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Yo! Hip Hop & Feminism 
~Deb Burghardt (Women's Studies) 

IN OCTOBER, 2006, I attended the 
first CU Hip Hop Symposium. At that 
time, I equated Hip Hop with gangsta 
rap--a collection of beats, rhymes, and 
images that exploited women and 
glamorized the rise of urban Blacks 
and Latinos from poverty to bling. 
After a day of scholarly analysis, I 
realized that Hip Hop deserved a 
second look.   
That evening I met Deejay Kool Herc, 
welcomed as the “founder” of Hip 
Hop. The crowd loved his expert 
mixes and cuts. To my ear, it played as 
the same old patriarchal story strutting 
a seductive new beat. I longed to know 
how women used this art form as 
protest. I feared that “the feminine 
voice of hip hop” was as Blackman 

(2003) describes:   
I am an invisible woman  
whose words don’t flow fast enough 
whose beats just aren’t phat enough 
whose contribution goes unseen 
they know I am here 
because I was there 

I believe Blackman wrote for the 
women who “embraced the music… 
rocked the mic… 
bore… and 
nurtured hip hop 
as he [male deejay, 
emcee, organizer, 
fan] did” (pp. 100-
101). As a result of 
the symposium 
and her words, I 
joined the 
Presidential Award 
Hip Hop Infusion Project. Time spent 
researching feminist Hip Hop 
scholarship led me to propose Makin’ 
Wreck Towards Respect—an infusion of 
Hip Hop into my Women’s Studies 
survey course, that began this fall.   
Student interest ranges from having 
little interest in Hip Hop (holding the 
same stereotypes I once did) to “loving 

and living” Hip Hop. We meet to 
“cipher” and “make wreck” at the 
place where feminism and Hip Hop 
intersect.  We show off our skills of 
dialogue in response to slam poetry, 
films about music video, and Morgan’s 
(1999) book exploring her love for Hip 
Hop and feminist values. 
I continue to change my mind about 

Hip Hop. I can see 
it as a movement, 
dynamic in nature, 
empowering in 
spirit and, at its 
heart, a call for 
relationships. Thus, 
I am beginning to 
understand it as a 
bridge across racial 
divides. For 

example, at the second Hip Hop 
Symposium (October, 2007), two 
white rural students explained they 
yearned to know about urban ghetto 
life from real people, but have been 
instructed, “Don’t mix.” Instead, they 
consume Hip Hop music and videos. 
Black students complained that white 
students don’t attend their programs, 

even when invited. They also 
admitted being taught, “Stick 
with your own.” Such dialogue 
makes room for recognizing 
contradictions between what 
we say and what we do, 
assessing our accountability in 
terms of the messages we 
consume, and claiming 
responsibility for what we 
know about each other.    
The concept of Hip Hop as a 
culture, an identity was made 
clear to me the day one of my 
African American women 
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students walked out of class after 
telling us, “Hip Hop and race…I’m 
tired of talking about this! It’s not just 
lyrics and images. You’re talking about 
my brothers and uncles. Drug deals go 
down on my block. Not everybody 
gets out.” Between her words I 
recognized the pain men mask with 
bravado and violence, glimpsed the 
women on whose bodies men’s stories 
are told, and felt the power in what 
Powell (2001) calls, “the soundtrack 
for young America.”   

I can see Hip Hop as… 
empowering in spirit and, at its 
heart, a call for relationships.  

