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Foreword 2.0

“It’s a Banger!”

Gloria Ladson-Billings

Like many people who came up with a variety of new habits during the global pandemic known as the coronavirus or COVID-19, I came up with my own secret obsession. Along with baking copious amounts of banana bread and bingeing on streaming services (shout out to Netflix, Amazon Prime, Own, and Hulu), I found a YouTube channel developed by a set of twin brothers from the Gary, Indiana, area—Tim and Fred Williams. The 22-year-old African American young men’s channel is titled “TwinstheNewTrend,” and they use the channel to react to all manner of music from the ’50s, ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s. Because they grew up in their grandparents’ strictly religious household, the only music they regularly listened to was gospel music. On their channel they listen to rock, R&B, country, late ’80s and ’90s hip-hop, and even opera (at least Pavarotti has caught their attention).

The young men’s reactions are so genuine and enthusiastic that they now have close to 1 million subscribers. Even former President Obama is a subscriber and did a session with them on YouTube. The first time they listened to Stevie Wonder they could not contain their excitement. Their response to Phil Collins’ classic, “In the Air Tonight” went viral and actually landed the Phil Collins song back on the Billboard charts. Dolly Parton was clearly tickled at the response to her classic, “Jolene.” However, the reaction that got me hooked on the twins was Boyz II Men’s “End of the Road.” The boys demonstrate excitement about so many aspects of the song—the harmony, the vocal prowess of singer Wanya Morris, the passion, and the acapella ending. So impressed with the twins’ reaction, I have used it in scholarly presentations to suggest it is exactly this kind of reaction every teacher would love to have from students.

I point out to education researchers and teachers that the twins are astute at moving across linguistic registers, they describe the song using similes and metaphors. They display facility with what might be considered “standard” English and musical terminology, describing listening to the track as “mandatory” and expressing surprise by asking, “They goin’ a capella?” When the twins finish listening and reacting to a song they love, they often refer to it as a “banger.”

The denotation “it’s a banger” is exactly what I have to say about Sam Seidel’s Hip Hop Genius. When I first read it in 2011, I thought, “Now this is the book for teachers who are intimidated by hip-hop education!” More precisely, it was the book for teachers who are intimidated by hip-hop and have no idea how to integrate it into their pedagogy. Instead of expecting teachers to go through four decades of hip-hop discographies, this book exposed us to the elements of hip-hop that could help teachers move away from “using hip-hop” and toward “being hip-hop.” Seidel’s notions of flipping something out of nothing, staying fresh, and being creative in the face of scarce resources became an important rubric for making sense of the pedagogy that was working for students in urban classrooms where I spend my research life.

One of my former students is a high school teacher who kids describe as “corny,” but they love coming to his class and they work harder for him than any of their other teachers. His work is a great example of “flipping something out of nothing.” Although he is assigned to teach courses in world and U.S. history, he developed an elective course on global health and poverty. There was no such course at the high school level so there was no ready-made textbook. The teacher began contacting various authors, activists, health experts, government and policy leaders, and anyone he could locate who had something to say on the course topics. The students read an amazing array of texts. Their teacher told them that a teacher who didn’t “let” them read entire books didn’t respect them! This tactic worked well with students for whom “respect” is one of their highest values. His students were given the opportunity to talk with people like then Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, MacArthur Genius grant winner and health activist Paul Farmer, World Bank President Jim Yong Kim, Equal Justice Initiative Founder and death penalty crusader Bryan Stevenson, and Professor and media commentator Marc Lamont Hill. The students had these experiences because their teacher was willing to flip something out of nothing. His class is always oversubscribed and students who struggled in traditional classes seem to thrive in his class.

