Making Our Community More “Inclusive”: The Champaign-Urbana U.R. Movement

“People talk about Hip-Hop like it's some giant living in the hillside coming down to visit the townspeople.  We are Hip-Hop.  Me, you, everybody, we are Hip-Hop.  So Hip-Hop is going where we [are] going.  So the next time you ask yourself where Hip-Hop is going, ask yourself… where am I going? How am I doing?" (Mos Def, “Fear Not of Man”, 1999)

INTRODUCTION

On Friday October 9th, 2009, Kiwane Carrington a young African American teenager from Champaign, Illinois is shot to death by a Champaign police officer.  The vigils and protests that followed the shooting would highlight an unsettled history between law enforcement and the community but more importantly, the raw frustration and helplessness of youth of color in Champaign-Urbana.  In the wake of Kiwane Carrington’s death, important questions have been raised about ways to improve the conditions of youth of color in Champaign and surrounding communities. Yet noticeably these questions have not translated into any visible and sustained programming to address the needs of the most vulnerable population in the wake of the shooting, Kiwane’s peers.  

In this process the University of Illinois has been noticeably silent.  The flagship institution of the Illinois University system continues to be the tie that binds the communities of central Illinois culturally and economically together.  Yet, in this time when the youth of a community that sits directly in its shadow need human and material resources, no response as of yet has been offered. 

It is important to note though that the U of I has in place the necessary infrastructure for establishing stronger relationships with and between its surrounding communities.  One such initiative is ‘Inclusive Illinois’, which has as one of its many noteworthy aims, the objective to promote and strengthen community-campus relationships. The University considers community-campus relationships imperative, made evident by details from the report Project 2012: Transforming Illinois.  

Illinois has envisioned itself as a new Illinois; one in which there is a strong investment in its surrounding communities and a commitment to establishing meaningful collaborations with community-based agencies and organizations to address critical societal issues…An underlying value embedded in a number of the proposed initiatives is the inherent belief that the role of Illinois is to support community groups to name and actualize their vision and core objects (as opposed to the objectives of individual researchers or campus sponsored programs). Also, the goal is intended to increase the exchange between the campus and community via increased communication (Project 2012: Transforming Illinois, http://www.provost.illinois.edu/programs/diversity/Project_2012-Transforming_Illinois-Re-envisioining_Diversity_and_Inclusion_Final.pdf, p. 46).
It is in this spirit of “establishing meaningful collaborations with community-based agencies and organizations to address critical societal issues”, that we have teamed with Douglass Park Community Center and formed the U.R. Movement.  
PURPOSE OF PROGRAM
The Urban R.E.A.L.I.T.Y Movement (U.R. Movement hereafter) is an organization that emerged from the I-Power movement course taught by Professor William Patterson of the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. The U.R. Movement founded by ten students in this course in the spring of 2009 and has been in operation ever since. The U.R. Movement is a program designed to critically engage, educate, challenge and empower urban youth using Hip-Hop as a medium for communication and dialogue.  The name of the organization “U.R.” or translated as “your” recognizes Hip-Hop as a legitimate medium for understanding the lived experiences and realities of urban youth and the ownership these youth have over Hip-Hop as a vehicle for their education and creative expression.

We have come together as educators, sociologist, historians, and individuals concerned with our community to devise a program to teach youth to unpack and critically engage the images and information that they consume.  As the successes of the recent presidential election, Hip-Hop can be used as an important educational tool to spread civic awareness. We believe that Hip-Hop can be used successfully as an educational tool to promote critical literacy helping to develop engaged and empowered urban youth as students and citizens.  Often in the traditional K-12 schools, students are required to leave Hip-Hop outside of the classroom, however it is our conviction that schools to their own detriment deny the rising significance of Hip-Hop in the lives of urban youth today.  

Through the U.R. Movement we seek to empower youth to be critical consumers and producers of Hip-Hop music and culture specifically and media in general.  One of the premises upon which we operate is that we are not required to be passive consumers of media in today’s marketplace.  We teach youth that through their actions and awareness they help to create the environment in which they live, and the culture that others experience.

In collaboration with its most important partners, Champaign-Urbana youth, the U.R. Movement currently provides a practical model of engagement with Hip-Hop culture that recognizes its potential as an educational tool. Yet the program has potential for so much more.  The recent shooting of Kiwane Carrington makes clear the need for more far reaching attempts to address the needs of urban youth within the larger framework of improving and strengthening community relationships.  Utilizing the current framework of the U.R. Movement we are proposing the creation of a workshop that will provide an outlet to showcase Champaign-Urbana youth’s creative skills through various art forms that highlight the theme of “Social Justice” as a vehicle for strengthening community relations.
TOPICS/ THEMES OF EXPLORATION

The use of “social justice” workshop provides an opportunity for community members, faculty and students to explore connections between media literacy and empowerment.  A focus on media literacy emphasizes the importance of analyzing lyrics and images in Hip-Hop.  This helps to identify messages as well as interpret and respond to issues of race, class, patriarchy, homophobia, etc.  

The benefits of this proposed youth organizing/development dialogue program will equip participants with knowledge to explore questions about critical consciousness, Hip-Hop, social justice, forms of oppression, advocacy, activism, and becoming agents for change.  Those participating in the U.R. Movement organizing/development dialogue program will draw from and expand on existing curriculum resources developed from the U.R. Movement between Spring 2009 and Fall 2009.  

