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We analyze the interplay of youth enacting multiliteracies across three contexts of spaces and 

places: youths’ journal writing; the social and physical setting of Community Music School, 

where the after-school Verses Project took place; and the social and geographical setting of the 

city of Detroit. We construct a framework built on theoretical perspectives situating youths’ 

multiliteracies activities as social practices. Participants were emboldened to draw upon their 

pasts toward present and future action-taking, by writing across a genre we call praisesongs of 

place. Our data sources included observations, ethnographic field notes, curriculum-planning 

meeting notes, transcribed focus-group interviews, researcher memos, and multimodal artifacts 

including participants’ songs and writing notebooks. Our analysis involved contextualizing youths’ 

community-based multiliteracies practices as extending meanings of spaces and places across two 

themes inviting contemporary meanings of praisesongs of place: youth constructing tributes to 

their city, and youth envisioning strengths in communities. Our findings support English teachers 

and others in designing curriculum and teaching practices toward the ongoing work of envisioning 

teaching and learning as extending within and beyond classrooms.

Detroit: Success for us has always been a long shot
But when we accomplish something doubters be left in distraught.
Two great powerhouses Cass and King
To[o] bad our Lions have never had a ring
Belle Isle: A beautiful island 
You can come visit or just keep riding
Going to Coney Island with chili cheese fries, deep fryin.
Detroit, this is my city, say it with me: “313.”
I got my whole crew rockin with me, come on ya’ll: “313.”
Detroit!

 —First verse of the song “313,” by youth songwriting group The Detroits
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We take you to Detroit—area code 313—in the summer of 2017: youth from the 
Verses Project, a literacy and songwriting initiative, conclude their week with a visit 
to Third Man Records, a shop on West Canfield in the historic Cass Corridor, on the 
southeastern edge of the red-brick building that until 1953 housed sales offices of 
Willys-Overland Motors, “second only to Ford in vehicle sales from 1912 to 1918” 
and “manufacturer of the WWII military Jeep” (Amicangelo, 2007, para. 1). Across 
the years, the physical structure housed Davidson Brothers Wholesale Dry Goods 
Company, Federal’s Department Store, and a Detroit Public Schools warehouse 
(“Willys-Overland building/Willys-Overland lofts,” 2014), until it was vacated in 
2004. In 2015, the building was reimagined and reopened as Third Man Records. 

Youth from Verses, interacting with the space, tried on guitars and visited the 
vinyl pressing plant in the rear of the record shop founded by Jack White, once 
a student at Cass Tech High School referenced by youth now writing about their 
city, about “313.” White would later be known as lead singer and songwriter of 
the White Stripes—a duo who sold more than three and a half million copies of 
their first five albums (Recording Industry Association of America, 2018), three of 
which they recorded in Detroit before leaving the city and relocating to Nashville 
to record and release their final album.

A year later, in 2008, Jack White wrote to the Detroit Free Press, composing 
his city from a distance through a poem he titled “Courageous Dream’s Concern.” 
White told his hometown newspaper that he was seeking to “show ‘my feeling 
about the city itself, and how strong I believe it to be’” (Stosuy, 2008, para. 1). In 
the poem, White wrote:

Detroit, you hold what one’s been seeking,
Holding off the coward-armies weakling,
Always rising from the ashes
not returning to the earth. (Stosuy, 2008, para. 2)

We consider, across these moments, youth writing and performing words and music 
in Verses, Mondays after school and two weeks each summer since spring 2016. 
We analyzed how youth in Verses, 99% of whom are students of color, enacted 
multiliteracies across three contexts of spaces and places: journal writing; the social 
and physical setting of Community Music School, the community-engaged center 
where Verses took place; and the social and geographical setting of the city of De-
troit. Our inquiry of youth of color constructing meanings of spaces and places by 
composing tributes to their city illustrates how youth enacting multiliteracies envi-
sion strengths in their communities. Moreover, findings of our qualitative inquiry 
hold interest for how we may support English teachers, teacher educators, literacy 
researchers, and community-engaged collaborators in designing curriculum and 
teaching practices that extend possibilities across research on language arts teaching.

Scholars increasingly emphasize the community-engaged multiliteracies of 
youth of color as important to the ongoing work of envisioning teaching and 
learning practices within and beyond classrooms (Kinloch, Burkhard, & Penn, 
2017; Kirkland, 2013; Vaughan, Woodard, Phillips, & Taylor, 2018; Watson, 2016). 
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Examining multiliteracies of youth of color in community-based settings takes on 
further urgency in the discussion of language arts and literacies research, teach-
ing, and learning, in a moment when 40% of 7.3 million youth in 70 large school 
districts in the United States are Latinx, and 29% are African American (Council 
of the Great City Schools, 2018). Winn (Fisher, 2007), for instance, found in an 
ethnographic study of the Power Writers writing initiative with teachers and 
community-based poets that youth of color “(re)defined literacy and what it 
meant to be literate using the medium of spoken-word poetry” (p. 4). Moreover, 
for youth and adult collaborators across varied spaces and places of learning in the 
South Bronx (including a high school library and artist lofts), literacy emerged as 
“an act of reciprocity” (Fisher, 2007, p. 5). In this project, youth writers compli-
cated literacy practices as “more than a class”—as envisioning “a sacred space, a 
home . . . a family” (Fisher, 2007, p. 3). Extending reciprocal practices to consider 
youth writing songs about Detroit evokes generative meanings of multiliteracies 
enacted with and by youth, threaded across contexts of spaces and places such as 
their Detroit hometown.

Kinloch (2002) evoked such a rendering of personal and place, examining 
the city development authority’s decision in October 1998 to implode the J. L. 
Hudson Department Store in Detroit. She extended Gregory Clark’s theorizing of 
“rhetorical territoriality” in analyzing “narratives of space to investigate territorial 
spaces of power in the city of Detroit; to illustrate the effects of territorialism in 
writing instruction so as to promote writing as an act of change” (Kinloch, 2002, 
p. 10). Kinloch (2005) further extended an analysis of the Heidelberg Art Project 
yard-art installation on Detroit’s east side, to consider how “a critical, theoreti-
cally informed understanding of space that addresses differences in literacy and 
rhetorical practices would promote location (classrooms and communities) and 
experience as significant in the education of students and in the making of citizens” 
(p. 124). Such examples urge us to provide youth with opportunities to talk and 
write across spaces and places within their city. Specifically, we sought as research 
questions to understand how youth in Verses, writing across three contexts, engaged 
and complicated notions of spaces and places, and in what ways youth named 
spaces and places as significant within and across contexts important to them. 

Theoretically and Conceptually Framing Multiliteracies Practices 
as Praisesongs of Place
In our analysis, we theoretically frame youths’ multiliteracies as social practices 
enacted within and across, and extending contexts of spaces and places. We then 
conceptualize youths’ enactment of community-based multiliteracies practices in 
Verses as emboldening their pasts, present, and futures across a stance-taking we 
call praisesongs of place.