Hip Hop is becoming for me a stage 
where patriarchy, white supremacy, 
homophobia and consumerism dance 
naked. In all its raw, violent, misogynist 
images, in all its cries for justice, we 
can see how we are influenced by 
systems larger than ourselves; we can 
find living examples of the 
consequences of oppression; and we 
can recognize our privileges and our 
ability to resist. 
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Social justice in physics 
~Joshua Pearce (Physics) 

WE ARE ALL SPECIALISTS. Our ability 
to focus our intellectual inquiry in a 
narrow discipline represents one of our 
society’s greatest strengths. 
Unfortunately, it is also one of our 
educational system’s greatest 
weaknesses. In large part due to the 
phenomenal success of technical 
specialization in accelerating our 
development and technical progress, 
the educational system has become 
increasingly specialized. Every class we 
teach is relegated to a discipline and 
students are herded into ever narrower 
fields for graduation. This 
fragmentation of our educational 
system creates students who are highly-
trained in a given field, yet largely 
oblivious to the big picture – including 
the most important issues of society 
such as social justice.  
We live in an era with a widening rift 
between the haves and the have-nots, 
which is accelerating both in our own 
society, but also between the affluent 
in the west and people living in the 
developing world. Rather than 
producing citizens who can help create 
a fair and just global society for all, we 
are creating something of idiot savants 
– students who can perform 
impressive feats in their discipline, but 
fail to connect their specialized 
knowledge to the greater world.  
For example, university physics 
students can determine the daughter 
nuclei of a fission reaction of a 
uranium nucleus, but are unlikely to 
recognize the term “depleted 
uranium” (DU). They do not have the 
context or the interdisciplinary-
breadth to ask (let alone answer) even 
mildly complex questions like:  
o How is the U.S. military use of DU 

munitions likely to impact Clarion 

ROTC students when they are 
deployed in Iraq?  

o Why did Belgium ban DU?  
Fragmented knowledge makes it less 
likely that our students are able to 
make educated judgments on policy or 
participate in any meaningful way in a 
democratic society. How can we rectify 
this situation as individual teachers? 
How can we teach our students to ask 
and answer the important broader 
questions of social justice, while still 
ensuring they learn discipline-specific 
knowledge we are charged with 
teaching them? 
I have found that students for the 
most part are largely unaware of social 
justice issues, so I assign technical 
problem sets presented in the context 
of social situations. By setting up 
applied scientific problems with the 
real social, economic, and 
environmental constraints of the 
developing world, students are exposed 
to social justice issues around the globe 
and encouraged to think about finding 
solutions. Contextualized problems 
enhance technical knowledge 
acquisition because context helps 
motivate students. Contextualization 
makes technical problems more 
interesting and thus easier to learn.  

Social justice concepts can be 
infused into any discipline by 
using social contexts for 
projects and examples. 

Most recently, I have had students 
design physics laboratories around 
appropriate technologies (AT) to assist 
sustainable development. Students 
researched the technical specifications 
of appropriate technologies, 
constructed functional prototypes of 
their devices, and then designed 
laboratories around their devices to 
test physics principles. For example, 
one group constructed a functional 
horizontal windmill using flexible cloth 
sails as blades to power a light emitting 

BRAZIL IN BLACK AND W HITE,  
a PBS documentary, looks at 
present-day Brazil: racially diverse, 
long considered a colorblind "racial 
democracy," and now implementing 
affirmative action programs to 
remedy deep disparities in income, 
education, and employment 
opportunities along color lines. This 
film watches Brazilians attempt to 
understand and respond to these 
changes: http://www.pbs.org/wnet/ 
wideangle/shows/brazil2/index.htm 
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diode. The laboratory tested physics 
concepts of circular motion, 
mechanics, energy conversion and 
basic electricity. The laboratory write-
ups were similar to requirements for 
conventional laboratory assignments.  
Overall, these AT projects were an 
enormous success as determined by: 
1. observed increase in student 

motivation to learn physics;  
2. observed time invested by students 

on projects outside of structured 
class; 

3. student comments on end-of-
semester instructor evaluation 
forms; and  

4. a modest increase in pre/post exam 
grades (Pearce, 2007). 

Thus, physics teaching is enhanced by 
using the concepts of appropriate 
technology for just sustainability and 
sustainable development. Similarly, 
social justice concepts can be infused 
into any discipline by using social 
contexts for projects and examples. 