Another former student provides a powerful example of “staying fresh.” At his school he noticed that the Black boys were constantly in trouble. They were the ones detained, suspended, or expelled. The pattern was so pronounced that he approached his principal with a “fresh” idea. He asked if the principal could assign him a classroom of just Black boys. Instead of making it a punitive class he told the students they were a part of a manhood class and he regularly told them how special they were and how they were a part of an exciting educational experiment. Within a month the referrals of Black boys dropped precipitously, and the boys became more invested in their schoolwork. This teacher was being hip-hop by keeping it fresh.

I met a third teacher who worked as a dean in a “school of last resort.” Its students were those who had experienced nothing but school failure. If they did not “succeed” in this environment, they were likely to drop out of school altogether. This teacher was actually a hip-hop artist and one of the regular activities he did with his students was to begin the day by asking them, “What is the last thing you listened to on your mobile device or iPod and why?” This prompt was one that worked for all of the students because every one of them was connected to their devices as they filed into the school each day. This teacher was being creative in the face of limited resources.

At another time, the school principal asked this teacher to take on the development of a Saturday school for the students who were habitual truants. The teacher felt that was just the opposite of what the students wanted. The ones who did not come regularly were being asked to come even more. But again, the teacher was hip-hop by saying to the students, “Saturday school ends at noon and I head into the studio at 12:05. Those who are here and on time can come in with me.” That declaration convinced many of the students to attend the Saturday school where they produced a video with spoken word, dance, and singing. It was a wonderful example of being creative in the face of scarce resources.

Reading Hip Hop Genius and observing wonderful teachers all over the country convinced me that my own work on culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1994; 2009) needed to remixed (Ladson-Billings, 2014). Although I was convinced that the major principles of culturally relevant pedagogy—student learning, cultural competence, and critical consciousness—would stand the test of time, I realized that I was missing an important element of culture—youth culture. In hindsight, I recognized that while doing my work in elementary classrooms afforded me some important research conveniences—one teacher in a self-contained classroom, it also limited my ability to see the power and influence of youth culture, particularly, hip-hop culture.

While it is true that youth culture (and in this case, hip-hop culture) is sufficiently powerful enough to influence younger students (i.e., elementary aged students consume youth culture), youth and young adults produce that culture. The work that Seidel’s book does demonstrates how that culture can both be incorporated into and transform teaching and learning. The point is not to look for some catchy hook to capture students’ interests in traditional curriculum and instructional strategies. Hip-hop culture can and should be the vehicle through which teachers think differently about themselves, their students, and their work. It is designed to disrupt the notion of teaching as transmission to teaching and learning as a site of construction where teachers and students “build” together.

Reading this new edition provides another generation of teachers with an opportunity to recognize the power and influence of a culture that has demonstrated its power and longevity. Through developing two courses focused on hip-hop at the undergraduate college level, I have been able to influence a number of students of color to pursue teaching as a career. When they realized that teaching could be a place where they could embrace hip-hop they pursued teaching in cities like Milwaukee; Detroit; Columbus; and Washington, DC, as well as rural Louisiana. The beauty is that the very notion of hip-hop is genius and Sam Seidel has reminded us once again in this second edition.
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Foreword 2.0

D Smoke

I wanna bypass my struggles and life’s mazes and make it

Through the rubble get a couple of scratches and scars to ’member the days when . . .

I had my face in my palms but never let it hit the pavement.

—Chiz, 1985–2011

The hood is water. It’s the source of life, creativity, and talent for every industry and art form. It is my firm belief that true creativity is born out of necessity, and therefore it abounds in our ghettos. The innate resilience of oppressed people has proven generation after generation that nothing can keep people from growing, overcoming and, ultimately, thriving.

In all my experience as an educator, my success in producing student outcomes has always been predicated on one core principle: students are not blank slates but complex individuals with a wealth of experiences. Furthermore, the breadth and magnitude of their experience, although often traumatic, still increases their ability to draw connections and imagine solutions. However, this powerful process of converting trauma into learning potential should be the responsibility of the teacher to facilitate. Unfortunately, the students are often the ones who are expected to code switch, to go the extra mile to access information foreign to their cultural experience. Teachers, for far too long, have blamed students for their own inability to structure lessons in a way that identifies and incorporates students’ experiences, languages, and cultures into their lessons in authentic ways.