We build on established framings of literacy as complex, fluid (not fixed) social 
practices, beyond decontextualized learning activities (Perry, 2012). For example, 
we understand youths’ “communicative processes” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 
175) as involving a range of activities across listening, reading, writing, or making. 
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Youth in Verses enact such social practices in planning and writing rough drafts 
of songs in journals; composing on iPads; collaborating in classroom and studio-
recording spaces; performing and reflecting on songs about their city with peers, 
families, and teaching artists; and sharing songs globally using the SoundCloud 
music-streaming platform. Youths’ social multiliteracies emerge as enacted across 
and “shaped by a cultural context” (Perry, 2012, p. 52; see also New London Group, 
1996)—the classroom setting, the curriculum, and the social and geographical set-
ting of the city of Detroit. Consequently, we view youths’ multiliteracies practices 
as situated in the “historical context of the participants’ lives” (Perry, 2012, p. 55), 
extending boundaries of multiliteracies activities across contexts of civic learning 
and action, and lived experiences of youth beyond sanctioned school activities. 

Multiliteracies Activities as Varied Notions of Spaces and Places
As Soja (2004) observed, researchers have attended to spatial and social interactions 
across multiple fields, from art to accounting to anthropology. Literacy researchers 
increasingly attend to multiliteracies activities in making complex how to engage 
with space and place (Compton-Lilly, 2014). Soja (2004), in the introduction to 
Leander and Sheehy’s volume on notions of space in literacy practice and research, 
drew on spatial theorist Henri Lefebvre to note that

all the space and places in which we live, from the home and the schoolroom to the city 
and the global economy, are socially constructed; and as real and imagined geographies 
they shape our lives in various ways, at times enabling and enhancing, at other times 
constraining and oppressing. (p. x)

Lefebvre (1991), for example, understood “representational space” as “space 
which the imagination seeks to change” (p. 39). As Lefebvre (1991) observed, 
“representational space is alive: it speaks” (p. 42); attending to representational 
space thus involves considering “not only the history of space, but also the history 
of representations, along with that of their relationships—with each other, with 
practice, and with ideology” (p. 42). As Soja (2004) further commented, “If our 
spaces and places, our human geographies, are socially constructed . . . this means 
that they can be socially changed, made into something better than they were 
through collective action” (p. x). Considering youth in Verses, enacting multilitera-
cies as composing their city, and therefore building meanings of spaces and places 
through and as layered exchanges, we understand these activities as illustrative 
“act[s] of reciprocity” (Fisher, 2007, p. 5). This generative naming situates youth 
as inscribing new meanings of themselves and peers as contributors broadening 
the possibilities of their city. 

Such meanings that extend spatial theories are foundational to our inquiry, 
and underscore how we discern space and place as both “enabling and enhancing, 
at other times constraining and oppressing” (Soja, 2004, p. x). We emphasize youth 
enacting multiliteracies that extend meanings of varied spaces and places as a de-
veloping and navigating of layered identities, emerging from particular places and 
drawn upon to create possibilities of change. Moreover, these socially and spatially 
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constructed moments of exchange appeal to a recognition of what is restricted, 
and through this discerning a re/envisioning of what is possible is negotiated and 
built upon by youths’ rendering of social and spatial forces. 

The spur toward change enacted as youths’ multiliteracies practices, this en-
visioning of and as Detroit, galvanizes collective action emphasizing reciprocity 
as relational. Viewing youths’ socially situated community-engaged multilitera-
cies as reciprocal acts reemphasizes the making of particular spaces and places. 
Thus Phillip and Khaleeq, youth coresearchers in Kinloch’s (2010) study, enacted 
multimodal literacies in a “mapping of Harlem” (p. 120), their hometown; as they 
“sought expanded ways to communicate ideas on community change . . . they cre-
ated images based on textual readings of and oral discussions on gentrification” (p. 
120). Similarly, Filipiak and Miller (2014), as a teacher-artist team, asked youth in 
a Detroit school to write “My Homeland” poems, “to reimagine the relationships 
they had with their neighborhoods” (p. 59). The authors relate how LaShonda, a 
student, observed that

creating a video shifted her group’s perception of Detroit: “We learned to represent our 
homeland in different ways. We thought about who represents Detroit and how we 
represent ourselves as Detroit. We talked about where we came from, how we grew up, 
and how we can better ourselves.” (Filipiak & Miller, 2014, p. 64)

In contextualizing youths’ community-engaged multiliteracies as attending to space 
and place, as Carlo (2016) observed, we draw “attention to how location creates 
possibilities for world-revealing and world-making practices” (p. 60). Youth ex-
amining their city across multiliteracies activities and lived experiences invite ways 
to reimagine details of their worlds; in turn, youth giving particular attention to 
meanings of space and place build new conceptualizations of futures of their city. 
New understandings of well-known locations emphasized by youth as important 
to nurture and critique are thus invited, and begin to form. 

As Filipiak and Miller (2014) observed, “the question of what our cities 
will become is in the hands and minds of our youth; therefore we urgently need 
paradigms that position students to shape the future condition of democracy and 
humanity” (p. 65). In conceptually rendering our analysis of youths’ multiliteracies, 
across contexts of space and place, we build possibilities of praisesongs of place. 

Conceptually Framing Praisesongs of Place 
Praisesongs as a performance genre involve what Arntson (2008) described as 
“instrumental performance, singing, and speech” (p. 30). As Arntson (2008) 
explained, a “typical performance” (p. 30) of a praisesong involves a “verbal text 
and the musical patterns performed . . . equally capable of calling to mind a larger 
text, a shared area of knowledge, or a storyline . . . [involving] actions, events, 
attributes, and social mores” (p. 31). Arntson, writing in ethnomusicology, and 
Tamari (2007), in research on African literatures, discuss praisesongs as enacted in 
northern Sierra Leone, Mali, and Guinea, among “people who share the heritage 
of Manden” (Arntson, 2008, p. 30). Our framing of praisesongs is thus intentional, 
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rendering visible interdisciplinary frameworks “beyond Eurocentric paradigms,” 
drawing from cultural assets, knowledges, and lived experiences of youth of color 
(Watson & Knight-Manuel, 2017, p. 283). In our focus on praisesongs, we addi-
tionally extend meanings of Diaspora literacy, and build pointedly on intentional 
naming by authors of color of praisesongs in contemporary literature. 

