

topics of race and racism. 
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Education for the Researcher 

The next interpretation of the findings developed from the examination of my pedagogy 

originating from the exploration of question one: What does participation in a youth-led 

participatory action research (YPAR) reveal about elementary Black boys? The liberation I felt 

was the constant reflection on how to be in that space in a manner where my pedagogical choices 

would hopefully make a positive impact. The analysis of the data revealed how the Mamba boys 

experienced our book club; however it was worthy to analyze my reflections from the 

perspective of the researcher to interpret the findings as a form of reflexivity. I utilized Sealey 

Ruiz's Racial Literacy Development Model (2021). The model explains what is involved in a 

teacher’s transformation to engage the full humanity of others. The process involves letting go of 

biases to let in new understandings of others. I went through a similar process within my doctoral 

coursework and continue to do so which allowed me to take up liberatory practices within the 

study which was a change from my previous practices as an authoritarian classroom teacher. 

Shifting from managing students to maintaining a safe space by releasing the need to control and 

fear of losing power was the goal. This way of being in the classroom was liberating but it was 

not consistent. Quite often, I found myself reverting to a more traditional approach to managing 

the co-researchers.  

To that end, the way in which I used the term youth-led had to be interrogated. The 

investigation’s design called for youth-led to encompass two attributes. One being a space where 

the co-researchers would consistently lead each session. Also, all knowledge-production would 

be free of teacher facilitation. Both attributes transpired within the study at some level at 

different instances.  For example, by the end of the study, the Mamba Boys were leading each 

session but it did not occur in a consistent manner. Also, oftentimes the co-researchers produced 
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knowledge free of my assistance but at times my facilitation was encouraged by the co-

researchers. The safe space that we created afforded many learning opportunities. While the term 

youth-led aspired to construct a space where both attributes were consistently viewed, that 

seemed to be an ambitious goal for our collective. Despite the consistency or level of facilitation 

was not fully met, we were still able to maintain a semi-youth-led space.    

The realization that pedagogical liberation may be transitional was liberating in itself. 

The investigation demonstrated moments where I felt like an effective teacher who knew how to 

use liberatory practices then there were other moments when I felt like a failure. Being able to 

reflect on both states of being and then choosing to try again the next session was empowering.  

Black Boys’ Literacies  

With respect to the second research question that sought to determine what literacies 

Black boys discuss and display in after-school literacy experiences, it was found that the co-

researchers discussed and displayed their literacies as assets while participating in our book club. 

It was noted that the Mamba Boys freely spoke Black language while communicating and often 

used singing, chanting, and rapping to respond to text. Critical discussions served as a form of 

rehearsal for later writings. Each aspect aided in constructing a more nuanced understanding of 

Black boys’ literacies. 

One of the study’s aims was to observe how Black elementary boys use their literacies to 

co-construct literacy experiences. What was evident was the boys’ need for talk. Our consistent 

Discourse precipitated the co-construction of ideas the Mamba Boys would then write about. I 

observed in session one how the boys first discussed the identity terms offered in the book before 

developing their poems. Later in Phase Two, we grappled with Colin Kaepernick’s activist role 

before drawing and writing about justice. Affinity literacies, such as Black boys’ literacies, 
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assume specific characteristics to describe the literacy experience (Campano et al., 2013; 

Kirkland, 2018; Richardson, 2003). The discussions became a steadfast component of our 

sessions’ literacy experiences accepting critical discussions to serve as one signifier of their 

literacies.  

Black Boys’ Literacies Extended 

An additional aspect of their literacies must be considered which is the co-researchers’ 

use of the arts to respond to text. The investigation’s discoveries highlighted instances where 

visual arts were used to co-construct ideas. DD would often listen to our discussions and then 

respond in his journal by sketching his response or understanding of the conversation. DDG 

expressed a strong interest in using photography to document his understanding of fair policing. 

He explained to the collective how at home he used the internet to research photographs of police 

acting responsibly in the Black community. Performing arts were evidenced throughout the study 

in spontaneous ways to respond to or extend an idea. To explore the meaning of justice, skits 

were used where scenarios were provided for them to become actors. Jay asked to continue the 

skits the following session which allowed for him to help revise the scenario. Furthermore, Kai 

used one of the scenarios to aid in his sketch of racial injustice that he later wrote about in his 

journal. Kobe enjoyed the music throughout the study. In one session the collective listened to 

songs chosen to inspire joy and their responses included humming, singing, and dancing to at 

least one of the songs. That session included horseplaying and productive work. Moreover, in 

our final session, Lloyd continued to sing while he worked to construct his portion of the collage 

that represented his understanding of racial justice. The content of the song did not connect to his 

creation but his singing necessitated a space for that production to occur. Both visual and 

performing arts are also signifiers of their literacies. The discussions served as a rehearsal 
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method while employing the arts was a means of expressing their co-construction of knowledge. 

The exploration of the second research question revealed how Black boys discuss and display 

their literacies. It also implored for a closer examination of the categories to then theorize Black 

boys’ literacies consisting of their use of Black language and other out-of-school literacy 

learning experiences to convey their worldview while also using critical conversations and the 

arts to help construct ideas.  

Mamba Boys as Proficient Readers 

This study suggested that the Mamba Boys employed their literacies while finding Black 

Boy Joy during our book club, yet as a collective, they still face the challenge of becoming 

proficient readers. The National Association of Educational Progress (NAEP) defines a 

proficient reader as a student who can reason through various text structures to develop complex 

inferences, opinions, and ideas supported by multiple relevant texts (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2022). During Phases Three through Five, only 17.8% of occurrences represented the 

code, signs of literacy. In other words, during the research portion of the session the collective 

reluctantly chose to read, write,  or even utilize strategies to decode or encode text. Unfortunately 

this finding aligns with studies reviewed in chapter two where Black boys have fallen short on 

demonstrating mastery on high stakes literacy assessments.  Some might attribute this finding to 

the COVID-19 Pandemic learning loss; however, others suggest that the issue was always 

evident but now only magnified (Muhammad, 2023; Tatum, 2021). So one may ask why are 

there lower skills in literacy or where did our school go wrong? 

During the Mamba Boys’ primary years, their literacy instruction was solely based on 

state standards where specific foundational, comprehension, writing, speaking, and language 

skills were explicitly taught using a multitude of programs. Their intermediate years continued 
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along this progression. Students were exposed to a variety of genres where their typical reading 

goal was to respond to multiple choice questions while their writing opportunities consisted of 

responding to prompts. “We may be inflicting harm without knowing it- such as when we teach 

only skills,” (Muhammad, 2023, p.98). Literacy instruction focused solely on the mastery of 

standards or skills while neglecting using their literacies to explore, inquire, or research concepts. 

The resources were patchworked together while literacy professional development was 

inconsistent for each reading teacher causing a culture of low academic expectations for many 

students to prevail. The school’s response was to develop yearly literacy goals where only a 3% 

gain for Black boys was accepted. This slow-growth approach was not making significant gains 

(Tatum 2021). Alternatively, the school district’s response was to embrace the Science of 

Reading where cognitive reading processes are relied upon for developing literacy curricula and 

literacy professional development (Milner, 2020). 

All reading teachers were mandated to complete a 50 to 70 hours comprehensive 

phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and written language 

training. This professional development aligned with the Science of Reading and prepared 

teachers to be able to systematically implement phonological awareness when teaching structure 

literacy. Along with this training, PK-5 literacy programs were purchased and implemented 

school-wide. The Science of Reading movement contributed in correcting the issue by providing 

comprehensive professional development grounded in cognitive literacy theory and school-wide 

literacy programs. The Science of Reading community likely would offer explicit instruction and 

scientifically based reading research equals reading proficiency (Tatum, 2021). Yet the issue still 

remains due to what the district failed to address, Black Boy Joy.   
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The way forward requires our school to address two matters. Firstly, literacy professional 

development must continue to offer ideas based in the Science of Reading but begin to include 

culturally responsive literacy perspectives. Teachers are taught how to integrate literacy 

resources that center Blackness and value high student engagement. They too will embrace a 

culture of Black Excellence where high academic expectations are the norm. Secondly, the 

current basal will need to replaced or supplemented with a curriculum that values the integration 

of skills with concepts. Skills can no longer be taught in isolation but instead taught as a method 

to unlock concepts in a safe space where Black boys are eager to learn (Muhammad, 2023). 

Intermediate elementary grades’ literacy lessons must include instruction that strengthen 

concepts of reading, decoding multisyllabic words, develop reading and writing fluency, offer 

evidence of comprehension of new information for all levels of readers (Tatum, 2021). Black 

boys need the opportunity to consistently read multiple text and then demonstrate comprehension 

through writing elaborate ideas in one sitting where teachers explicitly demonstrate encoding and 

decoding strategies. By addressing both dilemmas through considering the given ideas, a course 

of action can be devised where our Black boys being proficient readers in elementary school is 

normalized. I will now move on to discuss the relevancy of the findings as they relate to the 

literature. 