I had the distinct privilege of teaching for an academy that understood these principles and based their practices on forward thinking philosophies. During an interview for a job at High School for Recording Arts I was asked questions that no other school had asked me before in all my years as an educator: “What life skills are not taught in schools that should be a part of all curriculum?”

To that question I responded, “Financial literacy.”

I was then asked, “What are the students interested in?”

The most obvious response was “Music.”

As a then “aspiring” musician, I had become well aware of the complexities of pursuing one’s life dreams. I had to dabble in all of the peripheral skills of design, accounting, time management, communication, video production, and so many more in order to realize my own dreams. My endeavors had pushed me to the limits, a point where I had to apply everything I had ever learned in order to accomplish the goals I had set out for myself. And at my breaking point I found a beautiful reality, that my love for music could drive me into any career path. Engineers build and design hardware used to put on major tours, doctors give us clearance to travel to foreign countries. Ex-military soldiers accompany us on tours to ensure our safety. Dancers add motion to our sounds. Businessmen negotiate mutually beneficial contracts to help distribute my music to the masses. Lawyers defend my best interests. Managers organize my time and make sure I’m compensated fairly and journalists help to document the journey.

My dreams are a window into everything the world has to offer. Understanding this, acknowledging the creative passions and artistic interests of students is the avenue into introducing them to countless career pathways. Fortunately, we live in an age where this is no longer conjecture or theory, but factual information based on studies that have been performed and continue to perfect a progressive educational practice.

It is my absolute pleasure to write this. You’ve chosen wisely to explore the intersections of hip-hop and education. You’ve chosen to learn what it means to stimulate and inspire our innovators and untapped talent. For this, I salute you.












Foreword 2.0

David “TC” Ellis

Maybe it was like how some people don’t like to look in the mirror or hear their own voice . . . or maybe I was too busy at the time. For whatever reason, making myself read a draft of Hip Hop Genius before the original edition came out was a struggle for me. I went back and forth with Sam four times. He was like, “David, you gotta read this shit! Have you read it?!”

A couple times I said to myself, “Next time he asks, I’m just gonna tell him I read it,” but then I settled down and binged the whole thing in two or three days. I was amazed.

I read sections thinking, “This is what we do?”

And then as I kept reading it turned into: “This is what we do!”

Holding that book in my hands was an aviation experience. It reminded me of my experiences as an airplane pilot. You start on the ground. Everything is at a familiar scale. As you take off, the scale starts to shift. It’s a different perspective from the cockpit looking down at a whole city than it is when you’re down on the street. Reading Hip Hop Genius for the first time let me see the school from a different elevation. While I knew hip-hop music and culture, and I knew what was happening in schools, and I knew what we were doing at the High School for Recording Arts, the text in these pages let me see how what we’re doing was iconic and is contributing to these massive things that are happening.

Sometimes when you’re in the game, you look at it like it’s a game. You don’t realize the impact you’re making. It’s like being with Prince—having grown up with him, throughout his whole trajectory and mine, I couldn’t fully see the impact. Now I see it. When he died it finally came home to me like, “Damn, this mufucka’s an icon of the world and I had an opportunity to be with him, chop shit up, and parlay it into family, respect, community, and education.” Prince changed the world. And rolling with him I got to bring something to that whole era of music and the Minneapolis sound. It is really hard to see that when you’re in it—it’s just part of your regular day. But there are these moments that let you see it. Prince’s passing was one of those moments for me. Aviation experiences.

In the time since Hip Hop Genius first came out, it’s been gratifying to see that the book has given other people an overview, pictures, stories, kind of like it gave me. Maybe others experience it from the opposite direction though—they’ve been flying even higher over the whole landscape and this book brings them down to an elevation where they can start to make out more details on the ground. The buildings, roads, and people they see are our studios, learning models, and students. For me it reveals a broader perspective of the landscape; for them it reveals the texture of the terrain. I remember reading a review online where someone was talking about how relatable the book was and how it gave them a glimpse into the reality of urban America and the challenges of education. I feel good about that. I want people to think about this shit. I want them to understand what we do.