Clark (2009), in a 1991 essay, conceptualized Diaspora literacy as a rendering of 
“texts . . . to be understood from indigenous, cultural perspectives beyond the field 
of Western or westernized signification. . . . Diaspora literacy defines the reader’s 
ability to comprehend the literatures of Africa, Afro-America, and the Caribbean 
from an informed indigenous perspective” (pp. 10–11). King (2006) further de-
veloped meanings of Diaspora literacy as “reading the ‘word and the world’ for 
the benefit of humanity through various cultural signs in the lived experiences of 
Africa’s people here and there in the world” (p. 345). As one such example, author 
Paule Marshall wrote of Avey Johnson, an African American woman reconnect-
ing with her Diasporic heritage on an unplanned trip to Carriacou, an island in 
the Caribbean Sea, in the 1983 novel Praisesong for the Widow. Tomlinson (2017), 
a literary and cultural-studies scholar, drew “on the notion of diasporic literacy 
within the framework of indigenous knowledges” (p. xxi) in examining Avey 
Johnson’s improvisational dance at a drum fete on Carriacou “as an important 
site of remembrance and ancestral bonding” (p. xxi). 

Poet Elizabeth Alexander (2009) built meanings of praisesongs as a perfor-
mance genre into the title and theme of her poem, “Praise Song for the Day,” 
written and performed for the first inauguration of US President Barack Obama. 
Alexander (2017), writing in The New Yorker magazine, recalled the night before 
she performed the poem at the Capitol in her hometown of Washington, DC: she 
walked to a copy store to print her poetry, “past landmarks from my childhood 
. . . where I learned to swim . . . where I got my first library card” (para. 7). Several 
days before, Alexander (2017) noted, she had walked to inauguration rehearsal 
with her two sons; there she “recited my favorite poem by my favorite poet” (para. 
4)—“Kitchenette Building” by Gwendolyn Brooks, a poem about “how people who 
feel themselves at the mercy of inequitable circumstance experience hope” (para. 
5). Alexander (2017) recalled, on the morning of the inauguration, “how small 
the platform felt” (para. 12) from which she read “Praise Song for the Day,” words 
simultaneously carried across an audience of 1.8 million visitors to the National 
Mall, and broadcast to 37.8 million viewers across the United States (Lee, 2017). 
Alexander (2017) observed that the presence of her father, an African American 
man who wore “a large button he had saved since the 1963 March on Washington” 
(para. 9), seated on stage as the selected guest of his daughter at the inauguration 
of the first Black US president, underscored “historical struggles of elders and 
ancestors, a fact that we needed to remember” (para. 9). Obama, delivering his 
inaugural address directly before Alexander read her poem extending understand-
ings of praisesongs, evoked meanings of hope, declaring, “On this day, we gather 
because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord” 
(Obama, 2009, para. 7). After the inauguration, Alexander (2017) recalled that she 
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walked home, “down East Capitol Street, where three generations were waiting, 
and we ate barbecued ribs and greens and cornbread in front of the television” 
(para. 15), a historicizing of contexts of spaces and places, of communities and 
meanings of hope, and home. 

Duncan-Andrade (2009), in an essay written during the first summer of 
Obama’s presidency, “explore[d] the concept of hope, which was central to the 
Obama campaign, as essential for nurturing urban youth” (p. 181). Duncan-
Andrade (2009) asserted that

historically, hope has been a theme in the lives and movements of the poor and dispos-
sessed in the United States. During the civil rights era, as well as other key historical 
moments of social change, the nation’s hope connected moral outrage to action aimed 
at resolving undeserved suffering. In the past three decades, however, there has been an 
assault on hope, particularly in our nation’s urban centers. This attack has taken place 
on numerous fronts, including disinvestment in schools and overinvestment in a prison 
industrial complex. (pp. 181–182)

Essential to our inquiry of youths’ multiliteracies extending contexts of spaces and 
places, emboldening youths’ pasts, present, and futures as praisesongs of place, 
Duncan-Andrade (2009) (re)positioned possibilities of hope as “critical hope” 
(p. 185). In rendering praisesongs of place as demonstrating meanings of critical 
hope, we build with Paulo Freire’s (Freire & Macedo, 1995) observation that “there 
is no neutral education. All education is directive” (p. 394). Within the context of 
Detroiters organized toward racial and economic justice (Detroit Historical So-
ciety, 2017), we view youth evoking praisesongs as underscoring two meaningful 
enactments of critical hope—Socratic hope and audacious hope. 

As Duncan-Andrade (2009) asserted, “Socratic hope requires both teachers 
and students to painfully examine our lives and actions within an unjust society 
and to share the sensibility that pain may pave the path to justice” (pp. 187–188). 
Teaching artists, building on writing prompts with youth in Verses, highlight these 
young people as enacting Socratic hope. Moreover, envisioning teaching artists and 
youth as collaboratives urging forward collective meanings as song demonstrates 
the possibilities of praisesongs as audacious hope. As Duncan-Andrade (2009) 
explained, “False hope would have us believe in individualized notions of success 
and suffering, but audacious hope demands that we reconnect to the collective by 
struggling alongside one another, sharing in the victories and the pain” (p. 190). We 
acknowledge our framing of youth writing and performing praisesongs of place as 
adoration, beyond limiting interpretations of youth as merely composing artistic 
renderings of optimistic hope; we conceptualize youth evoking praisesongs of place 
as vital, vibrant, critical hope. A critical hope, Duncan-Andrade (2009) asserted, 
“rejects the despair of hopelessness” (p. 185), and envisioning youth songwriting 
as praisesongs invites such a stance-taking:

Too many of us try to create classroom spaces that are safe from righteous rage, or, 
worse, we design plans to weed out children who display it. The question we should be 
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taBle 1. Characteristics of Praisesongs

grappling with is not how to manage students with these emotions, but how to help 
students channel them. (p. 190)

We understand praisesongs as both emboldening artistic assertions, and focusing 
social, civic, and political commitments to emerging avenues for consequential work. 

In conceptually framing praisesongs of place, we note characteristics of praise-
songs in research and contemporary literature that emphasize people as makers and 
recipients of praisesongs (see Table 1). In the context of our inquiry, we observed 
the genre of praisesongs as expanding through reimagination of place. 

•	 Praisesongs	are	“created	to	honor	a	specific	person”	(Tamari,	2007,	p.	78).
•	 Praisesongs	traditionally	“include	vocal	contributions	by	both	a	male	and	a	female	

bard. The male bard narrates, whereas the female one sings” (Tamari, 2007, p. 78).
•	 Praisesongs	assert	“someone	is	trying	to	make	music	somewhere”	(Alexander,	2009,	

stanza 4).
•	 Praisesongs	evoke	“each	one	of	our	ancestors	on	our	tongues”	(Alexander,	2009,	stanza	

2).
•	 A	praisesong	“invokes	.	.	.	heritage”	(Arntson,	2008,	p.	30);	attentiveness	to	praisesongs	

invites possibilities of a genre and youths’ enactment of the genre in historicizing 
literacy and musical practices.

•	 Praisesongs	reflect	a	genre	“shaped	by	context”	(Arntson,	2008,	p.	33).
•	 “The	texts	of	[praisesongs]	may	successfully	evoke	heroic	qualities”	(Arntson,	2008,	p.	

