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Performing New Geographies of Literacy 
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Like the first day we went in, everyone was shy, everyone was quiet, [Tony1] 
was like, “Alright. I’m gonna change this because I feel like someone just 
died.” So he made us sing a song. Like, I had to say, “Peanut.” The person 
next to me had to say, “Butter.” And the one next to me had to say, “Jelly.” 
And then the next two had to go like, “pff pff pff,” like that. So we notice 
we were singin’ for like forty-five minutes, “Peanut butter . . . and jelly 
(laughs) pff pff pff.” And we were singin’ a song and then it was, it was 
so funny cuz we started laughing . . . after we noticed what we were do-
ing. We just looked at each other, we said, “What the heck? We’re singing 
peanut butter and jelly to each other!” (Interview with Joey, 2/22/2007)

Joey laughed as he remembered this moment in a class called Enrichment,
which all incoming participants to the Alternative to Incarceration Pro-

gram (ATIP) attended prior to being assigned to pre-GED or GED classes. 
At the time of our interview, Joey had been a graduate of ATIP for several 
months. Just a few months shy of his 18th birthday, Joey described his experi-
ence in Tony’s class vividly, despite it having taken place nearly a year prior to 
our conversation. As subsequent examples and data will illustrate, the event 
that Joey described existed within a particular pedagogical geography that 
was co-constructed by Tony, the teacher, and the youth participants in the 
classroom. This geography included a constellation of teaching and learn-
ing practices that, for Tony as well as his colleagues, were grounded in the 
belief that to create effective pedagogical contexts at ATIP, the educational 
histories of the youth in the program could neither be ignored nor used as 
an excuse for educational disengagement. 

In this article, I explore the ways in which new teaching and learning 
geographies were crafted by adolescents and adults through the engagement 
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and performance of multimodal literacy practices. They did so by commu-
nicating and representing knowledge through the manipulation of multiple 
expressive modalities, including pens for writing and drawing, voices for 
storytelling, cell phone cameras for sharing photos of family and friends, 
paint for self-portraits and other scenes, and the body for embodying new 
ways of being within the classroom walls. To examine how ordinary locations 
can create new spaces by the people who inhabit them, I draw on the lenses 
of spatiality (Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1996) and multimodality (Hull & Nelson, 
2005; Jewitt & Kress, 2003). In saying so, I am referring to the confluence 
of practices, interactions, and relationships that were lived at ATIP. Thus, 
this is not an article about literacy pedagogy, per se, but rather a discussion 
of how teaching and learning geographies at one educational setting were 
transformed with the presence of multimodal and multispatial literacies. 
In this site, the broader landscape of adolescents’ emerging literacies (e.g., 
texting, social networking, video and photo sharing, etc.) was organically 
integrated into the larger context of these new geographies as teachers placed 
primacy on knowing their students in order to teach them (Vasudevan, 2006).

Within the broader context of urban public schooling, where class-
room management has largely become a test of survival and endurance on 
the part of both teachers and students—especially as curriculum becomes 
increasingly scripted and testing requirements multiply—ATIP can be viewed 
as a relative oasis from public school bureaucracy. With regular class sizes 
rarely surpassing 15 students and curricular autonomy enjoyed by the teach-
ers, the organization’s structure lends itself to dynamics that might not be 
possible in routinely overcrowded and under-
resourced educational institutions. However, 
the ATIP educators—including the teachers, case 
managers, counselors, art therapists, and teach-
ing artists—face other constraints, such as limited 
time with the youth (6 months), funding cuts, 
ongoing surveillance by the Juvenile Court, and 
limited resources. Still, they recommit themselves to the youth who sit in 
their classrooms and offices on a daily basis, actively seeking ways to solicit 
youths’ participation and engagement in their education as they strive to 
establish pathways outside of the jurisdiction of the justice system. 

Literacy teaching and learning geographies were reshaped in two 
distinct ways at ATIP: through pedagogical play and by extending the 
classroom space. I present two examples of new teaching and learning 
geographies here. The first explores the pedagogy of Tony, the teacher who 
Joey describes in the opening vignette. Play is a hallmark of Tony’s dynamic 

Literacy teaching and learning 
geographies were reshaped 
in two distinct ways at ATIP: 
through pedagogical play and by 
extending the classroom space.
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teaching practices, which are produced through a careful orchestration of 
performance, recognition, and humor. The second example comes from a 
theater elective in which some ATIP participants collaborated to compose 
and perform a play on stage in the theater district of a large northeastern 
city. In the theater project, it was in between moments of explicit direction 
and performance that the space of teaching and learning existed. That is, this 
terrain was lived across classrooms, subways, and a professional theater. In 
both cases, multimodal literacy practices were embedded in youths’ in-class 
performances and in teachers’ expectations.