I was particularly proud of George Clinton’s reaction. He commented to me about how much he enjoyed the book one night when we were out at dinner. In that moment, I saw how it all stitched together—his music, the school, and the book. It’s so flow-orientated. None of it is constructed or rigid. It’s all free-flowing. It can transition between worlds—and that’s an essential part of learning. Society doesn’t value it enough and it’s really a snub to learning. They’ll put people in rows trying to teach them how to make music like George Clinton! When he’ll tell you straight up, “If you hear any noise, it’s me and the boys.” The way you make music is you gotta get in the band—just get in there! You’re looking at some of the most genius mathematicians and scientific interpolators anywhere. They communicate with their eyes and instruments. They can have a guest come up that they’ve never made any music with and have it all end with a perfect crescendo—how do you do that?

A lot of people in education value the outputs—they elevate student work that comes from that same flow, but they don’t understand the spirituality, math, science, or other competencies that go into producing it. George Clinton does it with his music. Tony and I have done it with the school. Sam did it with Hip Hop Genius. The book is special because it brings together George Clinton with the school with the origins and evolutions of hip-hop culture. It’s the same energy from the same source. What Kool Herc did with the turntables, what kids did with linoleum on street corners—we did that with the school. This is that. That is this.
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Introduction 2.0

‌‌Rest in Peace, George Floyd, and all victims of anti-Black state-
sanctioned violence.

George Floyd was not just a victim. He was a creative and caring person. A hip-hop artist. A mentor. Someone who found ways to be generative and flip new opportunities out of limited resources. Were it not for the life of George Floyd and his murder at the hands of Minneapolis Police, this new edition of Hip-Hop Genius would not exist.

At 7:59 a.m. on May 29, 2020, I received four iMessages from Tony Simmons, now the Executive Director of the High School for Recording Arts. Tony had sent these messages to Isaac Ewell and me—the three of us close friends for the past 15 years and original members of the crew who initially coined the term “hip-hop genius.”

One of the messages read: “Long day and long night. . . .” The other three were photographs of David “TC” Ellis, the founder of the High School for Recording Arts (HSRA); Big Layne Bellamy, the facilities director; and a few others standing in front of the school wearing facemasks, some holding their licensed shotguns and rifles.

Holy shit. School leaders. In front of their school. With masks on. And guns.

An unusual sight. Even in the middle of a global health crisis. Even during rapidly spreading protests of anti-Black racism sparked by the police’s murder of George Floyd just a few miles from the school. Even with white agitators fomenting destruction.

Tony followed these messages with a series of videos showing footage of the school parking lot filled with smoke. Sirens wailed throughout. An individual approached the school. Before getting close, he was told to “Hold up!” so he could explain why he was on the property.

Car horns blared. Fire trucks streamed by. “No Justice, No Peace,” was chanted by passing groups of protesters holding signs that read: “Black Lives Matter.”

The night before, the Third Precinct of the Minneapolis Police Department had been burned down. The school next door burnt. Neighboring buildings vandalized.

The High School for Recording Arts was untouched.

At least the physical structure was untouched. The students were touched up.

Tony followed with another text message that was a flyer for an online student-led community meeting later that morning. He asked us not to share it on social media, but just with inner-circle family and friends. They didn’t want it to become voyeuristic or to attract trolls, but students were hurting and seeking community; as Tony put it they needed “to express themselves knowing they have a loving community behind them.”