LOCATION
The U.R. Movement’s foundation is set at the Douglass Park Community Center in Champaign, Illinois. The community center lies within the predominantly Black North Champaign community, a historically marginalized community.  The program is strategically located in this community to increase awareness about the significant issues affecting the community and to highlight the need to establish stronger ties between this community and surrounding communities.  Douglass Park Community Center offers an open and inclusive space to accomplish this goal.
TARGET DEMOGRAPHIC
The U.R. Movement program specifically targets middle school students, but it will be open to local students of all ages.  Middle school youth are ideal in that they are at a critical age when social influences like music and culture play an important role in identity formation.  High school students though welcome in the program tend to be more sporadic in attendance and participation, possibly because of the presence of the younger students. 
PROGRAM STRUCTURE AND FREQUENCY
The program participants will meet once a week for two hours at the Douglass Community Center located in Champaign, Illinois.  The program will operate on a four (4) week cycle revolving around a specific theme every month, which culminates in a group project in the fourth week.  The cycle of the program is detailed below: 

The first week begins with “media literacy training”.  This stage is an opportunity for the group deconstructing media related to our theme paying particular attention to race, class, and gender.  The group will learn how to engage these controversial subjects in a supportive yet critical manner.  This stage offers a powerful opportunity to model new ways of addressing conflicting viewpoints while respecting difference and each other.
The second week will be spent “building a sense of connection and community”.  With this stage students begin to look more closely at the necessity of alliances and how to build them.  There will be workshops and primers on what social justice is and how environmental issues affect us.  The dialogue here addresses students’ individual experiences with social inequality and what resources exist in their communities to help them.

The third week involves designing and developing practice in relation to our theme, or as we call it “envisioning change and taking action”.  At this point the participants will design (illustrate, build, create, perform) utilizing the monthly theme for that month to implement or show their understanding of ways to connect Hip-Hop (5 Elements) to address issues of oppression, privilege, or justice within their community.
The fourth week is dedicated to the youth working on a project, which they come together and choose.  The project will utilize lessons that they learned in the three previous weeks.  Also, as the program progresses the groups will be able to utilize future workshop and understandings to strengthen their projects.

Monthly Themes:

August- September / Orientation to set the tone for the dialogue, establish ground rules, goals
October / Dee jay techniques and music production
November / Break Dancing
January / Rapping/Emceeing
February / Knowledge
March / Graffiti
April / Social Justice Fair
May-June / Reflection and Next Steps
EXPECTED OUTCOMES
(1) To develop a capacity for dialogue—which will lead to identifying individual and collective actions for interrupting injustices and building alliances to promote greater social justice amongst disenfranchised communities in Champaign-Urbana with the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana.

(2) To make recommendations for a means to understanding Hip-Hop music as a literary form that can potentially counter act unarticulated or “hidden” curriculums that need to be addressed head on (race, culture, class, gender, etc.)
(3) To produce two scholarly publications that provides a descriptive analysis of the U.R. Movement and its effort to cultivate critical consciousness and sociopolitical development in Champaign-Urbana youth.  We will also create a booklet that displays the various artworks shown at the Social Justice Fair for each of the youth participants.

(4) The program will conclude with community showcase that we are calling the “social justice fair”.  With this event we will invite the students’ parents, teachers, and other organizations that provide services & activities for the community to come together and be more aware of each other.  The U.R Movement youth groups will also present their projects developed during through the program.

ORGANIZERS

It is our goal to create opportunities to bring faculty, staff, students, youth, and community members together to learn and share their insights and perspectives on developing a positive working relationship in the fight for social justice.  Faculty will provide assistance with organizing the monthly workshops and the Social Justice Fair.

· John Jennings- Assistant Professor of Graphic Design at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
· William Patterson- Assistant Visiting Professor in the Afro American Studies 
· Jonathan L. Hamilton- PhD Student in Educational Policy Studies and a concentration in African American Studies
· Olanipekun Laosebikan- PhD Candidate in Educational Policy Studies
· Robert Anthony Ward - PhD Candidate in Educational Policy Studies
Staff

The staff of the U.R. Movement consists of a dedicated team of graduate and undergraduate students.  The staff of the Douglass community center serves as auxiliary staff as well for the program. 
List of Committed Faculty and Graduate Student Support
· Dr. Jennifer F. Hamer- Associate Professor – African American Studies

· Dr. Christopher Span- Associate Professor – Educational Policy Studies

· Dr. Lou Turner- Academic Advisor- African American Studies

· Melvin Armstrong Jr.- Doctoral Candidate  - Educational Policy Studies

· Steven Parris- Doctoral Student – Educational Policy Studies
BUDGET
Student Research (2 Students)


Travel







$0


Professional Development




$1,000


Equipment






$3,000

Total Student Research






=$4,000
Faculty Research Incentive (2 faculty)




=$1,000

Total Research







=$5,000
Refreshments for weekly sessions





$700

Prizes/Field Trip







$2,000

Dissemination Activities


Photocopying






$700


Books for Social Justice Fair




$800


Public Relation Team





$800

Total Dissemination Activities





=$2,300
Total Proposed Budget






$10,000

Social Justice Fair


Key Note Speaker Honoraria and Travel


$1,000


Refreshment for conference participants


$500


Publicity







$500


Equipment






$1,000

Total for Urban R.E.A.L.I.T.Y Movement’s Social Justice Fair

$3,000
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