Implications 

The investigation found that Discourse was an integral component of the co-researchers’ 

literacy which broadly supports the work of other studies (Au & Raphael, 2000; Gee & Gee, 

2012; Rosenblatt, 1969; Rosenblatt, 1982; Smagorinsky, 2001). The distinct time and space 

where our collective chose to discuss the complex social justice topics occurred only because of 

our unique establishment of a liberating space where our feelings, values, and tools to partake in 
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Discourse which was known to us only (Gee & Gee, 2012). The Mamba boys’ ability to 

comprehend during the various literacy experiences could be attributed to their Discourse 

participation that involved socialization. Each exchange included active listening and dialogue 

where ideas were extended or argued, often fueled by emotion. The Discourse was 

contextualized through their exploration of Blackness, racism, and justice (Fals-Borda, 1991; 

Freire, 2018; Gordon, 2018; hooks, 2014; Hostetler & Dubose, 2021; Muller, 2021). 

In accordance with the present results, previous studies have demonstrated the value of 

building a community to provide a sense of belonging (Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020; Ladson-

Billings, 1992a). The majority of the Mamba Boys were familiar with each other since they 

participated in APEC together; however, All-Star King did not attend APEC. His evolution 

exemplified the belongingness he felt as the community was built. In Phase Three, All-Star King 

became more outspoken in exercising his agency when frequent opportunities arose within our 

democratic space where humanity was highly valued (Blanchett, 2006; Ford, 1998; Harry & 

Anderson,1994). Belonging, mattering, empathy, and fairness were all qualities exemplified 

within this safe space to resemble kinships of the Black diaspora (Dillard, 2020; Ladson-Billings, 

1992a).  

This concept of mothering was earlier explained in chapter one as an act Black women 

partake in when teaching and loving Black children (Dillard, 2021). The mothering that I 

provided was also a part of our book club to bring a part of home into the club (Jackson, 2020; 

Ladson-Billings, 2010a, 2010b; Winn, 2010; Wynter-Hoyte & Smith, 2020). I chose to nurture 

each of them when the moment required it as part of my liberatory teaching (Bautista et al., 

2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Freire, 2018; Hooks, 2014). Humanizing our space was essential 

(Ransaw, 2018). These undertakings were performed naturally as part of my essence of being a 
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Black Mama. A deeper examination of this concept led me to realize the role love played in 

mothering. My mothering involved revolutionary love (Boutte, 2008; Wynter-Hoyte et al., 

2022). 

Revolutionary Love centers the identity and cultural heritage of each student. A          

pedagogy grounded in Revolutionary Love carefully weaves affirming and liberatory acts,      

language, and essence throughout the learning space. Revolutionary Love is grounded in both 

Ladson-Billings’ culturally responsive pedagogy (1995) and Boutte’s work. Ladson-Billings 

argues the need for teachers to be culturally competent where they naturally honor and respect a 

student’s home culture through their practice. Teachers build an alliance with the families and 

communities they serve to assist students with negotiating the world as it is and how it could be. 

The high expectations for each student’s academic success translates into student self-

determination (Ladson-Billings, 2022). Culturally responsive pedagogy involves a specific type 

of love found in mothering. Boutte (2008) extended this ideology by specifically identifying the 

type of love and role it plays at school, “In educational settings, love connotes that all humans 

deserve the right to dignity, freedom, and equal opportunities” (p.165). My practice of mothering 

exemplified Revolutionary Love. 

This finding is consistent with that of Muhammad (2020), Tatum (2021), and Warren’s 

(2021) depictions of Black Excellence; however, the description of Black Boy Joy has not 

specifically been previously described. The construct of Black Boy Joy was generated by the 

Mamba Boys. Our initial identity work provided the foundation for the collective to realize this 

space was one where we would care for each other by using affirming talk to describe our 

identities and actions similar to how Black Excellence was enacted in our Black schools during 
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past years (Carey, 2019; Love, 2019; Muhammad, 2020; Tatum, 2021; Warren, 202; Yosso, 

2014). This created organic moments where Black Boy Joy was enacted by the co-researchers.  

The recognition of Black boys’ literacies was reported in this investigation similar to the 

scholarly work from (Kirkland & Jackson, 2018) and (Bryan, 2021). Our work was informed by 

literature which outlined affinity literacies by specific characteristics oftentimes acquired in out-

of-school spaces where cultural practices influence literacy experiences (Campano et al., 2013; 

Chapman, 2006; Kirkland, 2018; McGrail et al.,2020; Richardson, 2003; Smagorinsky, 2001; 

Yosso, 2005). I was able to extend the work of (Kirkland & Jackson, 2018) and (Bryan, 2021) by 

examining the literacies of fourth and fifth-grade Black boys. The participants in the first study 

were teenage Black males while Bryan’s study observed Black kindergarten boys. This 

investigation identified  Black boys’ literacies to include speaking Black language, incorporating 

home knowledge, integrating the arts, and reciting mantras that were similar to the other findings 

(Baker-Bell, 2020; Ball, 2000; Hutcheson et al., 2018; Kinloch, 2005; Richardson, 2003; 

Smitherman, 1997). The findings illuminated the value of discourse as a crucial component of 

their literacies. The Mamba Boys’ interactions during our book club exposed how their literacies 

were used to their benefit. 

 One aim of this study was to add a counter-narrative to the body of literature that 

juxtaposes studies identifying Black males as being a problem in society and within our schools 

(Bryan, 2021; Carey, 2020a; Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Howard, 2013; Kirkland & Jackson, 2018; 

Love, 2019; Nightengale-Lee et al., Noguera, 2009; Richardson, 2003; Skiba et al., 2014; Tatum, 

2021; Valencia, 2012; Warren, 2021). Here, the findings suggest that within affirming spaces 

where a high-quality literacy curriculum includes the mattering of Black boys a counter-narrative 

can eventually become the dominant narrative instead.  
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 This study demonstrated action in an unorthodox manner. The Mamba Boys created 

collages to culminate the ending to our book club that may be seen as their attempt at action; but 

their action was the resurfacing of their ideas they co-produced about race and racism within 

different venues. The given research validated the need for agitation as a form of liberation using 

Black boys’ literacies (Muhammad, 2019; Stanbrough, 2018; Tatum, 2021; Tatum & Gue, 

2012). The students researched social justice topics and produced new understandings which 

were viewed in their collages. The collective decided that the principal and assistant principal 

should view their collages. The findings of this investigation aligned with many views previously 

offered in the literature; however, new insights were also given. The next section addresses the 

limitations of this study. 

Limitations  

This investigation was limited by several factors. Firstly, the study’s length. The research 

design indicated Five Phases where the final two Phases would consist of at least two sessions, 

but Phase Three was extended to accomplish the Phase’s goal of researching the problem. It was 

unfortunate that the study did not consist of 20 sessions which equated to four sessions per 

Phase. I do believe that the collective would have developed the necessary passion to execute 

true action if more time had been allocated. 

Another constraint was the selection process. Because I only received seven permission 

slips, I was unable to implement the selection process outlined in the research design. The 

research design called for selecting participants based on key factors one being their Lexile 

scores. Some of their Lexile scores were outside the range specified in the research design. 

Moreover, one co-researcher’s Lexile score was 370L while three others were in the 500L range. 

The other Mamba Boys had scores in the 900L range. This difference may have altered the 
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literacy experiences by altering the collective’s selection of books or how the books were read 

(i.e. independently read, shared text, or read aloud).  Perhaps this difference instead suggests the 

power of instructing Black boys utilizing their literacies.  Moreover, despite the diverse reading 

levels the Mamba Boys were still able to comprehend text, research, co-produce new ideas, and 

compose new ideas while being in a liberating space that valued their literacies.   

Our collective had another setback that may be considered a constraint. It was 

unfortunate that we did not have a consistent meeting space. Our initial space was a large unused 

classroom that we had to relinquish after session one. We spent session two through five in my 

office and then we relocated to another large unused classroom that we had to renounce after 

session eight. The final sessions were spent in a medium-sized classroom that was occupied 

during the day by another teacher. Because we did not have a consistent space, we were unable 

to create a physical environment that grew alongside our collective to serve as evidence of our 

knowledge production. 

Lastly, the study’s context consisted of barriers. It was conducted in the Southeastern 

region of the United States within a suburban school district still employing strategies to 

overcome the impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic. One of the methods of improving instruction 

was to increase the types of formative assessments taken during the school day which decreased 

the amount of time for inquiry-based instruction. The co-researchers developed skills for 

utilizing adaptive computer software where the student responds to computerized instruction by 

selecting an answer to a multiple choice question instead of developing skills on how to access 

and present information. This influenced the Mamba Boys’ technology use while researching 

during our book club. These four barriers were not anticipated and may be taken up as 
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considerations when designing other investigations. Notwithstanding these limitations, the aim of 

the study, to capture the voices of elementary Black boys, remains relevant.  

Affordance for Future Research  

This dissertation has made several important contributions that will benefit future 

research. A natural progression of this work is to gain more information in a different context. 

This investigation occurred in a traditional public school’s after-school program. It would be 

beneficial to embed the design within a school day. Public schools, charter schools, public 

charter schools, or private schools may have the flexibility to enact a similar research design 

during the school day. In this scenario, the class makeup may consist of fourth graders who 

identify as Black or another race. Also, there may be other genders included within the class. The 

design would need to be adjusted to account for the difference in population but the findings are 

plausible to enhance this body of work.  