Two hours later and two thousand miles away, my partner, Sunanna Chand and I were sitting on our couch in Oakland logging into a Google Meet video session with the High School for Recording Arts family. Students joined the call from their cell phones in bedrooms, living rooms, and cars. Some had lost their voices from shouting at protests. Others were speaking softly as they were sharing space with family members who were resting. Meanwhile, since the news of George Floyd’s murder had reached Oakland, people had been in the streets protesting every night. We turned the computer volume up to its maximum setting so we could hear the students’ voices over the sounds of sirens, as well as police helicopters and news helicopters, hovering outside our open windows.

Students and advisors helmed the conversation, introducing community norms such as “Everybody has a voice so please make sure you’re listening and not waiting to talk.” Other students introduced conversation topics, including: “With society the way it is do you feel cautious bringing Black children into this world? Should I not think this way?” and “How do we prepare our children of color to protect themselves in a world like this?”

A High School for Recording Arts advisor reflected on how his whole life he had been raised to treat the police with respect, but now felt that how he treated police did not matter—he could live by the rules, do all the right things, and still be killed. Students parsed the difference between protests and riots. Some said we should make our voices heard, but we should not destroy property. Others pointed out that there had been peaceful protests about police brutality for years that had been largely ignored, and questioned why any response was off-limits when such brutal violence had been enacted on George Floyd and the perpetrator had not yet been arrested. Poetry was shared. Tears were shed.

We stayed on the video session for over an hour. When we closed the laptop, I looked around our apartment where Sunanna and I had been quarantined for almost three months. The noise of the helicopters made it hard to think, but the voices of the students held strong in my mind. The pain, fear, outrage, and love they were expressing brought me back to protests I attended after Cornel Young Jr. was murdered by police in 2000 in Providence, Rhode Island; to the community meetings we had at AS220 Youth after members of our community were killed; to the protests I attended after Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown were killed. . . . 1

We’ve seen this over and over and over. But the voices and energy of the young people reminded me how important it is not to give in to cynicism or despair. HSRA’s students were at ground zero cubed: the epicenter of impact from racist violence, the coronavirus, and generations of economic disinvestment. Young people bearing the brunt of all this were speaking up and taking action. I better not be silent.

The first edition of Hip Hop Genius was dedicated to brilliant Black and Latinx students of mine who were murdered as teenagers. The motivation for writing the book was to share the path they and I had carved together, the path my family at High School for Recording Arts had found, too—a path honoring that brilliance and rewiring our systems so that Black, Latinx, and Indigenous young people could live, could thrive, and could be leaders of change.

A decade later, the systemic injustices outlined in the Society’s Sucker Punch chapter of Hip Hop Genius still exist. But the morning Tony sent those pictures from the Twin Cities it felt clear that much had changed in these ten years—including a massive amount in just the past few months.

For one thing, the country had changed: On the heels of yet another devastating tragedy, this nation’s populace was reckoning more publicly than perhaps ever in my lifetime with the pervasiveness of anti-Black racism. The success of ongoing activism, the pervasiveness of cell phone documentation and social media sharing, and the undeniably callous and fascist nature of the president of the country all contributed to a moment when the mainstream dialogue in this country acknowledged the brutal existence of state-sanctioned anti-Black racism.

At the same time we were in the midst of a pandemic that had almost instantaneously changed what schooling looked like globally. For decades, any of us who suggested that teaching and learning did not necessarily need to occur in 45-minute blocks 5 days a week for 180 days each year, or that it did not need to happen within the confines of a building with rows of desks and a public address system, were generally dismissed as dreamers, unrealistic in our imaginings. Now, all of a sudden, over 55 million K–12 students in the United States could not go to school buildings for the foreseeable future. At least for the time being, there wasn’t much debate: Academic learning either wasn’t going to happen or had to happen in radically different ways.

This was occurring at a moment when standardized approaches to teaching, learning, and testing were already on the ropes. When Hip Hop Genius was written and released, the national No Child Left Behind legislation was in full swing. Not only was the federal government flexing its muscles to expand standards-based accountability, local education entities and even self-proclaimed education reformers were operating as if homogenizing educational approaches and implementing more frequent and high stakes diagnostics would somehow increase equity.