Both examples were taken from data collected at ATIP over the course 
of 4 years. ATIP is one of the incarceration alternatives available for youth 
(mostly young men) in New York City, ages 17 to 22, and has a legacy of 
advocacy and juvenile justice innovation reaching back over 40 years. 
ATIP is located on two floors of a multistory building in a commercial part 
of the city; the classrooms and teachers’ offices are confined to one floor. 
The program is nonresidential and uses a case management approach to 
orchestrate its wide palette of services for the youth, who are mandated to 
attend the program by a judge in consultation with the ATIP court represen-
tative. Most participants remain in the program for 6 months, and during 
that time they participate in a variety of educational programming options, 
counseling, drug and alcohol treatment (if necessary), and internship and 
employment opportunities. Teachers, counselors, and case managers work 
with participants (who are often referred to as clients) to craft a schedule 
that best meets their needs during enrollment at ATIP. 

Literacy and Court-Involved Youth: The Oft-Told Tale

For too many youth, especially those involved with the criminal justice sys-
tem, narratives about who they are and where they are headed are written 
for them by others (Ferguson, 2000). These narratives, which can be overly 
pathologizing in nature (Gordon, 1999), often tell an enduring tale of court-
involved youth lacking literacy proficiency. Literacy levels, as determined by 
performance on standardized measures, are used as one of several descrip-
tors to identify and categorize youth within the justice system. Correlations 
are drawn between literacy achievement and other performance indicators 
significant for young people in the justice system, such as rates of recidivism, 
drug and alcohol use, dropout rates, and, for older youth, rates of unemploy-
ment (Smith, 2000).

Literacy, which is often marked as an indicator of “propensity toward 
crime” (NIFL, 2001) in reports about justice and education (e.g., Federal 
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2008), is mainly seen 
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by those systems through the lens of school literacy (Cook-Gumperz, 1986; 
Street, 1995). Hence, conversation about youth as literate people who engage 
in multiple and complex literacies (including, but limited to, linguistic, 
para-linguistic, and multimodal ways of communicating) is notably absent 
in discussions about court-involved youth. Additionally, few institutional 
spaces are available for any creative authoring to occur, and where they 
exist, they are usually accompanied by increasingly restrictive guidelines 
(Gadsden, 2008). Furthermore, overly routinized school structures and heavy 
assessment demands can constrain educators’ abilities to build on emerg-
ing knowledge about adolescents’ literacies (e.g., Gustavson, 2007; Jocson, 
2008; Kinloch, 2007; Mahiri, 2004; Thomas, 
2007; Wissman, 2007). This body of work docu-
ments communicative landscapes that are rich 
with youth-authored self-representations and is 
reflective of what Soja (1996) describes as the 
transformation of ordinary contexts into “lived 
spaces.” In these emerging studies of adolescent 
literacies, this transformation is evidenced by the 
dynamic involvement of all participants toward 
collective goals. Additionally, participation in 
these spaces is multimodal, such that youth are 
able to contribute ideas, perform selves, and 
shape these spaces through their manipulation of photographs, remixing 
music, creating online avatars, and such. Multimodality has emerged as 
a lens for the study and practice of literacy, which reflects a recognition 
that “meanings are made (as well as distributed, interpreted, and remade) 
through many representational and communicational resources, of which 
language is but one” (Jewitt, 2008, p. 246; see also Iedema, 2003).

Most of the multimodal spaces described above are dismissed or dis-
tanced from the schooling experiences of many young people. Despite this 
bleak outlook, there continue to exist projects that afford youth the opportu-
nity to explore new forms of authoring and narrative production. ATIP is one 
of those unlikely sites where youth whose schooling experiences have been 
highly interrupted due to a variety of factors (e.g., detention and incarcera-
tion, relocation) are given a chance to engage in a variety of opportunities 
to (re)write themselves and their educational geographies.

Changing the Terrain with Play

Tony is a successful artist in his early 30s whose work is shown in galleries 
and commissioned by private buyers. He has an MFA from a prestigious uni-

ATIP is one of those unlikely sites 
where youth whose schooling 
experiences have been highly 
interrupted due to a variety of 
factors (e.g., detention and in-
carceration, relocation) are given 
a chance to engage in a variety 
of opportunities to (re)write 
themselves and their educational 
geographies.
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versity and has worked at ATIP for over 4 years. Although his “true passion” is 
art, Tony wanted to engage in work through which he would be able to “give 
back to [his] community,” and he found his way to ATIP by answering a job 
advertisement. Like many of the other educators at ATIP, Tony’s background 
in the arts is incorporated in his teaching. Without any formal training in 
visual literacy or the teaching of reading, Tony intuitively utilizes the visual 
domain in his approach to literacy across his teaching at ATIP. His artistic 
nature is evident not only in his pedagogy but also in the unique T-shirts and 
sneakers and custom painted caps that he wears to work.