This study’s findings extend the understanding of the ways reading motivation is 

influenced by engagement. The Mamba Boys were eager to read about how Colin Kaepernick 

was an activist. There was 100% engagement and they were motivated to find out more despite 

the text difficulty. The Discourse and read-aloud gave access to each of the Mamba Boys despite 

their reading level. A greater instructional focus where fluency, comprehension, and writing 

techniques were addressed may have produced interesting findings. Future research designs 

could consider including an instructional component catered to addressing these literacy areas. 

Muhammad’s (2020) Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy Framework consists of 

creating instructional plans that address identity, intellect, criticality, and skill development. The 

skill pursuit or component addresses that literacy piece that could be added to the research 
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design. This instruction might be in the form of conferences or small group sessions. This would 

be a fruitful area for further scholarship.  

Extensive consideration was given to choosing YPAR as the methodology. YPAR 

contrasts with an authoritarian approach as it offers a more collaborative method needed to build 

a community where students can genuinely develop a sense of agency and safely discuss social 

issues (Campano, 2013). Expecting young people to conduct investigations challenged the idea 

that only adults can create knowledge. These tenets of YPAR substantiated my decision to apply 

this methodology within the research design despite the majority of YPAR studies being 

conducted with older participants. Future studies ought to consider a similar research design 

where older Black boys are the participants to gain findings with variations of categories. Several 

questions remain to be answered regarding how this age group might take action.  

The study should be repeated using longer YPAR Phases. As earlier suggested, each 

Phase could include four sessions or a caveat in the design to allow for Phase Four or Five to be 

extended as needed. The co-researchers asked on several occasions to meet until the end of the 

school year leading me to conclude that the investigation could include more sessions. The goal 

of Phase Five was to explore possible ways to share their findings with stakeholders and provide 

time to execute the action. We did not have the opportunity to take action just discuss it. The 

additional sessions would allow the collective to invite stakeholders and organize a showing. 

Recommendations for Teacher Practice and Policy Reform 

The importance of pedagogy and a high-quality literacy curriculum that affirms and 

humanizes the lived experiences of Black boys cannot be overstated. The given scholarship 

ensured that their voices were democratically acknowledged to foster a deeper sense of 

belonging and mattering to humanize their learning space. Black boys desire and deserve to 
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experience Black Boy Joy in their elementary classroom communities. Current practice 

encourages teachers to use the initial weeks of school to establish routines and procedures while 

building quality student-teacher relationships. This investigation does not dispute this practice 

but instead encourages elementary teachers to extend this practice by enacting the elements that 

contribute to Black Boy Joy. Black elementary boys deserve to walk into their learning space to 

experience happiness and fun throughout their learning experiences, especially those experiences 

that include literacy. Black elementary boys must be encouraged to dream about tomorrow’s 

possibilities. It is essential that Blackness is centered within the space where perseverance and 

confidence can be encouraged by affirming their uniqueness as a Black male. Black elementary 

boys’ ways of being must be elevated within the community. Teachers are encouraged to commit 

to fostering Black Boy Joy within their school spaces. This can be executed by using the six 

descriptors of Black Boy Joy: happiness, dream chasing, perseverance, confidence, uniqueness, 

and Black consciousness to guide teacher decisions when building classroom culture. Firstly, 

lead games or activities where team building can be viewed as a way to build camaraderie. 

Healthy competition can be exhibited but the goal of the activity is to experience joy while 

demonstrating collaboration and fostering empathy. Secondly, take time to talk about their 

dreams for themselves, their families, and their communities. Black boys’ literacies encourage 

discussions and one way to create a community that is accepting of this type of knowledge 

construction is by beginning to dream. Allow Black boys to pause in the moment and free-write 

or draw about their dreams for their family while reminding them that dreaming is considering a 

new way of being in the world. Thirdly, include identity work where Black boys are exposed to 

text that affirms their Blackness. We read I am Every Good Thing written by Derrick Barnes, a 

Black male, who specifically wrote the book for his son and other Black boys. Black elementary 
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boys exposed to affirming text with meaningful purposes will help affirm their culture while 

embracing the uniqueness of being a Black boy. Next, build confidence by allowing Black boys 

to have leadership roles based on the ways they identify. For instance, while getting to know 

your Black male student he shares that he loves hip-hop. Choose a class job that allows him to 

lead others in that capacity like creating chants the class can follow to transition to the rug or 

prepare for dismissal. Lastly, teachers must encourage perseverance by having high expectations 

for each Black boy. Invite parents and students to share with you through a survey what they 

think they do well in out-of-school places. They may show responsibility by caring for a pet or 

you may learn that they help older family members operate technology devices. Learning about 

these capabilities or cultural wealth (Yosso, 2016) will remind the teacher that his ability to be 

successful at home can be also achieved at school when high expectations guide the desired 

outcomes. Additionally, mothering each Black boy in the classroom helps them realize the 

teacher cares about who they are becoming and the teacher also holds high expectations for 

them. Mothering is not being lenient or showing pity but instead, it is exhibited through the 

balance of holding high expectations, with moments of nurturing, and revolutionary love. 

Revolutionary love where Black boys are affirmed within a liberatory space. It is where their 

identities, histories, and cultural heritage is centered (Boutte, 2008; Wynter-Hoyte et al., 2022). 

This scholarly work established that when teachers choose to use the six descriptors of Black Boy 

Joy to build and sustain elementary classroom communities as safe spaces for Black boys,  Black 

elementary boys will thrive. 

The second recommendation for teacher practice pertains to pedagogical beliefs. The 

significance of a teacher’s pedagogical philosophy cannot be overlooked as one finding from this 

study revealed that teachers’ bias can influence classroom climate. An examination of my 
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research reflections revealed that my initial perceptions of how the collective was supposed to be 

together in the space were not consistently aligned with the research design. The transformation 

in my beliefs about classroom climate was consequential. To effectively do the work of 

humanizing school spaces for Black boys it will be imperative that opportunities for consistent 

reflection occurs. My reflection focused on classroom climate but this could be extended to use 

reflection to help build cultural competence which is also necessary when working with Black 

boys. Sealey-Ruiz (2021) coined this work as Racial Literacy Development. This scholarship 

suggests beginning the reflection work by interrupting racism and inequality at the personal and 

systematic levels. The next layer of thought is the archaeology of self where the teacher explores 

their biases. Historical literacy is then taken up where awareness of historical forces that helped 

define society is grappled with to then later experience a critical reflection of our privilege. 

Critical humility is developed when one remains open to the limitations of other’s perspectives. 

The final layer is critical love. Here a passionate commitment is made to care for the 

communities we work. Taking an active stance on the evolution of self begins with reflection. 

The final recommendation for teachers pertains to employing high-quality literacy 

instruction that includes consideration of Black boys’ literacies. In Chapter One, a high-quality 

literacy curriculum was defined as one that teaches the five pillars of reading instruction: 

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension development 

(Muhammad, 2020; Tatum, 2021). I agree that those elements must be a part of the elementary-

level literacy curriculum. What this investigation revealed was that Black boys’ literacies need to 

be included as a factor to determine what is high-quality literacy curriculum for Black boys. 

Packaged curriculum may not always include the components of Black boys’ literacies; however, 

teachers must be ready to make the necessary adaptations to meet the needs of the Black boys 
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within the teacher’s classroom. This can be achieved firstly by analyzing how Black language is 

viewed within your classroom. Black boys must be able to view their language as equivalent to 

other languages used within your classroom. Allow students to realize there are numerous ways 

to communicate an idea and one way does not offer more value than another within the learning 

space (Baker-Bell, 2020). Instead of correcting the language in a deficit manner, choose to add 

value to the student’s vocabulary by explaining the nuances of their word choice and synonyms. 

Next, plan to encourage discourse before Black boys are expected to write. Allow them the 

opportunity to produce knowledge through oral communication first. Teachers can do this in a 

whole or small group setting. Another consideration is finding ways to incorporate the visual and 

performance arts into their literacy experiences. Demonstrating comprehension of text can come 

in the form of sketches, music incorporation, acting, or chants. Lastly, is including their outside-

of-school literacies. Teachers are encouraged to administer surveys where the boys describe their 

literacy use in other places. This information can also be gained by conferencing with him or 

family members. Considering the literacies of Black boys is recommended for teachers when 

adapting literacy curricula for Black boys. The three suggestions made for teachers are pivotal to 

the engagement of Black elementary boys during literacy experiences. 

As policy reformers begin to consider the instructional needs and curriculum choices, this 

scholarly work suggests policy reformers weigh the given teacher recommendations as a 

substantiated rebuttal. As legislators across the country look solely to Science of Reading to 

champion higher reading scores, I caution them to examine other scholarly work from a more 

diverse pool of research where qualitative work is considered (Milner, 2020). Additionally, the 

generalization that the Science of Reading draws from studies of dyslexic readers to apply to all 

students learning to read might be seen as overly broad (Milner, 2020). Ultimately, the Science 
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of Reading emphasizes cognitive processes involved in reading but tends to downplay the 

importance of incorporating culturally relevant text selections in reading instruction (Milner, 

2020). From this investigation, the realization of what Black elementary boys need in literacy 

curriculum and instruction must also be considered in the next policy reform. 