33).
•	 The	praisesong	“captures	the	past	in	characterizations	of,	or	references	to,	historical	

characters. These songs allude to and, in a sense, reshape the personal attributes, deeds, 
exploits, and circumstances surrounding the origins and lives of heroes, leaders, and 
warriors” (Arntson, 2008, p. 35).

•	 “Mythical	and	historical	time	collapses	into	a	hero’s	own	time.	The	hero	is	not	just	a	
human being, but a larger-than-life representation of cultural beliefs and ideals” (Arn-
tson, 2008, p. 35).

•	 “The	[performance	of	the	praisesong]	has	value	as	entertainment,	which	can	make	
people happy” (Arntson, 2008, p. 33).

•	 “[The	praisesong]	presents	and	reinforces	shared	ideals	of	behavior	and	personality”	
(Arntson, 2008, p. 33).

•	 “[The	praisesong]	reminds	[listeners]	of	past	times	and	of	other	occasions	for	praise	
singing” (Arntson, 2008, p. 33).

•	 “[The	praisesinger]	can	criticize	and	advise	others,	all	in	the	guise	of	praise”	(Arntson,	
2008, p. 33).

•	 “In	praisesongs,	the	portrayal	of	ideals	and	the	references	to	behaviors	serve	to	criticize	
and challenge others” (Arntson, 2008, p. 33).

•	 “By	accepting	the	praise	.	.	.	a	person	takes	on	a	mantle	of	attributions	and	expecta-
tions. In this way, he or she can gather strength and followers. Such praise may function 
to prepare and carry someone into battle or adversity” (Arntson, 2008, p. 33).
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Modes of Inquiry
We situate our inquiry of three contexts of spaces and places of youth writing 
within our broader qualitative study, informed by critical ethnography (Calabrese 
Barton, 2001), at Community Music School in Detroit.

Contextualizing Verses
Detroit resounds as a geographically broad city of 139 square miles, “larger in 
area than Manhattan,” Boston, or San Francisco (Detroit Future City, 2017, p. 16). 
Yet the number of residents peaked, at more than 1.8 million Detroiters, in 1950 
(p. 14). New home construction continued through the 1960s, even though the 
number of Detroit residents had begun declining, and the drop in population (to 
672,000 Detroiters currently) was underscored by a doubling of “vacant hous-
ing units in the city” between 2000 and 2010 (Detroit Future City, 2017, p. 56). 
Moreover, population decline contributed to a decrease in Detroit Public Schools 
enrollment: “Between 2000 and 2010, Detroit lost nearly half of its 5–9 year olds 
[as] many families of school-aged children moved to inner-ring suburbs” (Data 
Driven Detroit, 2012, p. 16). 

By 2012, population decline had slowed (Detroit Future City, 2017). Yet Detroit 
continued to slip from the 18th most populous city to the 23rd, behind Boston, 
Denver, El Paso, Seattle, and Washington, DC, as “the only city among the 25 largest 
in the country that has lost population since 2010” (Detroit Future City, 2017, p. 
14). Decreasing revenue, “stemming from population loss, the financial crisis and 
disinvestment from the state” (Abbey-Lambertz, 2016, para. 2) spurred Detroit 
to file for Chapter 9 bankruptcy in July 2013. Thirteen months later, city officials 
had “engineered an agreement that cut pensioner benefits, settled with creditors, 
and secured hundreds of millions in aid from foundations and the state . . . shed-
ding $7 billion in debt” (Abbey-Lambertz, 2016, para. 3). Competing visions for 
revitalizing Detroit began to emerge. 

Four years after the bankruptcy, Detroit Future City—a nonprofit, community-
engaged economic-development collaborative—authored 139 Square Miles (2017), 
a 77-page report outlining social, economic, and geographic contexts of revitaliza-
tion initiatives following six decades of population loss and deindustrialization. 
Report authors promoted Detroit as “on the verge of revitalization,” stating that 
“conditions are improving throughout the city, even though the effects of 60 years 
of decline can still be felt in many neighborhoods” (Detroit Future City, 2017, p. 
53). For example, the city’s demolition program as of 2014 had razed more than 
13,400 vacant buildings (City of Detroit, 2018). As Owens, Rossi-Hansberg, and 
Sarte (2017), economists studying Detroit’s urban structure, noted,

a business area that contains the headquarters of large automobile companies such as 
General Motors, Ford and Chrysler and that employs hundreds of thousands of people, 
is surrounded by nearly deserted residential areas that have been mostly abandoned or 
demolished. (p. 1)
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To some, 60 years of steady population loss for a metropolis “built to house 2 
million people . . . has come to define the city” (Detroit Future City, 2017, p. 53). 
Across our inquiry, youth in words and music complicate and reexamine what 
may be considered as defining their city. 

Designing the Curriculum 
We understand critical ethnography, as Calabrese Barton (2001) noted, as a research 
approach in which teaching and learning “practices must be uncovered, critically 
analyzed, and transformed into more equitable and socially just schooling experi-
ences” (p. 907). In fall 2015, the initial Verses curriculum was thus designed as part 
of a university/community-engaged collaboration composed of university faculty 
in teacher education and music education, the executive and program directors 
of the Community Music School, and three Detroit-based teaching artists. Plan-
ning took place across two video-conference meetings, a conference call, and an 
in-person curriculum-planning session. 

Participants
The Community Music School opened in 2009 as a university-affiliated initiative to 
provide Detroit residents with music-education activities and teaching experiences 
from university. The university/community-engaged collaboration emphasized 
multiliteracies, such as songwriting, as extending identities of youth of color, and 
musicking activities, such as instrumental beat-making, as demonstrating varied 
ways youth may be understood as musical (Hess, Watson, & Deroo, 2019). The 
executive and program directors and the teaching artists recruited youth through 
personal contacts with community-engaged youth-development organizations, as 
well as Metro Detroit teachers. Verses (the focus of the present inquiry) launched 
in spring 2016 with 26 youth participants ages 9 to 15, 99% of whom were youth 
of color. (As of August 2017, more than 145 youth ages 9 to 17 have participated, 
with 61% of participants from Detroit, and additional participants from 21 sur-
rounding communities.)

The Class
Teaching artists—Will, Jennie, Jon, and Conrad—cofacilitated the once-weekly 
after-school class based on their expertise as poets, songwriters, or musicians. 
For example, the two-hour class typically began with Will emceeing youths’ per-
formances of poems or songs during open mic time. Will then facilitated writing 
workshop, with the youth responding to a writing prompt such as, “What action 
would you take 10 years from today if you were mayor of Detroit?” Jennie then led 
a songwriting workshop, and Jon or Conrad led a music-production workshop, 
such as learning chord progressions. In the second half of the semester, participants 
recorded songs in a music-studio setting.