In addition to the Enrichment class, Tony also teaches several other 
classes, including arts electives (painting, mixed media); Next Steps, which 
is a college preparation course; and Literacy Lab, a class that was created 
to support the basic decoding and print comprehension skills of partici-
pants whose intake assessment indicated “low reading skills.” When asked 
to describe his approach to teaching, Tony acknowledges something that 
Joey implied in his recollection of the Peanut Butter and Jelly episode: his 
teaching repertoire often includes reaching into the realm of the absurd, 
not only to “make life fun” but also to “make [the] classroom environment 
seem much more attractive than the streets” (Interview, 2/07/2007). Thus, 
when made the setting for an interaction with Tony, a classroom, a hallway, 
and even a desk and chair are all physical locations that are transformed 
into dynamic sites of learning within this pedagogical frame. Tony is com-
mitted to teaching the young people at ATIP because he feels a kinship with 
various aspects of their lives. Like 55% of the youth population at ATIP, Tony 
identifies as African American, and similar to many youth in his classes, 
he has experienced unreliable living situations, violence in his immediate 
community, and social and economic marginalization. However, he drew on 
these life experiences as sources of strength to earn educational scholarships 
to a private high school, then college, and then graduate school. Tony sees 
himself as a potential role model—someone who “doesn’t sell drugs, [has] 
never been locked up, and [is] positive”—for young people who may not 
have accessible role models outside of celebrity figures. His pedagogy and 
commitment to what he terms his “community” are intimately connected 
to his desire for the ATIP youth participants to reestablish a relationship 
with formalized education. 

Tony’s work with the young men in the Literacy Lab, in particular, 
illustrates these realignment efforts. Literacy Lab meets daily for an hour 
in the afternoon, from Monday to Thursday. Sometimes, participants in this 
class are also enrolled in the pre-GED class or an arts elective, but often his 
is their only class. The classes take place in Tony’s office, which also eventu-
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ally became the Mac digital media lab. In the center of his office used to sit a 
large, oval table with three or four chairs tucked underneath (now replaced 
with a more compact hexagon comprised of two smaller tables). Around the 
perimeter of the room were long, thin tables on top of which were situated 
various remnants from previous arts classes: canvases, paints, brushes, paint 
remover, students’ sketches, and several examples of Tony’s artwork. In an-
other corner and facing the doorway were Tony’s desk, computer, printer, and 
speakers. A horizontal, multi-slot organizer kept his papers neatly arranged 
on his desk next to a pen-and-pencil holder. Tony could regularly be found 
sitting in front of his computer searching for archival footage of historical 
figures or contemporary music artists on YouTube for personal purposes or 
for use in his classes. A large radio sat on the ground next to his chair, and 
it was consistently tuned to a popular hip-hop and R&B radio station. Just as 
Tony expected the young men who walked into his class to make themselves 
known in various ways, the context for Literacy Lab was illustrative of Tony’s 
multiple selves. These different media and modalities were routinely engaged 
in his teaching practice—his is a pedagogy that does not rely solely on paper 
and pencil or traditional roles of teacher and student. 

On one autumn afternoon, I was sitting near the back of Tony’s office 
when his Literacy Lab students filed in. There were three young men in 
attendance that day. One young man, Damien, came to the room 5 minutes 
before the class began and sat down in a chair closest to the windows. He 
pulled out a notebook, folded lengthwise, from the front pocket of his black 
hooded sweatshirt and placed it in front of him on the table. Damien then 
put his hood up over his closely shaven head, slumped down in his chair, 
and stared straight ahead as he waited for Tony, who had stepped out a 
few minutes earlier. Next walked in a young man who everyone referred 
to just by his last name, Nogales, a moniker that had become synonymous 
with perfect attendance at the program—e.g., “he’s trying for a Nogales.” 
He lingered in the doorway and asked me if I had seen Tony. A third young 
man, John, entered the room just then, with Tony following close behind 
him, and all three found seats as Tony reached into the bookshelf behind 
one of the students and pulled out four copies of a yellow-covered version of 
Hamlet. Tony asked one of the young men to begin reading on a page where 
they had left off last time. As John began to decode the print in front of him, 
Damien, who had arrived early, sat up a bit straighter and pushed his hood 
back until it was barely holding onto his head. The young man known for 
his attendance kept his attention on his classmate who was reading but stole 
occasional glances in Tony’s direction, as if he was waiting for a reaction. 
He did not have to wait long. After a couple of minutes, Tony interrupted the 
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reader by thanking him for starting things off and praised his risk-taking. 
This practice was common to Tony’s teaching approach, and it was often met 
with hesitation and skepticism by new ATIP participants, who initially read 
his attempts to create community through mutual risk-taking as a threat to 
their manhood. Through a mixture of playfulness, enthusiasm, and persis-
tence, as the Peanut Butter and Jelly event illustrates, Tony soon won over 
even his most skeptical audience. John was one such example.

Tony followed his interruption of John’s reading by recounting for 
the group this young man’s progress, noting that he started out “not being 
able to read the word the.” Tony paused briefly to check for confirmation 
with the reader, who nodded in agreement. A faint smile appeared on his 
face as Tony continued to gush and critique at the same time. For the next 
several minutes he engaged in a conversation about what would happen if 
the English language was missing the article the. His laugh is infectious, 
and within seconds the students in his class joined his musing and practiced 
saying phrases without the. Eventually, the talk turned to language varia-
tion and the complicated nature of English language rules. Tony then asked 
each student to think of one language rule. However, seeing their hesitant 
faces, he proposed that he would start the next class with one rule. For the 
next 15 minutes, the young men resumed reading aloud from their copy of 
Hamlet, listening to others read, and occasionally being interrupted by Tony, 
who followed along and offered commentary about characters, or corrected 
pronunciation, or asked a comprehension question. 