Conclusion 

Many literacy curriculums fail because they were designed according to the perspectives 

and beliefs of the writers where the consideration of the students beliefs or perspectives is not 

considered (Freire, 2018; Ginwright, 2008). This investigation aimed to fulfill the need for a 

high-quality literacy curriculum and pedagogy that authentically reflects and respects the lived 

experiences of Black boys. Several findings were concluded from this investigation. Firstly, 

Black boys’ literacies encompass their use of Black language and other out-of-school literacy 

practices to express their worldview. Conversations and the arts are two additional aspects of 

their literacies that were used to develop and communicate their ideas. Another discovery was 

that the YPAR process also highlighted the necessity for Black boys to have a safe and 

supportive space where they can openly discuss issues of race and racism. The last is recognizing 

that pedagogical liberation is an evolving journey. The investigation revealed moments when I 

felt confident in my ability to apply liberatory practices, as well as times when I felt like I had 

failed. Reflecting on these experiences and choosing to persist and improve in subsequent 

sessions was truly empowering.  

Several implications developed out of this scholarship. The investigation found that 

Discourse was a crucial element of the co-researchers literacy, a finding that aligns with and 

supports the conclusions of other studies. Consistent with the current results, previous studies 

have highlighted the importance of building a community to foster a sense of belonging. This 
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finding aligns with the depictions of Black Excellence described by Muhammad (2020), Tatum 

(2021), and Warren (2021). However, the concept of Black Boy Joy has not been previously 

explored in this context. This investigation's recognition of Black boys' literacies parallels the 

scholarly work of Kirkland and Jackson (2018) and Bryan (2021). Additionally, I extended their 

research by examining the literacies of fourth and fifth-grade Black boys. One aim of this study 

was to provide a counter-narrative to the body of literature that portrays Black males as problems 

within society and our schools. This study showed that action may take on different forms within 

the YPAR process. 

Some limitations were recognized. The study's duration was a factor. The research design 

outlined five phases, with the final two phases each requiring at least two sessions. However, 

Phase Three was extended to fully address the goal of researching the problem. Another 

constraint was the co-researchers’ technology competencies. Their devise usage is limited to 

skill-based adaptive software rather than utilizing the device to access information and develop 

presentations. This impacted the ease at which the Mamba Boys were able to use their devices 

efficiently while in our book club. 

The given study sought to gain a deeper understanding of Black elementary boys’ 

literacies from their perspective in an effort to establish humanized school spaces where learning 

centers Black Boy Joy. Several recommendations were made for teacher practice and policy 

reforms. Firstly, teachers are encouraged to actively cultivate Black Boy Joy within their school 

environments. Additionally, the use of reflection as an effective pedagogical tool was advised. 

Thirdly, high-quality literacy instruction that acknowledges the literacies of Black boys. The last 

recommendation addressed policy reformers. They are advised to consider the provided teacher 

recommendations when creating policy. As legislators nationwide focus exclusively on the 
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Science of Reading to improve reading scores, I urge them to explore a broader range of 

scholarly research, including qualitative studies from a more diverse pool of work. Black boys 

deserve to succeed within all spaces. Black boys deserve to experience Black Boy Joy in our 

schools. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Definition of Codes and Themes 

Definition of Codes and Themes 

 Code Term Definition 

1 Belonging To consider oneself socially connected or attached to a group.  

2 Black Excellence Black Excellence subscribes to the following principles: 

command hard work, preparedness, self-determination, 

creativity, and awareness of self to produce high levels of 

achievement for self and community despite the barriers of 

White privilege.  

 

3 Club Agreements A list of statements outlining how the collective would 

behave and show up in the space together. 

4 Co-Researchers’ 

Research 

This describes the process the Mamba Boys took to gain 

information about their topics. Their actions included: 

watching videos, reading text, locating information on the 

internet or through Padlet, conducting an interview, and 

taking photographs. 

5 Critical 

Conversations 

The conversations captured instances where the collective 

was involved in a discussion where the production of ideas 

about social justice were formed. 
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6 Encouraging Joy 

 

This describes the acts taken by members of the collective 

where joy resulted. Signs of joy were smiles, laughter, 

dancing, singing, and explaining to others that they were 

happy. 

7 Equitable Power This describes the relationship between co-researcher to co-

researcher and co-researcher to the researcher where all 

involved in the act believed that they had the same amount of 

control of the act.  

8 Identity Work Activities that named who we are as individuals and as one 

collective. 

9 Literacies The co-researchers demonstrated literacy as reading, writing, 

or alternate forms of communication that was first acquired 

from their out of school lives and then used as an asset within 

a school space.  

10 Masculinity For this study it is defined as a competitive nature which 

manifested in different modes within the collective. 

 

11 Mattering Mattering is an individual experience that signifies the 

valuable or important impact one contributes to the world. 

12 Messiness of 

YPAR 

For this study it is defined as challenges to the YPAR process. 

13 Name Choices 

 

Acts that helped the collective determine how the group 

would be identified and their individual pseudonyms.  
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14 Problem Work Instances where the co-researchers were involved in literacy 

experiences to help them grapple with social issues that might 

lead them to determine the problem or problems the group 

sought to research.  

15 Reinforce 

Agreements 

Acts that reiterated the value of following the club 

agreements.  

 

16 Resilience The ability to overcome a traumatic experience, to withstand 

adversity. 

17 Safe Space  A school environment where co-researchers feel physically 

and emotionally secure. The environment encourages the 

collective to freely express themselves without repercussions. 

This is a humanizing environment. 

 

18 Signs of Literacy  

 

The co-researchers participating in reading and writing 

activities such as read alouds, partner reading, independent 

reading, journal writing, shared writing, decoding and 

encoding words but not limited to just these acts. 

19 Traditional 

Practice 

Behaviorist techniques used to manage students. 
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Appendix B 

Number of Codes per Theme 

Theme  % of 

Total 

Subtheme  3rd Round of Codes 

 

1. Camaraderie exists 

from established 

boundaries and 

shared power.  

2. A pleasurable 

democratic space is 

created and 

maintained when 

humanity is 

respected.  

 

32% 

A democratic culture is 

established when boundaries 

exist. 

1 Agreements  

2 Reinforce Agreements   

3 Equitable Power  

A democratic culture is 

sustained when power is 

shared and expectations 

managed. 

3 Equitable Power  

4 Traditional Practices  

5 Encouraging Joy  

A democratic culture creates 

pleasure. 

3 Equitable Power  

4 Traditional Practices  

5 Encouraging Joy  

Expectations can be managed. 

 

4 Traditional Practices  

Humanity is respected in a 

democratic culture. 

6 Safe Space  

5 Encouraging Joy  

 

3. The pride found 

from comradery 

expressed resilience 

and mattering.  

 

32% 

Our names, community, and 

culture help to shape our 

identity. 

7 Code/ Code Names  

8 Identity Work 13 

9 Literacies 12 

10 Pride/Belonging/Mattering  

11 Masculinity  



288 

 

4. Our names, 

community, and 

culture help to shape 

our brotherhood.  

The brotherhood was 

characterized by its pride and 

resilience.  

9 Literacies  

12 Resilience  

The realization of comradery 

and that we all count.  

13 Pride/Belonging/Mattering  

11 Masculinity  

9 Literacies  

12 Resilience  

 

5. Blackness is valued 

and provokes 

happiness, 

confidence, and 

pride.  

6. Passionate care of 

the Black 

community appears 

in our research 

process, especially 

the critical 

conversations.  

7. Managing my 

projections to accept 

the influence of talk 

 

36% 

The realization that we all care 

passionately about justice for 

our Black communities. 

 

Blackness is valued and 

provokes happiness, 

confidence, and pride. 

13 Problem Work  

14 Black 

Excellence/Counterstory  

Idea production occurs in all 

parts of the research process 

when conversations are 

permitted. 

15 Critical Conversations  

16 Co-Researchers Research  

17 Signs of Literacy  

18 Messiness of YPAR  

Our ideas our floating on a sea 

of talk and producing some 

reading and minimal writing. 

 

15 Critical Conversations  

16 Co-Researchers Research  

17 Signs of Literacy  

18 Messiness of YPAR  

15 Critical Conversations  
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and how our 

learning appears 

during YPAR.  

Maintaining an openness to 

anticipate learning evolves 

from diverse forms. 

16 Co-Researchers Research  

17 Signs of Literacy  

18 Messiness of YPAR  

Totals: 100% 12 18  
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Appendix C 

Black Language Utterance List 

 Utterance Meaning 

1 bruh Friend 

2 bro Friend 

3 ain’t no way There is not a chance 

4 Bro got cut Losing the game 

5 Stop being Karen’s A Karen is an entitle middle-class White woman 

6 Byeeeeeeeeee A loving good-bye 

7 Nasty boi Response to passing gas 

8 Wearing Drip Wearing stylish clothing 

9 You trippin’ You are acting foolish 

10 Shut Up Requesting silence 

11 Break those ankles To perform a skilled athletic maneuver 

12 Chillin’ Relaxing 

13 Freakin’ Used to emphasize the next term 

14 Siiiiiiike Response to say when tricking another 
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Appendix D 

 Black Boy Joy Description Chart  

J-Journal T-Transcript RO-Reflection on Otter.  Codes: Yellow-Joy Synonyms  Green: BBJ described other than joy synonyms 

 Mention 1 Mention 2 Mention 3 Mention 4 Mention 5 

All-

Star  

King 

Session 3-J 

BBJ is never giving up 

on your dream. Follow 

your heart. To live with 

freedom. 