Methods 
In spring 2016, Vaughn, with a faculty member in music education and a doctoral 
research assistant, observed 15 consecutive weekly classes. The research team 
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Figure 1. Coding processes

video-recorded each class. We wrote ethnographic field notes during each class, 
detailing interactions between youth and teaching artists, as well as artists’ in-
structional activities across spaces of writing, songwriting, and music-production 
workshops, open mic performances, and studio-recording time. We also attended 
eight, 30-minute curriculum-planning meetings, facilitated by teaching artists, 
approximately biweekly over the course of 15 weeks. 

As an enacting of critical ethnography and rethinking of schooling experi-
ences, the research team and teaching artists in curriculum-planning meetings 
collaboratively discussed the urgency of beginning each class with open mic as a 
space for youth of color to enact meanings of literary presence (Hess, Watson, & 
Deroo, 2019). Additionally, university-based researchers conducted three semi-
structured, 30-minute focus-group interviews in week 14, each audio-recorded 
and including five to seven youth. We also wrote 15 weekly researcher memos, 
and collected a range of multimodal artifacts, including photographs of teaching 
activities, poetry authored by teaching artists, youths’ songs posted to the Sound-
Cloud music-sharing platform, and 26 writing notebooks featuring youths’ poetry, 
responses to writing prompts, and notetaking during writing, songwriting, and 
music-production workshops. 

Data Analysis
We noted, across data collected and organized in electronic folders, that 23 of 26 
participants referenced contexts of spaces and places in their journal writing, includ-
ing the social and physical setting of Community Music School, and the social and 
geographical setting of the city of Detroit. We therefore conducted a search across 
data sources for references to spaces and places, using an analysis procedure that 
allowed for “attention to the nuances and embedded meanings” (Miles, Huberman, 
& Saldaña, 2014, p. 8). Our coding processes (see Figure 1) involved generating 
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in vivo codes as a first reading—as Saldaña (2016) urged for qualitative research-
ers, an “attuning yourselves to words and phrases” (p. 154). We attended to “the 
direct language of participants as codes rather than researcher-generated words 
and phrases” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 71), identifying 106 in vivo codes associated with 
spaces and places (see Table 2). A second-cycle reading of data involved focused 
coding, in which initial codes were grouped into 46 categories (see Table 3). We 
then collapsed categories in third-cycle coding across four areas: rooted in place and 
hope, re/imagining community, moving within and across place, and people as place. 

As Saldaña (2016) wrote, “in vivo codes . . . provide imagery, symbols, and 
metaphors for rich category, theme, and concept development” (p. 157). In analyz-
ing the codes and categories that comprised the four areas yielded by third-cycle 
coding, we connected our research questions with our theoretical and conceptual 

taBle 2. Examples of First-Cycle Coding

taBle 3. Examples of Second-Cycle Coding

•	“Detroit	love	is	going	to	the	movies	or	skating	the[n]	out	to	eat”
•	“I	don’t	[know]	how	Detroit	would	be”
•	“You	are	going	to	need	resources”	
•	“Living	in	detroit	can	be	wonderful”	
•	“I	would	make	sure	every	school	was	safe”
•	“all	the	Love	surrounding	and	filling	just	believe”
•	“walking	around	seeing	all	these	buildings”
•	“Fall	is	when	family	get	together”
•	“It	[Detroit]	has	special	people	there”
•	“I	would	travel	to	California	and	I	would	come	back	afterwards”
•	“Rise	up	this	morning,	smiled	with	the	rising	sun”
•	“Detroit	Night	n’	day,	it	gets	cold	some	days	/	The	seasons	change”

•	Envisioning	greatness
•	Bettering	schools
•	Moving	within	place
•	Reimagining	community
•	Reviving	school/city	space(s)
•	Delineating	personal	space(s)
•	Aspirations	of	movement	of	mind	and	place
•	Noting	buildings
•	Restoring	buildings
•	Expressing	uncertainty
•	Specifying	seasons
•	Complicating	family/togetherness
•	Expressing	struggle
•	Imagining	community
•	Historicizing	Detroit
•	Persistence	of	the	present
•	Envisioning	equitable	spaces
•	Solace	and/as/of	place
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framing, asking: What characteristics constitute contemporary praisesongs situated 
across particular spaces and places, and what words or phrases did the youth evoke 
in and as envisioning their city? Our critical ethnographic approach focused atten-
tion on how we might critically analyze multiliteracies and musicking practices of 
youth of color toward broadened meanings of an envisioning of equity and justice. 
As an “outcome of coding, categorization, and analytic reflection” (Saldaña, 2016, 
p. 272), in analysis of youths’ words and music, we thus extend and evoke new 
meanings of praisesongs across two themes we identified: constructing tributes to 
youths’ city and youth envisioning strengths in communities.

Authors’ Positionalities
We bring to teaching and learning our previous and present experiences in sec-
ondary English teaching, teacher education, and research with youth and com-
munities of color. Vaughn identifies as a Black man. In considering praisesongs 
and place, he “remember[s] the way Philly soul lingered” on his block growing 
up, “across the jazz songs of Grover Washington Jr. It seemed Temple University’s 
WRTI played him every winter Sunday morning” (Watson, 2000, para. 1). Across 
contexts of 12 years teaching English at a public performing-and-visual-arts high 
school in New York City and his current position on the faculty of a college of 
education in the US Midwest, Vaughn has sought to center lived experiences and 
multiliteracies practices of youth as underscoring a stance-taking as a communi-
ties scholar. Analyzing literacy practices of youth of color—across classrooms and 
communities, in hometowns such as Detroit and Brooklyn, New York—as built 
with youths’ already-present knowledge, identities, and lived experiences thus 
involves a “purposeful situating [that] envisions English teaching and learning as 
all around us” (Watson, 2018), broadening meanings of literacy research, teaching, 
and learning as emerging forms of civic participation.

Alecia, a white woman, began her teaching career in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
as a creative writing instructor in the Words Without Walls program, a creative 
partnership between Chatham University’s MFA program and the Allegheny 
County Jail. Alecia is a poet who graduated with an MFA in poetry from Chatham; 
she continued her teaching career as a secondary teacher of creative writing and 
English in Winston-Salem and Greensboro, North Carolina. Alecia, throughout 
her teaching career, cultivated community-engaged partnerships with university 
professors and well-known artists and poets  in collaborative curriculum and 
instruction within and beyond classrooms. Alecia envisioned and enacted ways 
of teaching and learning that centered youths’ lived experiences, and invited the 
varied ways youth make meaning into the classroom context. Presently, Alecia is a 
doctoral student in teacher education at a college of education in the US Midwest. In 
teaching courses on poetry, disciplinary literacies, and secondary English teaching 
methods, and conducting research on literacies formed by space and place, Alecia 
considers interconnected resonances of teachers and students, and the poetics of 
education. In understanding youths’ literacy practices as situated in space and 
place, Alecia seeks to build with and upon ways youth are already incorporating 
and practicing literacies through composing their own vast worlds. 
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Findings
We contextualize the youths’ multiliteracies as extending meanings of spaces and 
places across two themes: youth constructing tributes to their city and youth envision-
ing strengths in communities. We understand these themes as complementary, yet 
urgently different. The participants’ individual writings express a deep appreciation 
for the past, present, and future renderings of their city, while also inviting consid-
erations of how their city expands notions of strengths within youths’ communities. 