By 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act shifted authority to the state level.2 While standardized testing is still prevalent, in recent years it has become more widely acknowledged by state education agencies, school districts, education nonprofits, and mainstream pundits and scholars that we cannot test our way to equity. It is commonly acknowledged that income and education levels of families is a strong predictor of how students will do on those tests, and that the exams privilege students whose families can afford test prep courses and materials. The coronavirus pandemic led the U.S. Education Department to waive requirements for accountability tests in 2019–2020.3 Dozens of colleges and universities chose to waive their application requirements of standardized tests, with some, like the University of California system, announcing that they would completely phase out the use of such tests over the coming years.

As standardized approaches have become less popular, over the ten years since Hip Hop Genius was published, mainstream education organizations and foundations have begun celebrating approaches like “student-centered learning,” “personalized learning,” “learner-directed models,” and “deeper learning.” In other words, a burgeoning field of education reformers are trumpeting the very approaches embodied at the High School for Recording Arts and described in Hip-Hop Genius. Often this conversation leaves out two important facts: One, while these approaches might well be the future of education, they are also the past—groups like Big Picture Learning, EL Education, EdVisions, and High Tech High have been demonstrating that these approaches are highly effective for decades; and two, even though Black-led and Black-serving organizations have been attacked and undermined by those in power, there are still Black-led and Black-serving organizations, like the High School for Recording Arts, at the forefront of this work.

The very fact that the High School for Recording Arts has survived and thrived over these past ten years is important to recognize. In his Preface for the first edition of this book, Herb Kohl noted that many of the progressive “student-oriented” high schools founded in the 1960s were ultimately “defeated or deflated.” To have weathered over two decades without being defeated, deflated, or defunded is a remarkable accomplishment worthy of note and study.

While the High School for Recording Arts serves as a particularly consistent and long-running model of such an “innovative” approach to education, it has made changes worth noting: The school has the same DNA, but—as will be shared in updates throughout this new edition—the manifestations of its genetic code have evolved in important ways over the past decade. Just in the last year, COVID-19 has forced the High School for Recording Arts to develop new approaches: How to provide culturally sustaining, personalized, project based learning, social services, and mental and emotional support for students whom society has largely forsaken in the midst of a pandemic.

The field of hip-hop education has also changed over the past decade. Interest, scholarship, community, and practice have all grown. This can be demonstrated through the increases in hip-hop after-and out-of-school programs, classroom teachers implementing hip-hop pedagogical approaches, principals engaging in hip-hop styles of school leadership, school founders bringing a hip-hop approach to designing new school models, new nonprofit organizations, presence at practitioner and academic conferences, and new books published. More details on all of this can be found in the new Trends in Hip-Hop Education chapter. The bottom line is that there are now far more educators, scholars, and activists constructing and spreading ideas about hip-hop pedagogy and educational models. Hip-hop education is alive.

And finally, I have changed: When I wrote Hip Hop Genius, I wrote about racism—I called out how institutions and society writ large were enacting violence on Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and poor students. But except in my Note from/about the Author at the very end of the book, I never addressed—or even mentioned—my whiteness. In the note at the end of the book, I explained that I had not centered my race—or anything else about myself—in the book because I felt there were enough “coming-of-rage stories” by white authors about the violence enacted on Black and Brown young people by our country’s education system, and that Hip Hop Genius was about Black culture, a Black-led school, and ideas that were developed by a group of educators who were all Black except for me. I was a messenger who had been entrusted with the honor and responsibility of translating all that into a sequence of written words, but it was fundamentally not my story.