 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is to love yourself 

and follow your dreams, 

and try hard. 

 

Session 9-RO 

Research learning as a team was 

BBJ 

Exit Interview-T 

Black Boy Joy is feeling great 

watching YouTube, being 

cracked up. Black Boy Joy at 

school is probably just touching 

grass, chillin’ on the sun. 

 

Brian Session 3-J 

BBJ is when Black boys 

are happy and have hope 

and confidence in 

themselves. BBJ is when 

Black boys have fun. 

 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is when you follow 

your dreams and a kind a 

joyful person. 

Session 7-T 

BBJ is Black Boys being happy, 

having fun, smiling 

 

Exit Interview-T 

Black Boy Joy at home is like 

you are joyful by yourself. It’s 

joyful not getting in trouble at 

home. Black Boy Joy at school 

is hanging out with your 

friends, going outside, and 

having recess. 

 

 

DD Session 3-J 

BBJ is happiness 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is happiness and fun 

 

Exit Interview-T 

Black Boy Joy at home is playing 

my PS4 or Xbox. There’s no Black 

Boy Joy in my freakin’ 

classroom.[He stands up and raises 

his voice] Is there any Black Boy 

Joy in our classroom [DD points to 

DDG who is shaking his head no]. 

 

  

DDG Session 11-J 

BBJ is Black. 

 

Session 9-RO 

Being proud of yourself 

Exit Interview-T 

That Black boys are unique in their 

own way. It means to be happy, like 

for the whole day and stop being 

happy and thinking positive. Black 
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Boy Joy at home is being able to do 

more stuff than if you are at school. 

 

Jay Session 3-J 

BBJ is honoring Black 

people and little kids. 

BBJ is Mamba mentality.  

 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is making it to the 

next round like in 

basketball. 

Session 9-RO 

BBJ is the secret to success. 

Exit Interview-T 

Black Boy Joy is hanging out 

with your boys and your girl at 

home and at school. 

 

Kai Session 2-J 

BBJ is even when people 

try to take what’s theirs, 

they never give up. 

Session 3-J 

BBJ is having fun and 

playing with my siblings. 

Having to do so many 

things you thought you 

could never do. Trying 

new things. 

 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is realizing great heights can be 

achieved like in playing basketball 

Exit Interview-T 

Be Black Boy joy is when boys 

in particular have joy that it will 

never be taken away from them. 

They will always keep that 

same joy. Joy is joy. 

 

 

Kobe Session 3-J 

BBJ is being glad to be 

Black, having Black 

pride. BBJ is being fun 

and beautiful. 

 

Exit Interview-T 

Black Boy Joy at home is 

playing with friends and 

at school. How life can be 

great for you and the 

future. You can be 

anything you want to be. 

   

   

Lloyd Session 3-J 

BBJ is laughing, caring. 

Our history 

Session 5-J 

BBJ is having a creative 

mindset. Having dreams. 

Being brave. 

Session 7-T 

BBJ is fun and cool,  When you 

have dreads you shake them. 

Session 9-RO 

BBJ is just having fun in life. 

Exit Interview-T 

Black boy joy will 

turn into an attitude 

or something. 
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Appendix E 

Black Boy Joy Descriptors Analysis   

 

Co-

Researcher 

 

Co-Researcher’s 

Definition 

 

Themes 

 

Outlier 

Themes 

Over Arching 

Theme: 

How the Mamba 

Boys Describe 

Black Boy Joy 

 

 

 

 

All-Star 

King 

never giving up on your dream. Follow 

your heart. To live with freedom. 

Dreamer 

Perseverance 

 

Liberation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Happiness/Fun-14 

Dreaming-6 

Perseverance-4 

Confidence-4 

Blackness-4 

Uniqueness-4 

 

love yourself and follow your dreams, 

and try hard. 

Dreamer 

Confident 

 

Research learning as a team 

 

 Learning 

 

Brian 

have hope and confidence in themselves.  Confident  

follow your dreams  Dreamer  

Being kind 

 

 Kind 

 

DDG 

Black. Blackness  

Black boys are unique in their own way.  Uniqueness  

thinking positive.  

 

 Positive 

 

 

honoring Black people and little kids. 

BBJ is Mamba mentality.  

Blackness 

Perseverance 
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Jay  Confident  

 

 

 

 

Kindness-1 

Positivity-1 

Learning-1 

Creativity-1 

Bravery- 1 

Freedom-1 

making it to the next round Perseverance  

secret to success. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Kai 

never give up. Perseverance  

do so many things you thought you 

could never do. Trying new things. 

Dreamer  

realizing great heights Dreamer  

Black Boy joy is when boys in particular 

have joy that it will never be taken away 

from them. 

 

Uniqueness  

 

Kobe 

BBJ is being glad to be Black, having 

Black pride.  

Blackness  

beautiful. 

 

Uniqueness  

 

 

Lloyd 

Our history Blackness  

creative mindset. Having dreams. Being 

brave. 

Dreamer Brave 

Creative 

 

When you have dreads you shake them. Confident  

turn into an attitude Uniqueness  
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Appendix F 

Analysis of Black Boy Joy being Enacted 

 

HAPPY-38 

Session 1(S1)            Session 2(S2)                         Session 3(S3)                             Session 4(S4) 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 1 

 

 

14 

S1p.11 I'm funny says DD and Kai 

S2p3 DD claiming to be funny again 

The enactment comes about 

by them proudly declaring 

part of their identity as being 

a spark of happiness through 

comedy. 2 

Individual 

response to 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S2p3 Jay claiming to be happy to be alive The enactment comes about 

by excitedly declaring life is a 

joy. 1 

Individual 

response to 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S2p1 excited talking 

S2p12 When someone laughs, it makes me 

laugh. the collective giggling. 

S2p15 more giggling 

S2p15 more giggles while working 

S2p17 happiness and giggles 

The enactment comes about 

by them having the freedom 

to giggle and laugh in 

response to statements and 

acts from the other co-

researchers. 5 

Collective 

response to co-

researchers 

impromptu act. 

 

S3p16 Introducing the new game and Assassin 

and playing it 

S4p2 the collective is happy for it to be game 

time 

  

Collective 

response to 
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p6 signing and loud laughter while playing Uno 

S4p7 laughter while playing uno and getting 

them to read the game directions 

S4p.8 Laughter while contemplating playing 

Uno 

S4p9 laughter playing Uno (great transcript).       

The enactment comes about 

by the participation in Game 

Time. 6 

 

teacher planned 

Game Time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 

 

10 

S1p11 they laughed at me try to act 

S1p13 Lloyd being silly during the skit 

S2p7 Laughing with Kai while doing the skit 

 

The enactment comes about 

by cracking jokes about my 

acting. 3 

Group response 

to a teacher 

planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S2p8 excited to work as a group for a gallery 

walk 

S2p9 laughing during gallery walk 

 

The enactment comes about 

by completing a fun learning 

experience with their friends. 

2 

Group response 

to a teacher 

planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S3 (found in round 1 analysis) enjoyed more 

space to play in the grade 4 hallway 

S3p20 Kobe dancing to the Joy music 

soundtrack I made 

 

The enactment comes about 

by listening to music in a new 

space while working.  2 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher’s 

change to the 

space. 

S3p1 cheers for DDG's first day 

S3p2 laughter when introducing pseudonyms 

S3p3 clapping about choosing new roles 

 

The enactment comes about 

by introducing our space to a 

new co-researcher.  3 

Group response 

to a student 

planned 

activity. 
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Phase 3 

 

 

8 

S1p2 laughter in preparation for game time 

 

The enactment comes about 

by the participation in Game 

Time. 1 

Collective 

response to 

teacher planned 

Game Time. 

S1p4 singing the happy birthday song to Lloyd 

and Kai 

 

The enactment comes about 

through the celebration of the 

twins birthday. They were 

both excited to be celebrated. 

1 

Pair response to 

student planned 

activity. 

S1p10 Lloyd singing while he is working 

S1p11 Kai excitedly realizes one of the songs is 

a church song while working 

S1p11 Kobe dancing and singing to Michael 

Jackson while working 

S4p13 humming while working 

The enactment comes about 

by hearing the songs while 

researching.  4 

Pair response to 

teacher planned 

activity. 

S3p1 excited about the snack choice The enactment comes about 

by deciding which snack 

Brian wanted to eat out of the 

snack bag. He was excited 

about the pudding.  

Individual 

response to 

teacher/student 

planned activity 

S4p4 The group laughing at Brian's joke against 

Kai 

The enactment comes about 

by preparing for the 

interview    1 

Collective 

response to 

teacher planned 

activity 
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Phase 4 

 

2 

S1p12 DD excited about Game Time! The enactment comes about 

by the participation in Game 

Time. 1 

 

Individual 

response to 

teacher planned 

Game Time. 

S1p12 All-Star King singing about Game Time The enactment comes about 

by seeing the name of the 

game within the PowerPoint. 