When creating spaces for risk-taking among young men who were in 
the process of developing their decoding abilities to be able to better navigate 
their discursive worlds, their teacher maintained a few important assump-
tions about literacy, schooling, and the youth who populated his class. Tony 
recognized that most of the youth had lived through schooling as an inter-
rupted experience, and by the time they were sitting in front of him they 
wore literacy learning like a heavy mantle they were anxious to discard. 
Unfamiliar texts (e.g., Hamlet) were incorporated with familiar texts (e.g., 
newspaper and magazine articles) and woven together with the everyday 
lives of the young men to incrementally produce a new discursive terrain 
for literacy pedagogy and renewed educational narratives.

A few months earlier, a similar scene took place in a session of the 
Next Steps class. In attendance were four young men, two of whom identi-
fied as African American, one of whom Hispanic American, and another 
Puerto Rican. The first 45 minutes of a 2-hour class was spent discussing 
individual progress toward completing online college applications, gathering 
appropriate documentation (tax forms, etc.), and reflecting on the class so 
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far. Christina, the co-teacher of Next Steps, led the first part of the discussion, 
and I facilitated the conversation about the participants’ feelings about the 
direction of the class. As we were completing this conversation, Tony walked 
in carrying a takeout container of soup. He settled into a chair at one end of 
the horseshoe configuration of seats and began eating his soup as he listened 
to the participants reflect on their recent readings by James Baldwin and an 
essay assignment in which they had been asked to reflect on a line of their 
choice from Baldwin’s well-known essay, “My Dungeon Shook: A Letter to 
My Nephew on the One Hundredth Anniversary of the Emancipation.” This 
cycle of Next Steps had two parallel foci: to prepare the participants for the 
administrative and pragmatic aspects of applying to college and to initiate 
them into “college-like discourse” using the works of James Baldwin as the 
central texts for the 5-week class. 

After I finished describing an assignment to EJ, who had missed class 
the previous week, he turned to Tony and asked if James Baldwin was still 
alive. Tony informed him that Baldwin died and guessed in his early 70s 
(Baldwin was 63 when he passed away from complications of stomach cancer 
in 1987). He went on to describe Baldwin’s physical presence, noting that in 
“every visual documentation” Tony had seen of the author, he always had 
a cigarette in his hand or his mouth. Then, stopping mid-sentence, Tony 
suddenly stood up and suggested a new direction for the day’s discussion, 
and he proposed that the few students in class should relocate to his office to 
search “YouTube and find some live clips of James Baldwin” (AT, 04/17/08). 
One of the participants had to leave class early, which left three students. 
All five of us walked down the hallway to Tony’s office and settled in around 
the oval table, in full view of the computer monitor. 

Over the next hour, we embarked on a visual journey of representations 
of Blackness across various types of media. Tony began by searching for a clip 
of James Baldwin, which he had done several times before to fulfill his own 
curiosity. The movement, as a group, from the classroom to an office was not 
merely a geographic change. The decision to change locations, enabled by 
the small group size and availability of necessary resources, created a more 
intimate setting in which Tony was able to explore the topic of Blackness 
across media with greater flexibility.

Table 1 gives an overview of the spontaneous multimedia tour we took 
with the help of YouTube.com, the popular video-sharing site. 

Tony’s objective in this class session, and with his emphasis on Bald-
win’s work throughout Next Steps, was to illustrate the power of language for 
the youth seated around him. Not only did he share the writing of a beloved 
author with young men who had not been exposed to this work before, he 
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also provided another way into reading Baldwin: by seeing and hearing 
the author and what he perceived as the lasting impact of the work of this 
pioneering African American author on other media forms. 

Afterward, Tony reflected on his decision to move the class to his 
office and echoed the calls to action advocated for by adolescent literacies 
scholars who urge educators to effectively leverage the funds of knowledge 
about popular culture that adolescents bring into the classroom as a way to 

Table 1. YouTube Exploration of Representations of Blackness

Topic of Video Clip Description2 and Context

James Baldwin James Baldwin being interviewed by Kenneth Clark about race in America—his 
personal experiences and his thoughts on the nation. A long list of related clips 
includes several different people talking about Baldwin.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rt-WgwFEUNQ

Reflection on Baldwin 
and Little Black Sambo, 
by Margaret

A woman reflects on having James Baldwin as a houseguest, and her 
embarrassment at having her young daughter share her copy of Little Black 
Sambo with Baldwin.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47qAZWkwOaw

Little Black Sambo3 An animated illustration of the children’s book of the same name, noted in the 
previous clip.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qSfGvptL_TY

Tom & Jerry A popular children’s cartoon featuring a wily mouse, an easily duped cat, and 
a Black housekeeper (Mammy Two Shoes) who is always depicted from the 
shoulders down.

Jeffersons George, the patriarch of a middle-class Black family, living on the Upper East 
Side of Manhattan with his wife, Louise, and son, Lionel. They were financially 
prosperous enough to hire a housekeeper, Florence.