After 60+ speaking engagements in the few years following the publication of Hip Hop Genius, I stopped. As mentioned above, the field of hip-hop education was growing. When we began talking about “hip-hop genius,” public dialogue on hip-hop education tended to focus on rap music as a controversial but potentially powerful way to connect with students and as content many were seeing as worthy of study in schools, but much of even the most positive public conversation presented hip-hop as a funky beat on which to “track” students. There was little to no mention of hip-hop pedagogy, school design, or leadership. I felt I had a role to play in expanding hip-hop education conversations to include these ideas. But by 2015, this had shifted. Many more were talking about hip-hop as a way of approaching educational endeavors. There was more oxygen and ink being given to ideas of bringing hip-hop’s swagger, improvisation, and premium on realness and freshness to reimagining teaching, learning, and schooling. So I fell back.

I was hesitant to return to this text as a lone author. One of my hopes for the first edition of Hip Hop Genius was that it be collectively authored by members of the High School for Recording Arts community and the Hip-Hop Genius crew. While it didn’t go down that way ten years ago, one of the key elements that makes this new edition possible is its coauthorship with Tony Simmons, the executive director of HSRA, and Michael Lipset, the organization’s director of social impact. Throughout the new additions to the book, when we refer to “we,” we are referring to Tony, Michael, and me. When we use one of our first names, it is to distinguish which coauthor we are referring to. This updated edition would not have been possible without contributions from Walter Cortina, a current student at the High School for Recording Arts; Haben Ghebregergish, Walter’s advisor and a math teacher at the High School for Recording Arts; Jon Bacal, Walter’s mentor; and Joey Cienian, the education program director at the High School for Recording Arts. Together, we have returned to the original text, cutting nothing, and adding new content—and through the addition of co-authors for this edition, new perspectives—to illuminate lessons from the last ten years.

In addition to phenomenal new forewords from Gloria Ladson-Billings and D Smoke, and this new introduction, this ten-year anniversary edition of Hip-Hop Genius features updates to every chapter in the original book. Chapter 1: Hip-Hop High, which gives readers a tour through the school’s physical facility and educational model now has an update outlining ways in which the school’s space and model has evolved since 2011. Chapter 2: A Day’s Work, which follows one student, Lil C, through a full day of learning at High School for Recording Arts, is now updated with an account of another student, Walter Cortina, which shows what remote learning looked like for one High School for Recording Arts student during the pandemic and tells his incredible story of leading a group of young people in a battle against the state of Minnesota for access to pandemic support funds. Chapter 3: Hip-Hop Leadership, which shares stories that illuminate the leadership style of HSRA’s founder, David “TC” Ellis, is now accompanied by stories and leadership lessons from Tony Simmons, who played key leadership roles from the early days of HSRA and has served as the school’s executive director for the past decade.

As mentioned above, much about the systemic inequities described in the Society’s Sucker Punch chapter have not changed, but we have provided some new statistics to update those included in the first edition and to illuminate some shifts that have occurred over the past decade. Chapter 5: Trends in Hip-Hop Education has an update that shares where some important strides in the field of hip-hop education have been made and where we may have yet to go as a diverse and dispersed community of theory and practice. Chapter 6: Flip-Hop Education describes what the future of the High School for Recording Arts and hip-hop education might hold, this is now updated with lessons learned from 10 more years of experimentation.

Finally, we are excited to add an entirely new chapter to this edition, Chapter 7: The Bumrush. The first edition of the book highlighted many aspects of hip-hop culture that we believed educators could learn from, such as the notions of sampling and remixing educational practices. For this edition, we have added another important hip-hop approach that educators must learn and embody: the bumrush. This new chapter is a call to action for the bold moves that must come next in education.

After all, when considering racism, public health crises, environmental crises, and economic crises, has there been a moment in your lifetime when creative resourcefulness in the face of limited resources was more needed?

Let’s go.


Notes

1. Lynn Curtis, interviewed by Amy Goodman, Community Policing, Democracy Now! March 28, 2000.

2. Patricia Troppe, Eric Isenberg, Anthony Milanowski, Roberta Garrison-Mogren, and Louis Rizzo, The Transition to ESSA: State and District Approaches to Implementing Title I and Title II-A in 2017–18 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 2020).