1 

Individual 

response to 

teacher planned 

activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 5 

 

4 

S1p1 Collective is excited to begin today's work The enactment comes about 

by the participation in 

making the collages. 1 

 

Group response 

to teacher 

planned 

activity. 

S1p8 Lloyd singing the Nickelodeon theme song 

while he works 

S1p11 Singing We Are Family while working 

The enactment comes about 

by seeing the name of the 

game within the PowerPoint. 

2 

Individual 

response to 

teacher planned 

activity. 

S1p9 Collective is excited about receiving 

donuts tomorrow 

The enactment comes about 

by deciding which snack to 

have at the Exit Interview 1  

Individual 

response to 

teacher/student 

planned activity 

 

BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS 43 

Session 1                          Session 2                                        Session 3                                     Session 4 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 

 

 

S2p2 Jay said he is his ancestors' wildest 

dreams 

The enactment comes about by 

Jay claiming this as part of his 

identity.  

Individual response 

to a teacher planned 

literacy experience. 



299 

 

 

 

 

Phase 1 

 

5 

S1 (found in round 1 analysis) chanting 

Barack Obama as a way to gain 

everyone's attention  

S2p11 chanting Barack Obama as a way 

to gain everyone's attention 

The enactment comes about by 

Kai recalling and using the chant 

from APEC 

Individual response 

to teacher planned 

Game Time. 

S2p14 The mention of Juneteenth The enactment comes about by 

activating schema of the holiday 

Juneteenth before watching the 

videos on Joy. 

Collective response 

to the teacher 

planned literacy 

experience. 

S4p16 Jay saw Muhammad Ali in a book 

and placed him in the same period as 

slavery 

The enactment comes about by 

discussing who he was and how 

he worked with Malcolm X in the 

civil rights era to support equal 

rights for Black people 

Collective response 

to co-researchers 

self-selection of 

books 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 

S1p17 Kobe wants to learn about history 

and Black Panther. 

S2p10 Brian's discussion of Ruby 

Bridges. 

S4p9 Discussed the civil rights era along 

with MLK. 

S4p9 Kai described boycotting. 

 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of the civil 

rights era. 4 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 

S2p10 Racial justice drawing 

S2p16 explained racism and HBCUs 

S2p16 Brian explains about the Black 

comm. working together 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of racial 

justice and Black Lives Matter. 7 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 
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21 

S2p17 Segregation connection to current 

times 

S3p13 Jay Grambling game attendance 

where he heard the Black National 

Anthem 

S3p18 Kobe discusses Black Lives Matter 

(found in round 1 analysis) Brian’s take 

on racism 34:43 

 

S2p16 Roles of Black and White People 

by All-Star King 

S4p8 All-Star King and Kai 

understanding White and Black people 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of racism . 2 

Group response to a 

student unplanned 

activity. 

S2p18 Brian discussed Kaepernick's afro 

S2p19 Jay discussed Kaepernick’s Black 

people's rights 

S3 (found in round 1 analysis) Brian 

realizes Kaepernick is an activist 

S3p15 Brian discusses Kaepernick's 

justice 

S3p18 Kai talks about Kaepernick 

wanting to end racism 

S4p4 Jay explains Kaepernick's acts for 

justice 

S4p7 Jay adds her perspective on Trump 

The enactment comes about 

through the detailed description 

of Colin Kaepernick serving as 

an activist . 7 

Group response to a 

student unplanned 

activity. 
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S3p10 Incident at Sandtown w using the 

term N.....  

S3p10 Kai reminder of slavery    

The enactment comes about by 

discussing racism. 2 

Group response to a 

student unplanned 

activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 3 

 

7 

S2p5 Lloyd responding to Kendi's book 

about racial injustice in healthcare 

S2p13 DDG's awareness of police bias 

against Black people 

S2p14 The group's discussion about the 

bias some White people hold against 

Black people due to skin color 

S4p10 Brian shares what his Mom taught 

him about how White police will respond 

to Black boys 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of racial 

justice. 4 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 

S4p3 Brian, Kai, and Jay responding to 

the photograph 

S4p4 Kai, All-Star King responding to a 

different photograph 

The enactment comes about 

through photograph discussion of 

racial justice  2 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 

S4p10 & 11 questions posed to Langston 

during his interview were framed in 

Blackness 

The enactment comes about 

through interview discussion of 

racial justice  1 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 

 

 

 

 

Phase 4 

 

S1p1 Jay brought up Colin Kaepernick 

during photograph lesson 

S1p2&3 They began to talk about George 

Floyd's death and the feelings they felt 

about the incident 

S1p4 Lloyd brought up discussions of 

justice for Black people 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of racial 

justice. 5 

Group response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 
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6 S1p10 Jay recalls his friendship with a 

White student  

S1p14 Lloyd is trying to make sense of 

Asians dealing with racism, not just Black 

people 

 

S1p18 Jay yelling Barack Obama The enactment comes about by 

Jay using the chant from APEC 

to get everyone’s attention after 

the discussion. 1 

Individual response 

to teacher planned 

literacy experience 

 

 

 

Phase 5 

 

4 

S1p2 Brian and Jay recapping racial 

justice using PowerPoint 

The enactment comes about by 

reviewing our ideas of racial 

justice. 1 

Individual response 

to teacher planned 

literacy experiences. 

S1p4 Lloyd working on his collage while 

producing a new idea of racial justice for 

Asians 

S1p5 Jay drawing a picture of why we 

need fair policing 

The enactment comes about by 

co-researchers creating their 

collages on racial justice. 1 

Individual response 

to teacher planned 

literacy experiences. 

S1p14 Jay saying the Barack Obama 

chant 

The enactment comes about by 

Jay using the chant from APEC 

to get everyone’s attention after 

the discussion. 1 

Individual response 

to teacher planned 

literacy experience 

 

CONFIDENCE 24 

Session 1                            Session 2                                       Session 3                                     Session 4 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 
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Phase 1 

 

2 

S1p12 Brian claiming to be a leader and 

difference maker showed confidence 

The enactment comes 

about by Brian claiming 

this as part of his identity. 

Individual response 

to a teacher 

planned literacy 

experience. 

S4p15 DD saying the principal she choose him 

to illustrate her book 

The enactment comes 

about by DD hearing about 

the role of an illustrator 

and believing that he could 

draw for the principal 

Individual response 

to co-researchers 

self-selection of 

books. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 

 

13 

S1p8 Lloyd confidently led the writing session 

S2p20 explaining the game 

S3p4 Leading democratic actions to choose 

new roles 

S3p13 Kai insists on reading 

The enactments come 

about through leadership 

desires.   4 

Individual response 

to a teacher/student 

planned activity. 

S1p9 shouting he is the writer 

S2p22 DD screaming his work was a 

masterpiece 

S2p22 Brian explains that he is the leader 

S3p16 Lloyd said he had power twice loudly. 

The enactment comes 

about by each of them 

claiming this as part of his 

identity.    4 

Individual response 

to a teacher 

planned literacy 

experience. 

S2p3 All-Star King stood up about Lloyd 

leaving 

S2p21 Brian convincing me to try to play the 

game 

S2p23 Jay standing up to me to express he 

doesn't like the reflection paper 

The enactment comes 

about through ethical 

discernment. 3 

Individual response 

to a student 

unplanned activity. 
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S3p16 Kobe strongly speaks about everyone 

knowing about equal rights 

S4p14 All-Star King's Stop Karens" discussion 

The enactment comes 

about speaking their truth.  

2 

Individual response 

to a student 

unplanned activity. 

 

 

 

Phase 3 

 

7 

S1p4 Jay explaining the directions on how to 

celebrate Lloyd and Kai 

S2p1 Kai explaining how to search using Padlet 

to the group 

S3p2 Brian explaining the BLINK game 

The enactment comes 

about by being named in 

charge of deciding how we 

celebrate the twins.  3 

Individual response 

to student planned 

activity.  

S2p3 Jay awarding points as the leader 

S3p3 Jay insists everyone listen to Brian to 

learn about the game 

S4p2 Jay telling the roles to Dr. TS 

The enactments come 

about through leadership 

desires.   3 

Individual response 

to a teacher/student 

planned activity. 

S2p11 All-Star King explaining how the 

collective is wasting our time 

The enactment comes 

about through ethical 

discernment. 1 

Individual response 

to a student 

unplanned activity. 

Phase 4 

 

        2 

 

S1p9 All-Star King brings up the topic of 

helping Black and White homeless people 

equally 

S1p11 All-Star King and Brian discussing if it 

is okay to be a racist 

The enactment comes 

about speaking their truth.  

1 

Individual response 

to a student 

unplanned activity. 

 

 PERSEVERANCE 6 

Session 1                             Session 2                                      Session 3                                     Session 4 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 

 

 

S2p17 Naming us Mamba Boys is 

about representing Kobe.  

The enactment comes about by Jay 

explaining that they chose Mamba 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 
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Phase 1 

Boys because they value what 

Kobe Bryant stands for, hard work 

to be the best 

literacy 

experience. 

S3 (found in round1 analysis) DD 

continued writing past the time 

The enactment comes about by co-

researcher 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

reflection. 