Good Times A sitcom from the 1970s that portrayed a Black family, headed by Florida and 
James Evans, living in a housing project in Chicago, Illinois.

All in the Family The show about Archie and Edith Bunker, a seemingly mismatched couple, 
living in a working-class neighborhood in Queens, New York. Archie’s prejudice 
toward anything outside of his worldview was the driving force of the show, 
which was the genesis of both The Jeffersons (a direct spin-off) and Good Times 
(a spin-off of Maude, a direct spin-off of All in the Family).

The Cosby Show A show about an affluent Black family living in Brooklyn, New York, made up of 
two professional parents—Heathcliff (Cliff) and Clair Huxtable—and their five 
children. 

Sanford & Son Another 1970s sitcom about Fred Sanford, an antiques and junk dealer, and his 
son Lamont. 

Martin A 1990s sitcom that focuses on the life of Martin Payne, a disc jockey and 
later television host, and his friends. Much of the comedy comes from Martin 
Lawrence’s stand-up comedy act. 

Paul Mooney An American comedian whose comedic material often addresses race in 
America, and which has been the object of critique and adulation. 

Cedric the Entertainer 
roasting Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice

A clip of the White House Correspondents’ Association annual dinner (2005) 
during which Cedric the Entertainer pokes fun at Secretary Rice by suggesting 
that she has two distinct personalities: her public persona and a second, which 
he demonstrates using racialized and gendered gesticulations.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-bDO92S1jU
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transform classrooms intro truly educational spaces (Alvermann, Moon, & 
Hagood, 1999; Hagood, 2003; Morrell, 2004; Staples, 2008). Tony, who had 
been increasingly exploring the visual realm in 
his teaching, was aware of the youths’ familiar-
ity with YouTube.com and sought to illuminate 
the words and messages of James Baldwin by 
capitalizing on this resource. By incorporating a 
familiar resource such as this video-sharing site, 
whose access is blocked in many public schools, 
Tony aimed to disrupt any dichotomizing that 
might have occurred between a revered author 
and current popular texts. In doing so, he was not 
merely using “out of school” literacies and texts to bridge “in school” objec-
tives, but rather strived to construct a hybrid space constructed of shared 
understandings toward the realization of collective goals.

During Joey’s analysis of the Peanut Butter and Jelly event that he was 
a part of in Tony’s class, he notes: 

[I]t got us talking and we weren’t shy any more. We got to know each 
other’s names. And that [song] served a purpose: even though it seemed 
kind of silly, it served a good purpose. . . . Then he said, “Okay, I got an as-
signment. Write two pages about how you got here and what do you want 
to do.” So we wrote. We all stood up, we weren’t shy any more, we read 
it. And that like just broke the ice. As opposed to like other teachers, like 
I remember like, goin’ to high school first day of class, it’s all, “Be quiet. 
Sit down. Take out your books, do the aim, do the do now, and that’s it.” 
But he gets us all comfortable and he makes it—it’s like he builds a bond  
. . . through his humor, he builds a bond. 

At first glance, Tony’s pedagogy does not seem extraordinary, as compared 
with other educators who are committed to engaging youth in, with, and 
through literacy learning. Like Smith and Wilhelm (2002) have argued, 
engagement is especially paramount when supporting the literacy of ado-
lescents. Tony’s pedagogy, however, is not solely motivated by engagement 
or motivation. What transpires in his classes can be read as engagement, but 
perhaps more significantly the interactions, collaboration, and risk-taking 
that characterize his classes attempt to lay a foundation for the youth to 
reimagine themselves outside of the labels put on them by the institutions. 
He says:

It’s the lack of confidence, it’s the lack of self-esteem, it’s the lack of belief 
in themselves. So the first 15 minutes of class I actually take time out to 
ask every student about their day and how you doin’. What’s goin’ on in 

By incorporating a familiar re-
source such as this video-sharing 
site, whose access is blocked in 
many public schools, Tony aimed 
to disrupt any dichotomizing that 
might have occurred between a 
revered author and current popu-
lar texts.
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your lives, you know. And then I constantly reinforce to them that I’m 
here to make sure that you make it, to make sure that you succeed. And I 
just pump ’em up with these positive words all the time. You know. And 
then they start to smile. If the smile is comfortable or uncomfortable, they 
smile. (Interview, 2/07/2007).

Across his interactions with youth at this program, Tony actively expands 
the communicative palette of teaching and learning at ATIP by playing with 
conventions of roles (e.g., teacher, learner) and practices. Literacy learn-
ing in Tony’s classes occurs in conversations, choral readings, and debate; 
however, a new terrain for literacy teaching and learning is evident in the 
instances of pedagogical spontaneity—such as his decision to spend an af-
ternoon journeying through YouTube.com—and the embedded commitment 
Tony has to soliciting participation across multiple modes of expression. 

The results of a literacy pedagogy grounded in play may be found in the 
expression of a 19-year-old young man who is able to read the names of his 
street and the sign on the local Starbucks for the first time, and the recently 
admitted college student who thanks Tony for pushing him to engage the 
unfamiliar writings of an author such as James Baldwin. The educational 
lives of these young men have been significantly altered and the way they 
live their teaching and learning geographies has changed (Soja, 1996). 