3. Betsy DeVos, “Key Policy Letters Signed by the Education Secretary or Deputy Secretary,” U.S. Department of Education, March 20, 2020, https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/secletter/200320.html.













Part One

Hip Hop Genius 1.0












Foreword 1.0

George Clinton

When I was thirteen years old, I heard a song called “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” by Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers. I had just moved to New Jersey and, barely a teenager myself, I was already working at a barbershop. I knew as soon as I heard that song that I wanted to make my living through making music. So I formed a doo-wop group and we practiced around the barbershop. Ten years later, we had our first hit single, “I Wanna Testify” and I have been traveling the universe ever since.

Just like Frankie Lymon inspired me, I have gone on to inspire others. Countless rap records have been made by sampling my songs and sounds, but it doesn’t stop there. I’ve collaborated with some of the most talented hip-hop artists from all over the country—from Tupac to Too $hort, from Outkast to Wu Tang. And it isn’t just about the music itself. It took a perfect storm to give birth to hip-hop and it was funk’s ethos that taught hip-hop the fine art of dancing underwater without getting wet.

Because, like funk, hip-hop is not only a music, it’s a way-of-life. For me, it was funk that opened doors to traveling the world, singing, writing, producing, and so many other opportunities. My musical ideas and abilities were my tickets, but funk was the passport. The same can be true for young people; through hip-hop they can discover how to transform one opportunity into the next new thing.

Whenever you hear people say, “That ain’t music! That ain’t no real music . . .” That’s gonna be the new music. You can count on that being the new music. Because kids love to do what you don’t want them to do. You don’t like it . . . That’s what it’s gonna be. Think about it. Feedback on the guitar was noise when I was growing up. Jimi Hendrix made that sucka pleasurable!

That’s what Hip Hop Genius is. Taking something that everyone else thought was a mistake and making it the next big sensation. Taking what you’ve already got in your DNA and unlocking it to make your circumstances into something infinitely better. That’s what I’ve had the chance to do. And so has David “TC” Ellis. He’s done his job with the school, coming from the streets, kicking it about anything possible. Even when they try to stop his ass. And I know they’ve tried to stop him. But he’s been doing it and he’s still doing it and I’m glad to see he’s still doing it.

And I’m glad to see the young people at the High School for Recording Arts doing what they do. Every day, these youngsters make the choice to be creative and collaborate in the face of the chaos around them. I know because I’ve been there.

I’ve walked through the school and felt the energy. I’ve been in their recording studio and watched a young man engineer as I stepped to the mic. I’ve rocked alongside their talented students and staff. I’ve known TC, the school’s founder, since Prince introduced us and we recorded, performed, and appeared in a movie together!

I’ve seen how unique and transformational the educational model is and how hip-hop is saving lives. Through hip-hop, kids learn ways to count, sequence computers, and do the most involved tasks. Because we learn when we’re interested in what we’re learning.

If you can find a way to get somebody interested enough to learn, they’ll do it themselves. The key is for them to learn how to learn. Not to learn tricks. To learn how to be open to learning. When you learn how to learn, then you’re able to appreciate things.

So why aren’t more people creating schools that understand and value this?

When I was a teenager, I was passionate about music, but that passion had to be fed outside of school. I wish I could have gone to a high school that allowed me to focus on music and entertainment.

Every day, kids are getting struck by a desire to be something, the way I was struck by that Frankie Lymon song. The High School for Recording Arts is one of the few places I’ve seen that fashions itself to help those young people dive so deep into their dreams that they become their realities.

I wish everyone could visit this school. If you can’t make it in person, read this book! I hope it inspires each and every one of you. I want it to spark a movement. Whether it is more schools like the High School for Recording Arts or a whole bunch of different programs coming together, I want to see a nation of talented, confident, creative young leaders rising up.

I’ll see you up there!

George Clinton is the founder of Parliament, Funkadelic, P-Funk, and Mothers Hip Connection.
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