Youth Constructing Tributes to Their City
In their writing journals, participants envisioned possibilities of greatness in their 
city, propelled by their own future contributions of words and music to Detroit 
and also through ways those artistic endeavors might spur and inspire their com-
munity to create civic and political change. Just before the midpoint of a semester, 
teaching artists in Verses organized the youth into musical groups: students who 
had previously named their artistic strengths performed roles as vocalists, lyricists, 
guitarists, keyboardists, or producers, using GarageBand on iPads to create elec-
tronic beats as backdrop for words. Even before performing with a group, Karyn1 
and Autumn wrote journal entries expressing hope for wielding artistic talent 
as a broadened endeavor, as building toward community. Karyn recalled a new 
memory of what might yet be: “Last night, I had a dream. A dream of becoming 
a star. But how.” Autumn similarly wrote, “The city of music live[s] / Motown 
surround sound / make me a Diana Ross / I want to be great.” In this way, Karyn 
and Autumn emboldened considerations of how they might express a dream for 
their individual success, and yet suggested how, like Ross and Motown, they might 
contribute to the sound of their city. 

In “Praise Song for the Day,” Alexander (2009) asserted, “someone is trying 
to make music somewhere, / with a pair of wooden spoons on an oil drum, / with 
cello, boom box, harmonica, voice” (stanza 4). Youth like Karyn or Autumn in this 
way name their hopes as contributions to the community; “someone is trying to 
make music” that Alexander hears as emerging from “somewhere,” compelling 
meanings of what may be shared, of youth contributing to their Detroit commu-
nity. Moreover, the youth participants projected their city toward an anticipated 
global audience by making their songs freely available via an online social-media 
music streaming site. Mariah, for example, wrote in her journal:

This is the setting to which stars are born. Coming up from hard times, and just trying 
to make it through the night. . . . Trying to keep a family together, keeping the under-
aged from leaving the world all too soon. Yes. The Image of my city must be changed. 
We can find the Glory in the life story called Detroit. 

The Verses participants grappled with what it might mean to assert relational stances 
as present and emerging narratives of their city. In pointing to “Glory” as the “life 
story” of her city, Mariah, a young songwriter,  acknowledged and reflected upon 
a complicated adoration, suggesting that a community may grapple with social 
inequalities like racialized poverty, violence, and separation of families, while also 
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extending hope as a call for collective change—praisesong as youth expressing 
love for Detroit.

Arntson (2008) described praisesongs as attending to “the past in character-
izations of, or references to, historical characters. [Praise]songs allude to and, in 
a sense, reshape the personal attributes, deeds, exploits, and circumstances sur-
rounding the origins and lives of” (p. 35) contemporary spaces and places. Nick 
shared a similar understanding in his journal, recalling a history of Detroit learned 
from school texts: “July 24th 1701 Detroit was founded by Antoine de la Mothe 
Cadillac / Yeah, it happened way back.” Extending Arntson’s (2008) framing of 
praisesongs as evoking historical characterizations, Nick namedropped the Cadillac 
surname—which 201 years later, would be known as the luxury carmaker based in 
Detroit (Burden, 2015). In this way, the youth contextualized meanings of colonial 
histories of their city. Writing praisesongs invites what Arntson (2008) understands 
as a “larger-than-life representation of cultural beliefs and ideals” (p. 35). Martin 
underscored this notion in his journal, writing, “Some people call Detroit the city 
of love. / People love Detroit. / People love Michigan.” In this affirming, Martin 
broadened his assertion from “some people” to all “people,” calling upon a larger-
than-life representation of an ideal. By bolstering this love of the city and then the 
state, Martin reified what may be understood as love people have for a particular 
area, extending meanings of space and place. 

Owens, Rossi-Hansberg, and Sarte (2017), contextualizing competing eco-
nomic narratives for revitalizing Detroit, noted that “following several decades of 
decline, the city’s current urban structure is clearly not optimal for its size, with 
a business district immediately surrounded by a ring of largely vacant neighbor-
hoods” (p. 1). As the Detroit Future City (2017) authors wrote, “one of the defining 
features of Detroit is its large stock of single family housing, which makes up 73% 
of the city’s housing. . . . The age of Detroit’s housing stock . . . reflects a period 
of rapid growth during the first half of the 20th century, continuing through the 
1950s” (p. 54). Youth songwriters in Verses constructed possibilities in the physical 
architecture of their city as larger, as encompassing hopes, as adoration of and for 
Detroit. Lauren, for example, wrote in her journal: “Living in detroit can be won-
derful all famous buildings and all the love surrounding and filling just believe.” 
In this way, participants’ songwriting reflected Arntson’s (2008) observation that 
praisesongs evoke and call out “heroic qualities” (p. 33), while, as Tamari (2007) 
notes, “honor[ing] a specific [place]” (p. 78) in how the youth described Detroit.

When asked to write about what actions they would take 10 years from today as 
mayor of their city, the youth sought to assert their role in what might be thought 
of as writing a city’s revival. Sam, specifically, wrote in his journal, “I would try to 
restore buildings.” Mason, more broadly, asserted the bold potential of renewal 
as a stated certainty: 

Detroit would be beautiful again. There wouldn’t be any kids having to walk home from 
school in the midst of charred buildings and gang violence. Nobody would have to see 
drug addicted individuals in the street begging for money. There would be smooth 
streets and neighborhoods full of people. There would be streets filled with the sounds 
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of children playing instead of gunshots. Houses would be for people to live in again. 
There would be plenty of stores and malls to go to instead of having to drive miles 
away. If I were mayor, a simple drive down the street wouldn’t be depressing anymore.