Changing the Terrain by Extending the Classroom Space

At ATIP the space of teaching and learning often extended beyond the class-
rooms where most of the classes and electives were held. Teachers regularly 
took students on field trips to museums, restaurants, parks, sporting events, 
and other sites of significance. Alumni from the career internship program 
were invited to join college-scouting visits, and Tony frequently took students 
in his art class to galleries around town to nurture their creativity and imagi-
nation. To that end, the arts have been woven into the curricular offerings at 
ATIP since its inception 40 years ago. In addition to the recent presence of 
painting and mixed media classes taught by Tony and more tactile arts classes 
(e.g., weaving, mosaics, pottery, handicrafts) offered by another professional 
artist who teaches at ATIP part-time, the program has also been home to the 
dramatic arts and spoken-word opportunities for its participants.

In the spring of 2008, two teachers who normally taught the GED and 
pre-GED classes initiated the inaugural cycle of the Insight Theater Proj-
ect. This elective, like the others offered by the organization, drew on the 
strengths and backgrounds of the facilitators, Dave and Norman, each with  
a rich background in the arts in addition to experience with youth in public 

f356-374July09EE.indd   366 6/25/09   10:13 AM



367

Va s u d e v a n  >  P e r f o r m i n g  N e w  G e o g r a p h i e s  o f  L i t e r a c y  Te a c h i n g  a n d  L e a r n i n g

education and youth development settings. The Insight Theater Project took 
participants to a variety of locations—a professional theater, different res-
taurants, subway—and also took advantage of virtual communication spaces 
afforded by cell phones and online technologies. The project provided a space 
for participants to engage in new modes of expression—e.g., dramatic perfor-
mance, script composition, blogging—as well as more familiar practices—e.g., 
texting, rapping, writing lyrics. Insight provided them with an opportunity 
to navigate unfamiliar places and practices that eventually became more 
familiar as each embraced his roles as actor and storyteller. In these new 
spaces, youth came into contact with professional actors and writers, and 
from the onset of their involvement with the project their performance and 
storytelling had a multitude of audiences. 

“I’m glad I got into [the program] because it made me try new things 
. . . [acting is] something I wanted to do since I was younger. It’s good for 
me, like, I’m meeting new people, new friends. . . . And plus I feel like I’m a 
good contribution to the program” (Interview, 07/25/08). Jesse, a lean, dark-
skinned, African American young man reflected on his involvement with a 
theater program in which he had participated as an actor and collaborator. 
On the surface, this story of a young man participating in an arts program 
is not unique (albeit a fleeting one in an era of decreased arts and education 
funding and increased standardization of how limited funding can be used) 
except within the broader contours of this young man’s experience. His 
participation as part of a collaborative theater group came about through 
his involvement in ATIP. He, like most of the other youth enrolled in the 
program, has had interrupted schooling experiences and been arrested at 
least once. The arts, in the form of the Insight Project, were a salient part of 
Jesse’s experience at ATIP in which he began to rekindle a relationship with 
formalized education that was reminiscent of a time when he found school 
to be “fun [because he was] learning and working” (Interview, 7/25/08). Yet 
the arts are especially absent from corrections education programs, perhaps 
where they might be needed most of all. (For more on the intersection of 
the arts and justice, see Bitz, 2004; Kornfeld, 1997; Vasudevan, Stageman, 
Rodriguez, Fernandez, & Dattatreyan, in process).

The first cycle of the Insight Project was divided into two phases of in-
volvement. In the first phase, 13 participants learned basic acting techniques,  
such as short- and long-form improvisation, and performed several skits us-
ing these techniques at the end of the first 3 weeks. In the audience for the 
initial performance of the program were many staff members, including case 
managers and teachers, as well as a number of participants. From this first 
phase, six participants moved onto the second phase of the project, during 
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which they collaborated with their teachers and a playwright to devise and 
compose a full-length script that evolved out of the improvised skits. At the 
end of the 10 weeks of the second phase, the five remaining participants 
performed the play they had co-authored on stage for three nights of full au-
diences. Following each of the three final performances, the actors engaged 
in a “talk back” with the audience for which they sat on stage and engaged 
in reflective dialogue in response to audience questions and feedback. 

For EJ, an 18-year-old of Honduran descent with dark skin and hair 
that was braided half the time and held in a loose ponytail the rest of the 
time, this experience opened up multiple new geographies as his role in the 
project evolved from participant to intern to co-researcher. EJ spent most 
of the last 6 years out of school, and most of the last 3 years involved with 
the juvenile justice system. He lives with his mother and older brother in 
an apartment building that spans a city block. EJ’s education is a marbled 
composition of life experiences, involvement as a student at the school for 
youth living in a group home where he spent nearly 2 years, and laudable 
and engaged participation in ATIP. Over the course of his young life, EJ 
has been identified as angry, dropout, delinquent, disappointment, but the 
identity label he has given himself is most telling. The label of writer is the 
one he has most recently embraced through his involvement in Insight, 
and the one being nurtured by the teachers and staff at the program who 
are committed to supporting his goal of pursuing a college education. EJ’s 
teachers afforded him multiple modes of participation within and outside 
of the classroom and did not treat his history as a determinant of his future. 