(found in round 1 analysis) Brian 

chose to write long and hard  

The enactment comes about by 

Brian wanting to perform well 

when answering the reflection 

questions after participating in a 

full Game Time session 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

reflection. 

Phase 2 S2p17 Kai wants to finish his 

drawing 

The enactment comes about by 

him insisting on finishing his 

drawing to describe racial justice. 

1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

Phase 3 S1 (found in round 1 analysis) I 

gave a speech about having 

resilience and Jay and Brian made 

several attempts to get on the 

Padlet 

The enactment comes about by 

grappling with how to get on the 

Padlet to research. 1 

Pair response to 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

Phase 5 S1p15 Kai is begging to end the 

session with a read-aloud 

The enactment comes about by 

him insisting on doing the read-

aloud.  1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 
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literacy 

experience. 

 

 DREAM CHASING 9 

Session 1                           Session 2                                        Session 3                                     Session 4 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 

Phase 1 

1 

S2 (found in round 1 analysis) All-Star King’s 

journal entry discusses dreaming 

The enactment comes about 

by All-Star King response to 

joy was “my joy is my dream 

inside of me” 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

reflection. 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 

 

3 

S1 (found in round 1 analysis) and p7 Kobe 

discussed his dream  

and wanted to write it down 

The enactment comes about 

by All-Star King thinking 

about Black Boy Joy and 

how he wants to live his 

dream like Kobe Bryant.   1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S1p15 Kobe stated he is full of imagination The enactment comes about 

by Kobe thinking about how 

he enjoys using his 

imagination.  1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S4p13 Freedom Dreaming of a better world 

discussion Kai-justice, DDG freedom for Black 

boys, Jay less crime, Kobe fair policing 

The enactment comes about 

by the teacher asking the 

reflection question What do 

you want to change in the 

world and they began 

discussing what a better 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

reflection. 
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world would look like to 

them.  1 

 

Phase 3 

2 

S3p10 All-Star King stating we can teach 

others how to live their dreams out 

S4p7 Jay questioning the existence of racism 

and desiring a world without racism 

The enactment comes about 

through discussion of racial 

justice and fair policing. 2 

Individual 

response to a 

student/teacher 

planned activity. 

 

Phase 4 

1 

S1p10 Jay realizes that their generation may 

begin to be friends with White people 

The enactment comes about 

by Jay thinking about the 

meaningful friendship he had 

with a White friend.   1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

 

Phase 5 

2 

S1p9 Kobe's drawing on the collage is his 

dream of a new US where there is no racism 

S1p11 Kobe dreams of a world where everyone 

deserves love 

The enactment comes about 

by Kobe drawing pictures to 

define a world with no 

racism and love.          1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

 

UNIQUENESS 13 

Session 1                           Session 2                                        Session 3                                     Session 4 

PHASE TRANSCRIPTION CODE WHO + ACT 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 2 

S1p.8 Wanting to draw to express his ideas The enactment comes about 

by DD choosing drawing 

over writing which was an 

original idea. 1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

S2p3 we stand for MAMBA-BBJ. We need to 

be good 

The enactment comes about 

by incidence when the co-

Individual 

response to a 
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11 

 

S2p12 All-Star King we stand for Kobe 

S3p1 Jay uses the term Mamba Boys to get 

their attention 

S3p6 All-Star King using Mamba Boys 

 

researchers rely on the pride 

and uniqueness of the terms 

Mamba Boys/BBJ to remind 

them of how they are set 

apart. 4 

student 

unplanned 

activity. 

S2p5 playing Shadow Box game 

S2p6 Jay figures out how to play the game 

p15 Jay teaching them how to play the Assassin 

game 

 

The enactment comes about 

by the boys’ choosing to play 

a games unique to them. 3 

Group response 

to a student 

unplanned 

activity. 

S3p11 Kobe's says to make a freedom song 

S3p11 Brian's We Want Freedom chant 

S3p16 Brian says the power of BBJ 

The enactment comes about 

by an emotional response 

following our discussion of 

Colin Kaepernick.    3 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher planned 

literacy 

experience. 

 

Phase 4 

1 

 

S1p18 DDG describes how he researched at 

home about fair policing  

The enactment comes about 

by DDG explaining how he 

took photographs of fair 

policing.  1 

Individual 

response to a 

student planned 

literacy 

experience. 

 

Phase 5 

1 

 

S1p7 Kobe letting us know that Kai is an artist 

The enactment comes about 

by Kobe exclaiming of Kai’s 

drawing ability while Kai 

was working on the collage.    

1 

Individual 

response to a 

teacher/student 

planned literacy 

experience. 
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Appendix G 

Reflection Analysis Coding 

PHASE 1 

 SESSION 

1 

SESSION 2 SESSION 3 SESSION 4 

ACTIVITY Identity 

Cards 

Choose Mamba 

Boys/ BBJ 

Black Boy Joy Work Board Games 

NOTES  I wanted students to 

conform 

 

Constant conflict within 

myself  whenever I 

thought my power was 

being challenged 

 

The conflict because I 

was trying to 

communicate with them 

that it was different from 

than traditional school of 

how I was being in the 

space 

 

The extra talking was 

bothersome for me 

Better management with 

better activities because I 

gave out the points 

 

Realizing group talk 

facilitates more 

productive writing 

 

Shifting the plans of the 

next session based on 

their strong desire of 

game time and missing it 

 

Wanting to provide 

activities next time that 

will demonstrate the 

natural leadership  

 

My thinking shifted 

after observing 4th grade 

boys at another school 

to allow me to pay 

attention to how 

masculinity plays into 

our space. Made me 

question what aspects of 

the space I was trying to 

control and wondering if 

those aspects needed to 

be controlled. 
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Behavioristic approaches 

to managing the class 

 

Giving out the points 

 

 

SUCCESSES  My realization of the 

power dynamics not 

working  

Used mothering 

techniques to manage the 

space.  

 

Realizing group talk 

facilitates more 

productive writing 

 

Incorporating literacy 

into board games 

brought so much joy. It 

was not forced literacy. 

 

Facilitator 

 

Wrote more for their 

reflection 

 

Lloyd not wanting to 

come and then 

individually saying he 

liked it when I saw him 

in the hall 

FAILURES  choosing a too-small 

space, my response to 

dealing with challenging 

behavior 

 

Poor time management 

and missed game time 
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falling back into my old 

teaching moves 

 

PHASE 2 

 SESSION 5 SESSION 6 SESSION 7 SESSION 8 

ACTIVITY Skits Gallery Walk A is for Activism 

DDG Started 

 

NOTES I chose Brian then 

the collective 

agreed at the end 

that he should be 

the leader 

tomorrow. 

 

Discussion about 

justice 

 

More power-

sharing 

 

My realization of 

the importance of 

fostering 

conversation 

 

Brian gained more power 

by leading the interactions 

 

Lloyd was voted to leave 

 

Critical conversation 

about how we would be in 

the space 

 

DD high engagement 

 

Trying to mother DD  

 

Listening to music-their 

playlist 

 

Difficult for me to not as 

an admin. When Kai did 

the act to DD 

Co-constructing the 

ideas about what black 

boy Joy was, and just 

what we saw joy to be 

in our lives. 

 

Kai read the letter 

written to the Jets coach 

 

Jay was like , yeah, like 

this is joy, you know, 

while reading the article 

packet with Brian 

 

 

I wanted all the 

power to hold the 

necessary person 

accountable but 

they needed to hold 

each other 

accountable 
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Kobe was gone this day 

SUCCESSES Reflecting using 

audio, skits, 

mothering. Closely 

listening to hear 

their views to help 

plan the next 

session 

Providing response 

choice. The way I 

introduced research by 

just having them google 

Colin Kaepernick. All-

Star King wanted to read 

more and more.  

High level of 

productivity, many light 

bulbs went on. Power-

share by shortening the 

reflection sheet. They 

enjoyed text today 

Chose research 

problems  

 

Considering 

Kobe’s assets to 

help him read more 

difficult text 

 

Mothering of DD 

worked 

FAILURES DD increasing 

writing volume. 

Did not get to 

everything I 

planned. 

In the moment, it seemed 

like the disagreement 

exchanges are bad. 

Tried to mother DD 

with no luck 

Hard to not go into 

managing mode 

 

My way of handling 

disruptions took too 

long 

 

I didn’t like the 

judgment fr. others 

seeing our space chaotic 

 

PHASE 3 

 SESSION 9 SESSION 10 SESSION 11 SESSION 12 

ACTIVITY Kobe’s 

Retention 

DD stayed in APEC   
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Birthday 

Celebration 

NOTES I was more relaxed 

 

I wasn’t in control 

so I could observe 

more 

 

Me giving 

affirmations so he 

himself as a doer of 

literacy 

 

Most academically 

rigorous session but 

they enjoyed it 

 

Contagious joy 

today accept for 

DD 

 

Wanting to do the 

club all year 

Writing went well 

 

I’m again surprised with 

the amount of schema 

they have about social 

justice issues. 

 

Shared the power with 

letting the game captain 

decide on the game 

Never came up with 

questions instead just 

researching the topics 

 

Literacy with Kobe 

being supported people 

helping him read the 

obituary 

 

Sense of belonging with 

Kai’s conversation with 

DD  

   

Constant clash with 

my management 

style from years 

before. 