References 
Pearce, J. M. (2007). Teaching physics 

using appropriate technology 
projects. The Physics Teacher, 45, 
164-167. 
 

Internship: Equal parts 
empathy & social justice 

~Mark Kilwein (Rehabilitative Sci.) 

FOR THOSE OF US who teach in one 
of the many areas of human service 
offered at Clarion University, there is 
always a need to strike a balance 
between the 
theoretical and the 
practical. Being 
sophisticated in the 
classroom is 
important, but it 
doesn’t always 
translate into 
understanding 
people and the 
forces that act upon them in their 
environments. Thus, the importance of 
sending our students into the 
community—to give them supervised 

opportunities to develop interpersonal 
skills, professionalism and greater 
compassion for those they will serve 
later serve as professionals. The 
Northwest Pennsylvania Rural AIDS 
Alliance is a local resource that 
provides students with an opportunity 
to hone these skills while learning 
about HIV/AIDS and its impact on 
our area.  
Increasing HIV/AIDS awareness is a 
goal that cuts across academic 
curricula. HIV/AIDS has surpassed 
the plague to become the deadliest 
disease in recorded history. In the U.S. 
the disease has had a disproportional 
impact on groups with a history of low 
social and political standing in the 
majority culture. Starting with gay men 
and then spreading into the 
communities of injection drug users 
and sex workers, the virus seems to 
have had a survival strategy of 
exploiting deficits in our social systems 
in the same manner it exploits 
vulnerabilities in the immune system. 
Consider the impact of HIV/AIDS on 
African American women vs. 
Caucasian women in the U.S. (See 
figure; CDC, 2007).  
People have been slow to acknowledge 
the disease and the general threat it 
represents. Too often, HIV/AIDS has 
been viewed as a problem for other 
groups of people. Rural areas, such as 
ours, have been especially slow to 
recognize the impact of HIV/AIDS on 
their communities. Such attitudes can 
be obstacles to rural AIDS service 
organizations that are charged with 

helping 
people 
affected by 
HIV/AIDS 
access the 
care they 
need. Field 
placement 
opportunities 
can be an 

important avenue to address outdated 
or unhelpful attitudes in our students. 
The Northwest Pennsylvania Rural 
AIDS Alliance is an HIV/AIDS 

service provider affiliated with Clarion 
University and located in Strattanville. 
We provide a range of services 
including case management, medical 
care, mental health care, and education 
and prevention services. Being a part 
of Clarion University, the Alliance 
welcomes student workers, interns and 
volunteers. The broad array of services 
offered by the Alliance present an 
equally broad range of possibilities for 
Clarion University students to become 
involved.  

Too often, HIV/AIDS has 
been viewed as a problem for 
other groups of people. 

Students who work at the Alliance are 
fully integrated team members. Every 
aspect of providing service to such an 
organization holds opportunities for 
valuable training. Basic support 
functions, such as answering the 
phones, require an awareness of 
confidentiality laws and procedures to 
be followed in the case of an 
emergency. Students may be expected 
to help compile reports to state 
agencies, research topics on patient 
care, analyze data, or greet consumers 
arriving at the clinic. Working side by 
side with case managers, nurses, and 
administrators gives an overview of 
how such a human service agency 
functions as a whole. 
There are high expectations of student 
workers and volunteers at the 
Northwest Pennsylvania Rural AIDS 
Alliance. The students represent a 
broad array of majors. All that is 
required is an interest in this field. As 
they grow and develop, students are 
given increasing responsibility, largely 
out of necessity. There is much work 
to be done and students are critical 
assets to the organization.  
It is easy to see the changes in students 
as they grow through their experiences 
supporting individuals affected by 
HIV/AIDS. A placement at the 
Northwest Alliance teaches students 
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that individuals can make an important 
difference by becoming involved. A 
greater empathy toward people 
affected by HIV/AIDS emerges. 
Hopefully, this empathy generalizes to 
people who are marginalized in other 
ways by our society. 