As the Detroit Future City (2017) report indicated, “Detroit has more than 24 
square miles of vacant land, not including the city’s park land. This represents 
more than 120,000 parcels that were once housing or commercial or industrial 
businesses” (p. 71). Youth like Frankie, rendering possibilities in a journal of what 
might be a decade from now, hoped for “beautiful trees big houses and make sure 
kids get to school safely and give the[m] homes.” In imagining and cultivating this 
hope, youth enact what Duncan-Andrade (2009) envisioned as a “building [of] 
critical hope in the person next to us” (p. 192). Youth thus build collectively with 
each other, their communities, and their city by urging others to “just believe” and 
to recognize how they might invite and attain renewal. At a time when, as Detroit 
Future City (2017) indicated, “more than 40% of Detroit residents, and 57% of 
its children under the age of 18, live below the federal poverty line of $24,339 for 
a family of four” (p. 33), Wyn, a young songwriter, wrote specifically of home and 
its varied, urgent meanings. He used “shelter”—a word meaning both place and 
action—to signify something more: “There would be multiple homes for those 
who can’t provide for themselves. They would not be considered homeless because 
they would find peace in the shelter that they would call home.” An envisioned 
shelter of home invites broadened possibilities for people to experience mobility, 
and therefore experience their city in a new way. Hanan wrote, “Detroit would be 
a crime-free zone. The train would still be operating. People would live in peace.” 
Hanan wrote this at a time when, as the Detroit Future City (2017) report noted that 

twenty-five percent of Detroit’s households do not have access to their own vehicle. This 
presents an obvious challenge for their ability to get where they need to go, whether 
it is to a job, school or other necessities. Those who have access to a vehicle face chal-
lenges with the cost of insurance. Detroit’s auto insurance rates are twice that of other 
regional locations. (p. 18)

Also, as Hanan wrote, construction was underway on the QLINE, a 3.3-mile streetcar 
rail line that opened in May 2017, ushering riders down Woodward Avenue, past 
the Detroit Historical Museum and nearby Detroit Institute of Arts; past Comerica 
Park, Little Caesars Arena, and nearby Ford Field—stadiums for the Detroit Tigers, 
Pistons, and Lions, about whom Hanan’s peers, naming themselves the songwriting 
group The Detriots, wrote wistfully in the song “313.”

Mikko, in a journal entry, offered pointedly specific descriptions for the city’s 
renewal, as if narrating a walking tour: “I’d fix the abandoned shopping center 
on grand river, it probably was a really good place before it turned for the worse.” 
Importantly, Mikko, through advocating for his city, examined with criticality what 
needed to improve. One element of praisesongs is a similar stance of critique. As 
Arntson (2008) observed, praisesongs “can criticize and advise others, all in the 
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guise of praise” (p. 33). Moreover, Arntson (2008) noted that “by accepting the 
praise . . . a person takes on a mantle of attributions and expectations. In this way, 
he or she can gather strength and followers. Such praise may function to prepare 
and carry someone into battle or adversity” (p. 33). Verses participants thus con-
ceptualized evolving relationships to their city. Farrell, responding to the prompt, 
“if I could travel anywhere,” tussled with attachments to Detroit:

I can say I don’t want to leave / but I long for an empty street. / I can say I don’t want to 
leave / but I long for the quiet to sleep. / Maybe the plane will land in another place / miles 
from the racket and noise / Or maybe I’ll start here / and jump around with the boys. 

As Compton-Lilly (2014) observed, “the spaces and times in which people act and 
interact, alongside the social relationships that transpire within those contexts, are 
significant considerations for learning” (p. 1). In imagining places to travel to, the 
youth envisioned a journey of spaces and places in and with people who lived in 
their city; as Farrell noted, “or maybe I’ll start here / and jump around with the 
boys,” this journey became a reconceptualization of his relationship to place cre-
ated through people. Above all, as Michal asserted in his writing journal, Detroit 
“has special people there.” Furthermore, as Sam mentioned in a journal entry, 
“The one thing that I would miss is my family and friends.” Hanan added to this 
notion of people as extending meanings of place: “In my heart, I would miss my 
parents. I would definitely miss my lil bro. I would miss Grandma and Grandpa. 
I would miss my close friends.” Similar to Farrell, Holland wrote a journal entry 
that resolved a traveling away from Detroit as also a returning: “I would come 
back cause I would miss my father an my mom and my whole family.” Across their 
journal entries, the youth expressed a simultaneous yearning for where they—and 
Detroit—might go, but also for a return to their city and for building with their 
city through evolving relationships with people and communities.

Youth Envisioning Strengths in Communities 
The youth thus took up praisesongs in their writing journals as a genre to honor 
their city (Tamari, 2007). We note that participants, through this honoring, showed 
a critical awareness of forms of adversity, and within that awareness, meanings of 
resilience arose from the enduring love of place. Sam upheld Detroit in a journal 
entry, writing, “lovely it is / a city of love that never / I mean never gives up.” Even 
at a time when General Motors had relocated the global headquarters of its Cadillac 
brand to New York City (Burden, 2015), Sam recognized and respected positive 
attributes of perseverance in the city, taking a stance similar to that of Elizabeth 
Alexander (2009), whose “Praise Song for the Day” is permeated with the notion of 
struggle but punctuated with a question of positivity: “What if the mightiest word 
is love?” (stanza 12). Sam, through this journal writing, denoted an understanding 
that there are obstacles the city has been impelled to drive against, emboldening 
the push to “never give up.” Praisesongs are rooted in this notion of discerning 
and understanding. According to Arntson (2008), the praisesong is a way to “re-
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mind [listeners] of past times and of other occasions for praise singing” (p. 33). 
To effectively honor something held dear, the youth needed to revisit past times 
of their city, and to take an expansive view toward building a critical awareness. 

Engaging in fostering an enduring love for place reveals and expands spaces 
that allow people to be participants in an optimistic endeavor. In journal entries, 
youth of color reconceptualized Detroit through not only critique, but also hope. 
By criticizing Detroit, they were asserting expectations for the city. In praisesongs, 
critique serves as a call to action, a way, as Arntson (2008) argued, to “gather strength 
and followers” (p. 33). In their journal entries, participants moreover embraced 
struggle to see the city in its comprehensive and ongoing formation in order to 
envision the greatness within it. In the rest of his journal entry, Sam owned the 
perceptions of the city and evoked its transformative power: “You may think it’s 
done But / the light burns on whether you like it or not hope.” Sam accepted and 
confirmed that while someone who does not know their city might think the 
struggle was too much, Detroit would continue to push past assumptions; as Sam 
put it, “the light burns.” Alexander (2009) also pointed to the motif of light in her 
poem: “love that casts a widening pool of light” (stanza 13). More specifically, 
“widening pool” and “burns” evoke an engulfing growth of light. In considering 
Detroit, the youth defined and redefined layered meanings and affective evocations 
of “light” within their journal entries. 