 

Gave bad 

directions about the 

camera 

SUCCESSES Roles given out. 

Kai initiated the 

read aloud on his 

own.  

Went to the game room 

where they taped their 

reflections 

Produce new ideas fr 

talk then by writing 

 

Realizing my 

liberation 



314 

 

DD first drew the 

picture of someone 

pays a police officer. 

And then he explained 

it to me and I was like 

Okay, write that down. 

And then he was able to 

write it down. 

FAILURES I am still holding 

the goals of the 

work and not 

sharing. Not 

enough time to do 

the complexities of 

the research 

Not enough technology. I 

was well prepared but 

disruptions caused a delay 

Didn’t have enough 

time for various data 

collection-left out 

surveys 

Level of work 

produced was 

disappointing. 

 

Did not do their 

camera homework 

 

PHASE 4 

 SESSION 13 

ACTIVITY Halloween 

NOTES Sense of urgency to figure out a product 

 

Today’s minilesson was more of traditional teaching. And the boys liked it. I did the majority of 

the talking. We did accomplish everything I wanted but did they learn what they needed to learn? 

 

In chairs on the carpet to make writing easier  

Less was more 
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SUCCESSES Small group discussion with reflection while they were in the game room 

FAILURES Me telling them the idea 

 

PHASE 5 

 SESSION 14 

ACTIVITY Product Day 

NOTES Didn’t have photographs so they made their own pictures                             Ready to get to 

basketball 

 

Discussed taking action                                                                     It was hard for them 

sometimes to accept me being in total control 

 

Once they took control they relied on traditional behavioristic approaches to manage the space 

Realizing the diversity of thinking found in different races 

 

SUCCESSES Product verbally express themselves about the topics 

FAILURES N/A 
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Appendix G 

Trustworthiness Norms for Exit Focus Group Interview 

Study Title:  Valuing Black Boy Joy: Liberating the Literacy Experiences of Black Boys   

  by Leveraging their Literacies  

Co-Principal Investigator: Dr. Gertrude Tinker Sachs 

Student Investigator: Erika C. Tyson 

 

Introduction: 

Today, we will have a session to discuss the work that we have been doing as  

co-researchers toward our projects. I would like to thank you in advance for agreeing to 

 participate.  

Before we begin our discussion, I would like to share some information with you:  

• The exit focus group is semi-structured, which means that I have some questions 

prepared to ask you, but we also have some freedom for the discussion to go in directions 

that seem meaningful to you or are helpful clarification for me as we are talking.  

• I also want you to know that there are no right or wrong answers to these questions, so 

feel free to say what you think.  

• Furthermore, it is okay to disagree with what others say, but please do so using our 

established norms.   

• While we are talking, I will be recording our discussion using a digital video camera and 

a digital voice recorder. The purpose of these recordings is so that I can view, listen to, 
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and transcribe (which means to type it up) our discussion so that I can use what we talk 

about as data in this study.  

• I will do all that I can to keep this information confidential. When I transcribe the data, I 

will use your pseudonym, so that you will not be identified in the written transcript. And 

if I use excerpts from the transcript in my written dissertation or any other publications or 

presentations, I will also use your pseudonym. I will never refer to you by your real 

name.  

• Please do not share with others what was discussed in the focus group. 

• Your participation in this exit focus group is voluntary, so if at any point you feel 

uncomfortable for any reason, you can tell me that you want to stop this focus group. 

Stopping the focus group will have no negative consequences on your involvement in this 

study. 

• This exit focus group will last approximately thirty minutes. Do you have any questions 

or concerns before we begin? 
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Appendix H 

Multimodal Text Utilized during Literacy Experiences 

1. Alexander, K. (2014). The crossover. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

2. Alexander, K. (2019). The undefeated. Versify. 

3. Bang, M. (2016). When Sophie gets angry-really, really angry... Scholastic Inc. 

4. Barnes, D., & James, G. C. (2020). I am every good thing. Nancy Paulsen Books. 

5. Blackwood, R. (2022). Race to fire mountain. Scholastic. 

6. Brown, K. (2022). I am okay to feel. Zando. 

7. Bryant, K. (2018). The mamba mentality: How I play. MCD. 

8. Clark-Robinson, M. (2018). Let the children march. HarperCollins. 

9. Clever Kids. (2019, August 25). Let’s learn about police officers. [Video]. YouTube. 

 https://youtu.be/WoXyoU0v9E4  

10. Curtis, C. P. (2012). Elijah of Buxton. Scholastic.  

11. Greenfield, E. (1978). Honey, I love and other love poems. HarperCollins. 

12. Hepler, R. & Schubert, J. (2023, November 21). Community policing: Definition, history, 

 examples. [Video]. Study.com. https://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-

 community-policing-definition-historystrategies.html  

13. James, L. (2020). I promise. HarperCollins. 

14. Javaherbin, M. (2010). Goal!. Candlewick Press. 

15. Jordan, D., & Jordan, R. M. (2003). Salt in his shoes: Michael Jordan in pursuit of a 

 dream. Simon and Schuster. 

16. Kendi, I. X. (Host). (2021, July 7). Racism & sports: Changing athletics, changing 

 society. (No. 5) [Audio podcast episode]. In Be antiracist with Ibram X. Kendi. 

https://youtu.be/WoXyoU0v9E4
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 Pushkin. https://www.pushkin.fm/podcasts/be-antiracist-with-ibram-x-      

 kendi/racism-sports-changing-athletics-changing-society#play    

17. Kendi, I. X., & Stone, N. (2023). How to be a (young) antiracist. Penguin. 

18. Kinney, J. (2012). Diary of a Wimpy Kid. Amulet Books. 

19. Klein, F. C., Anderson, M. W. (2013). For the love of basketball: From A-Z. Triumph 

 Books. 

20. Learn Conmigo. (2021, March 25). Antiracist baby. [Video]. YouTube. 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QIkTaG4L_-M  

21. Luqman-Dawson, A. (2022). Freewater. Little, Brown Books for Young Readers. 

22. Mbalia, K. (Ed.). (2021). Black boy joy: 17 stories celebrating Black boyhood. Delacorte 

 Press. 

23. Meade, H. (2011). If I never forever endeavor. Candlewick Press. 

24. Mr. Alicea’s Arcade of Knowledge. (2021, August 12). Officer Buckle and Gloria read 

 aloud. [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/IuWLctoJ7s?si=uXTdCIKebTLzZXpw   

25. Nagara, I. (2013). A is for activist. Seven Stories Press. 

26. Obama, B. (2010). Of thee I sing: A letter to my daughters. Random House. 

27. OBKidz. (2021, June 1). I want to be a police officer- Storytime with daddy children’s 

 books read aloud. [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/0sqVARK8nVA       

28. Pinkney, A. (2010). Sit-in: How four friends stood up by sitting down. Little, Brown 

 Books for Young Readers. 

29. Robinson, S. (2009). Testing the ice: A true story about Jackie Robinson. Scholastic 

 Press. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QIkTaG4L_-M
https://youtu.be/0sqVARK8nVA
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30. Ross, J. (2023, February 1). Ibram X. Kendi: ‘Racist’ is an adjective, not a noun. 

 Understanding why is important. [Video]. YouTube. 

 https://time.com/6251858/ibram-x-kendi-antiracism-interview/   

31. Smith Jr, C. R. (2015). 28 Days: Moments in Black History that Changed the World. 

 Macmillan. 

32. Smith, R.L. (2023). Where the black flowers bloom. HarperCollins. 

33. Smith, W. (2005). Just the two of us. Scholastic. 

34. Story Time with Miss Cindy. (2022, August 25). Goodnight racism. [Video]. YouTube. 

 https://youtu.be/jCm0E6kxjgk  

35. Tarpley, N., & Lewis, E. B. (1998). I love my hair! Little, Brown Books for Young 

 Readers. 

36. The City of Columbia MO. (2017, August 16).  What is community policing? [Video]. 

 YouTube. https://youtu.be/-3hl9SJHoDQ?si=sKhLY8uzogAgek5k  

37. Thomas, L. & Jones, J. (2023, November 21). Problem-Oriented policing: Definition, 

 strategies, examples. [Video]. Study.com. 

 https://study.com/academy/lesson/problem-oriented-policing-definition-

 examples.html  

38. Waterstones. (2019, August 19). How to be an antiracist by Ibram X. Kendi. [Video]. 

 YouTube.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OXMgA0Fwsk  

39. Watson, K. & Cosby, B. (2001). Just like dad. Simon Spotlight. 

40. Zainab, S. & Keith, E. (2023, November 21). Intelligence led policing: Model, history, 

 examples. [Video]. Study.com. https://study.com/academy/lesson/intelligence-led-    

 policing-definition-lesson.html 

https://time.com/6251858/ibram-x-kendi-antiracism-interview/
https://youtu.be/jCm0E6kxjgk
https://youtu.be/-3hl9SJHoDQ?si=sKhLY8uzogAgek5k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OXMgA0Fwsk


321 

 

41. NowThis Impact. (2018, April 29). The genesis of colin Kaepernick: From NFL 

 quarterback to civil rights activist. [Video]. YouTube.    

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ai-I5lLLnOM   
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