Although EJ had not acted before, he expressed confidence in his ability 
to deliver a performance in front of a live audience. The youngest member 
of the group, EJ quickly emerged as a leader and earned Dave’s respect and 
trust. He was reliable in his attendance and an active participant in the vari-
ous stages of the playwriting and performance process. During a showcase 
that occurred at the end of the first phase, when all of the participants dem-
onstrated basic acting techniques and experimentation with improvisation, 
EJ’s performance stood out as fearless. When asked about the experience, he 
noted the significance of the mask that he and a few of the other participants 
used in some of the scenes. The mask, he reflected, allowed him to take on 
and perform identities he would not have felt comfortable assuming other-
wise. EJ and the other participants created the masks that were used in the 
first Insight performance, with help from an art teacher at ATIP. He noted 
that they “became their own character” (Talk back, 07/28/08). Another 
participant, Clarence, further described the significance of using the mask 
for performing in character: “That mask . . . helped us to hide the person 
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on the inside and bring out more the character, so when we put on the 
mask, we’re no longer ourselves” (Talk back, 07/29/08). The mask became 
a powerful metaphor for EJ’s Insight participation as he took on additional 
responsibility. After literally wearing a mask to play multiple roles in the 
first performance, EJ continued to wear metaphorical masks in his new 
roles with Insight. Following the completion of the first cycle of Insight, EJ 
was invited by Dave to be an intern for the second cycle of the project. He 
also agreed to serve as a research assistant and posted regular field notes to 
a blog that was visible by the few people involved with the documentation 
of the project. EJ was enthusiastic about adding this layer of participation 
to his Insight involvement, as evident in one of his blog posts:

Since the first moment i heard Lalitha mention that she wanted to do this 
observation/research/narrative blog it brought me great excitement. This 
is all because of the first cycle and remembering when Dave asked me if 
i wanted to do the internship for the new upcoming cycle. . . . I believe 
that doing these blog entries after every class helps relieve some stress and 
let loose some inner thought. . . . i’m starting to realize that the constant 
overall observation entries help to remember what exactly happens during 
each class. (Entry, 10/06/08).

EJ also continued to compose and share other writings with me and other 
audiences, some of which he embedded into the blog and others he shared 
via email and text message. These experiences and outlets coalesced into 
a new set of discourses for EJ. Along with new employment with a theater 
ticketing company, he has applied to and has plans to begin college to pursue 
a degree in computer engineering. After a pattern of sporadic schooling and 
time spent at a group home and a youth jail facility, EJ found himself at ATIP 
in early 2008. Of his overall ATIP experience, EJ stated that it was a place 
where he “grew up” (Interview, 09/04/08). Table 2 provides an overview of 
the evolution of EJ’s teaching and learning geography.

The first column indicates some of the identity markers and discourses 
that defined EJ’s educational profile as he entered ATIP following 18 months 

Table 2. Evolution of EJ’s Educational Geographies

EJ’s profile, prior to coming to 
ATIP

Participation at ATIP Accomplishments influenced by 
ATIP involvement

•  Rap, writing lyrics
•  Skepticism about school
•  Love for writing
•  Highly interrupted schooling 
    (attendance and participation)

•  Career Internship Program
•  Next Steps 
•  Insight Project

•  Obtained GED
•  Recognized identity as a 
 writer, actor, leader
•  Graduation speaker
•  Accepted to a 4-year college

Music studio, Sidekick (multifunction cell phone), blogging, theater, design studio, texting
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at a group home and a few months at a local jail facility. The second column 
outlines the opportunities that EJ took advantage of as a participant at the 
program. And the last column lists some of the notable accomplishments 
that have earned EJ recognition as a stellar graduate of ATIP. The list of 
technologies and technology-mediated spaces and practices listed together 
in the last row are those that have gained new resonance in EJ’s life as his 
educational narrative has evolved.

At 18, EJ exudes a quiet wisdom and curiosity about life, much of which 
presumably already existed prior to his arrival at ATIP, and some of which 
was certainly nurtured through his involvement with Insight. The resources 
and challenges he brought to ATIP were engaged in different ways. As with 
Insight, his involvement with the Career Internship Program and Next Steps 
took him out of the classroom. EJ was placed in a digital media arts company 
where he was given video editing and audio editing responsibilities on com-
pany projects. This built on EJ’s deep curiosity about computers, which he 
had developed on his own and outside of school. Similarly, the space of the 
Insight Project extended the geographies of literacy teaching and learning 
that EJ had experienced previously.

Within Insight, where the participants learned acting techniques 
and worked with a writer-in-residence to compose a script, there were also 
opportunities for the outside lives of the youth to shape the project space. 
EJ had been part of a music group for a long time, and in one scene, he and 
another participant performed short raps that they wrote. EJ composed the 
following verse during the course of his involvement with the first cycle of 
Insight, and it was a textual representation of a shifting educational geog-
raphy of a young man whose literacies and educational trajectories were 
being newly cultivated. 