Hanan at first visualized the city in a duality—“Detroit, night N’ day, / it gets 
dark N’ light”—positioning it as encompassing both the “darkness” and “light,” 
symbols of the negative and positive perceptions of the city. In the next part of 
the entry, Hanan invited images to promote the light: “like a lightbulb / changing 
from dim to bright / It’s like a music temple, / but guess what, its out of sight. 
/ Its like a diamond.” Detroit as light is always there; the ability to see the light 
is dependent on whether and how others choose to see it. Importantly, Hanan 
drew upon the image of a lightbulb or something that could be switched on or 
off by someone else, calling for a conscious shift to not only become aware of the 
light, but also work in ways that grow the light. Similarly, Alexander (2009), in 
the last line of “Praise Song for the Day,” urges a call to action as well as nod to 
the endurance of never giving up: “praise song for walking forward in that light” 
(stanza 15). Alexander’s use of “that” conjured a particularity of the kind of light 
acknowledged and chosen as an envisioning for the future. Using an image that 
embodied the hope and brightness of light, Marissa, in a journal entry, furthered 
this idea of triumph as more than resilience: “Motivational ashes / we come from 
the dirt / hopeful diamonds in the rough / Once upon a time / a city filled with 
pride died / rebirth in the wake.” Marissa remade the social and geographic space 
of her hometown by countering deficit views and employing the contradictions 
of “motivational” and “ashes” to promote a much more complex understanding 
of Detroit. Her mention of “ashes” invoked the five days in July in 1967, of “43 
deaths, hundreds of injuries, almost seventeen hundred fires, and over seven 
thousand arrests” (Detroit Historical Society, 2018, para. 1) as part of a rebellion 
against police violence. As a Free Press columnist observed, in an underscoring of 

e297-319-May19-RTE.indd   314 6/3/19   10:43 AM



Watson and Beymer              Praisesongs of Place 315

praisesongs as moments we write, of events past and perhaps to come, “The legacy 
of the unrest is that it changed people, empowered people, defined how they would 
live their lives” (Riley, 2017, para. 20). Marissa emphasized how with and through 
such practices, a community may emerge with hope.

In the image of “hopeful diamonds in the rough,” Marissa conveyed a trans-
formation into something considered rich and elegant, produced out of struggle, 
a roughness associated with commonplace meanings and everyday, popularized 
narratives of place. Moreover, she evoked characteristics of praisesongs, situating 
lyrics in the promise of her city. Marissa extended notions of a praisesong as em-
boldening the ideal in order to rebuild. Both she and Hanan attributed value to 
their city by comparing it to a diamond. Eliciting a similar image of glittering to 
reposition the notion of hope, Alexander (2009) professed that “in today’s sharp 
sparkle, this winter air, /anything can be made, any sentence begun” (stanza 14). 
Layered images of diamond and sparkle gesture toward connotations of hope and 
positivity associated with notions of light. 

The youth of Verses continued this tradition by embedding views of hope 
within their texts. The praisesong, furthermore, is meant to offer enough praise to 
“carry someone into battle or adversity” (Arntson, 2008, p. 33). Quince, in a journal 
entry, used an image of light: “Liking what I do is happiness and sweeping ashes and 
dust, people glowing in the dark and rising to the stars.” Quince decided to push 
the adversity away, or “sweep the ashes and dust,” and evoked another image of 
light, “stars,” continuing the theme of light reinforcing the encouragement offered 
through praisesongs. Youth insisted on acknowledgment of critique and praise 
toward their city. One tenet of the praisesong is the acquiring of the endeavor, as 
Arntson (2008) observed: “By accepting the praise . . . a person takes on a mantle 
of attributions and expectations” (p. 33). By participating in the construction, 
envisioning, and enactment of the praisesong, youth called not just upon their city 
but also people in their city to accept expectations of moving forward; therefore, 
they also called on themselves to not only provide a vision, but carry out a quest 
to generate, define, and redefine the light they each saw in diamonds, stars, and 
light bulbs that blink—or blanket—their city. 

Implications for Research, Teaching, and Teacher Education
Our findings that in words and music, youth construct tributes to their cities and 
envision strengths in communities, hold interest for English teachers and literacy 
researchers  designing curriculum and teaching practices that extend the possibilities 
of youths’ layered understandings of schools and communities. We maintain that 
the youth of Verses compel collaborators in the educational lives of young people 
to consider the complex ways in which youth enacting multiliteracies involving 
songwriting reimagine bounded notions of spaces and places. We examined how 
participants in our inquiry extended meanings of the local to render multiple un-
derstandings of literacies. Literacy researchers have recently turned to the urgent 
“interconnectedness” of space, place, and time (Compton-Lilly, 2014, p. 3; see also 
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Muth, 2016). While our data analysis rendered meanings of youth building upon 
three specific contexts of space and place, we recommend further literacy research 
considering multiliteracies of youth across varied contexts such as community-
engaged organizations, and considering the interplay of space and place.

In attending to space and place in our inquiry, we reposition the ways edu-
cators may acknowledge and build on youths’ meaning-making processes and 
renderings of expertise, in and beyond classrooms. Educators may invite youth 
to call upon already-present multiliteracies as ways of reconstructing schooling 
spaces toward more engaging curriculum and instruction as a stance-taking to-
ward equity (Watson, 2018). We recommend that teachers design participatory 
opportunities for youth across school communities to engage in standards-aligned 
tasks in argumentative writing, as well as reading of informational texts having 
to do with youths’ communities, that build on themes presented by the youth in 
our study. We call upon educators to envision varied meanings of communities, 
place, and sanctioned academic knowledges as interwoven, which may support 
emboldened opportunities for youth to develop and enrich already-present lit-
eracies. In particular, we assert that writing prompts should invite youths’ lived 
experiences and understandings of place as a starting point in involving youths’ 
expertise and literacies within school contexts and across curriculum. We further-
more ask how educators may (re)design literacy practices to extend what Johnson 
(2015) understands as “place pedagogies” in ways “attentive to the needs and 
consider[ing] the complex identities” of youth of color (p. 917). Moreover, we are 
interested in how the conceptual interplay of praisesongs offered new framings 
for how the youth of Verses interpreted and created their sense of space and place. 
In particular, praisesongs became an enactment of critical hope, and an urging of 
political possibilities. Across this inquiry, we consider the varied ways youth envi-
sion meanings of civic engagement, and how, through songwriting,  they assert 
their understandings toward future enactments of what it means to be a citizen 
(Hess, Watson, & Deroo, 2019).

We encourage literacy researchers to recognize how youth develop literacies 
across spaces and places, remaking contexts as justice-oriented environments 
(Kinloch, 2005). We urge literacy researchers to consider exploring the ways youth 
expand notions of what literacy is, and how youth literacies are taken up and 
extended. Such work builds on analysis of the interplay of identity construction 
across historicizing and contemporary literacies. We further call for teachers and 
literacy researchers to consider participatory and community-oriented approaches 
that build upon diverse experiences and contexts of youth writing about space and 
place. Specifically, community-engaged collaborations offer possibilities for youth 
to construct identities as meaning-making by evoking praise and critique of their 
city. Youth in Verses thus put envisionings of their city into action by writing and 
sharing songs, galvanizing what Winn (Fisher, 2007) described as acts of reciproc-
ity—praisesongs as emboldened meanings of space and place. 

e297-319-May19-RTE.indd   316 6/3/19   10:43 AM



Watson and Beymer              Praisesongs of Place 317

Note

1. Youth names are pseudonyms.
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