References 
Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention. (2007, June). Proportion 
of HIV/AIDS cases and population 
among female adults and adolescents, by 
race/ethnicity, 2005-33 states. 
Retrieved on September 24, 2007, 
fromhttp://www.cdc.gov/hiv/topics/
surveillance/resources/slides/women/
slides/Women11.pdf  
 

Change the way you think  
~ Donna Poljanec (Education) 

LAST YEAR, while on sabbatical, I 
had the privilege of working with the 
National Urban Alliance (NUA). As 
part of their ongoing training I gained 
valuable insights from some of the 
nation’s top experts in urban education 
and had an opportunity to work with 
teachers and students in all of the 
middle schools in Newark. What I 
learned from this experience has both 
informed and transformed my 
teaching. 
An overarching philosophy of NUA is 
that we should expect high intellectual 
performance of ALL students. The 
potential of many students of color is 
underestimated due to misperceptions 
about their intellectual ability and 
achievement. All students are capable 
of much more that we typically expect 
or see in their school experiences. 
Effective teaching is at the heart of 
meaningful school reform. Three 
essential components of effective 
teaching are language, culture and 
cognition.   
We often fail to understand the impact 
of the words we choose to use. For 
example, the term “minority” is often 
used, even in Newark, where “students 
of color” are certainly not in the 

minority! We talk about “low 
achievers” when we could easily call 
them “underachievers,” which would 
recognize that they are capable of 
achievement. Instead of talking about 
“struggling readers” in NUA, we call 
them “striving readers,” a term that 
offers some hope for the students’ 
potential achievement.   
Precise language helps us to 
understand the underlying concept 
better. For example, in education we 
often talk about before, during and 
after reading. If instead we use the 
terms priming, processing and 
retaining for mastery, we now have a 
more explicit goal for any kind of 
learning and teaching, not just reading. 
No matter what our teaching 
encompasses, we need to build schema 
and prepare students for learning 
(priming). We need to help students 
unpack the meaning (processing) and 
then finally, help them understand 
what they need to do to keep the 
learned material in long-term memory 
(retaining for mastery). Precise 
language is an essential component of 
effective teaching. 

When you change the way you 
look at things, the things you 
look at change. 

The second component, culture, is a 
critical catalyst for stimulating and 
accelerating student learning. As 
educators we need to ask ourselves, 
“What is the concept I am trying to 
teach?” Once we know that the goal is 
to understand the concept, we can use 
a variety of materials to teach. For 
example, if our concept is 
interdependence, we can find current 
culturally-relevant articles, internet 
sources, and texts (including music, art, 
and multi-media texts) that help 
students to connect the concept of 
interdependence to their lives.  Once 
they understand the concept, it is much 
easier to understand interdependence 
in biological or historical contexts. 

The final component is cognition. 
Donna Ogle, the past president of the 
International Reading Association 
stated, “There is nothing more 
significant than preparing kids well 
with the tools they need to think, to 
learn, and to use the multiple literacies 
in their lives.” To that end, I learned to 
use Hyerle’s Thinking Maps for almost 
any subject and lesson in the 
classroom. Thinking Maps were 
developed to foster the following 
thinking skills: define, describe, cause 
and effect, compare and contrast, 
sequence, classify, part/whole, and 
analogy. Each map is used exclusively 
for one purpose. To learn more about 
Thinking Maps, visit http://www.thinkin 
gmaps.com/htthinkmap.php3. NUA is 
currently examining Renzulli’s 
enrichment triad model and 
Feuerstein’s dynamic assessment and 
mediated learning in order to 
incorporate their important research 
into work in urban districts. 
Through my work with NUA, I 
learned that we need to expect high 
intellectual performance and believe in 
our teachers and students.  We can 
teach best by attending to our 
language, and students’ culture and 
cognitive processes.   
To learn more about the work of 
NUA, visit their web site at 
http://www.nuatc.org/newsite/home.html 
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