I’m a subliminal lyrical individual
Said to be a criminal but my verses is critical
These bars i spit at dudes spoken only about the truth
Don’t act a fool when i spit something about you
These rhymes i spit ’em quick, havin’ dudes feel illiterate
Just like an immigrant trying to board a ship
Listen a bit cause imma say some official shit
Like, why we killin’ each other claimin’ being Blood or Crip
Can’t even read or write but always willin’ to fight
When arrested by a cop don’t even know our legal right
That’s why a person should stay in school being book smart
Cause bein’ book smart will have you playin’ the good part
Gettin’ through better in life not having to go through strife
Gettin’ through positively and sharper than a knife
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That’s why i’m bringin’ up things that are affecting our lives
So we can fix mistakes and make tomorrow a better day

Rapping and emceeing, among other practices that are sometimes explored in 
research about hip-hop and education (e.g., Hill, 2009; Kirkland, 2007, 2008) 
and popular culture and education (Alvermann et al., 1999; Dimitriadis, 
2001), were not kept at the margins of this discursive space. Rather, some 
of the crafts that each young man had cultivated through years of practice 
and dedication found their way into the Insight process and even into the 
final script. 

Jay, another emcee, not only performed a short rap in character 
but also scripted several lines of the interludes he recited in his role as an 
interpretive guide and narrator for the audience. His character performs 
the following verse, which is part of a song that Jay wrote and recorded as 
part of his musical life outside of Insight, and which helped to shape the 
narrative of the play:

Out here, we live like there’s no tomorrow
We only live once cuz this life is borrowed
So live wit no sorrow its survival of the fittest
Stay on top like a fitted, this life is just given
This life is just livin’ the strife is just driven
To the point you just give in, the feelin’ of just killin’
And livin’ wit no ceilin’ drug dealin’ or just stealin’
Hell no I ain’t kneelin’, even worse I ain’t squealin’
Damn, relax, start 2 visualize
My life is hard, I need u 2 realize
Wait, its all in the hands of the demon
We tryna live life not to be a waste of semen.. . . . 

Jay and EJ, along with the other participants, helped to create Insight as a 
hybrid space for literacies that were reflective 
of the participants’ multiple selves. In doing 
so, they followed the facilitators’ lead by taking 
advantage of opportunities and experiences for 
the participants’ crafts and practices to emerge, 
be recognized, and authentically inform the text 
production within that space. 

In many ways, the youths’ diverse com-
municative practices, such as writing lyrics and 
texting, opened up new discursive spaces in which to reimagine education 
by suggesting new ways of interacting and communicating. Furthermore, 

In many ways, the youths’ di-
verse communicative practices, 
such as writing lyrics and texting, 
opened up new discursive spaces 
in which to reimagine education 
by suggesting new ways of inter-
acting and communicating.
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in this current climate of highly standardized assessments, the production 
and representation of knowledge within this space was varied—individual as 
well as collective, formative and also summative, linguistic and multimodal. 
More specifically, the participants contributed to the writing of a full script, 
shared and listened to one another’s stories, rehearsed continually and held 
each other to high expectations, and responded to unscripted questions from 
a diverse audience on each night of performance. The Insight case suggests 
how the engagement of multimodal and multispatial literacy practices can 
afford a reenvisioned teaching and learning geography by rethinking where 
education happens.

Conclusion

Embedded within the pedagogies of the teachers at ATIP is a commitment 
to cultivating a culture of teaching and learning that builds on, but is not 
constrained by, the histories of the youth participants. Youth and adults in 
this context worked together in ways that challenge the current climate 
of crisis surrounding adolescent literacy, which has prompted discussion 
and actions in response to a perceived decline in literacy achievement by 
adolescents. Scripted curricula abound in such a climate, and the result is 
often an increased emphasis on rote content memorization and skill-and-drill 
test preparation. For youth whose relationship with formalized schooling 
has been severely damaged by years of neglect and disengagement, these 
“test-based solutions” may serve to further alienate them from their edu-
cational futures. 

Educational geographies is a concept intended to illuminate the ev-
eryday, lived moments that comprise teaching and learning interactions, 
across space and time. Strategic use of play and extending the classroom 
space are two ways that teachers at ATIP cultivated new educational geogra-
phies with youth participants. Each of these pedagogical approaches relies 
on an embedded understanding of literacy as multimodal and multispatial, 
and teachers and youth alike embrace this definition in the ways they live 
education at ATIP.

Notes
1. All names are pseudonyms.
2. Some clips were only played for a few seconds and thus not all of the clip URLs 

were documented accurately. Here, I briefly note the context for each clip that was 
viewed, drawing from field notes of the ongoing, intermittent discussion. I intention-
ally do not offer an extensive analysis of these clips, but rather present this table to 
provide additional background for the Next Steps class.
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3. A children’s book that originally depicted a caricature of a South Indian child 
given the name “Sambo.” In the 1930s, newer versions of the book gained popular-
ity in the United States but were widely criticized for depicting racially insensitive 
stereotypes.
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