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Matt Bethea participated in 
Professor Don Sawyer’s hip-hop 
program at Wilbur Cross High 
School, New Haven. 
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he first time Don Sawyer walked into a classroom at 
Wilbur Cross High School in New Haven, he faced 25 
black and Latino young men, who were, according to 
administrators, some of the most troubled students 
there. 

He didn’t say his name or mention that he was an 
assistant professor of sociology at Quinnipiac.  
Instead, he broke into a spoken-word piece. 

“The kids probably thought, ‘Look at this old dude 
spitting verses,’” recalled Sawyer with a laugh. But the 
lively and loud crowd quieted and turned their focus 
in his direction.

Sawyer asked, “How many of you are writers?” Silence. 
“How many of you are rappers or MCs?” Hands soared into the air. 
“How do you create lyrics if you don’t write?” 
That began the first lesson of Sawyer’s hip-hop advisory program at 

Wilbur Cross, where students most at risk of dropping out spend one 
afternoon a week creating and performing, or “spitting verses.”

“We connected on that first day because, in part, there wasn’t any 
judgment. It was about respecting their humanity,” said Sawyer, who 
has run the program for four years. Through lyrics, the young men 
shared their personal experiences, often describing a world of poverty, 
broken homes and violence—sources of their troubles—as well as their 
hopes and dreams.

Matt Bethea of New Haven learned a lot about his classmates that he 
would never have known if he weren’t in Sawyer’s class. 

“When they rapped, we felt their story,” Bethea said. “We knew 
where they were coming from. It gave us a reason to want to go to 
school.” 

Sawyer helped them take the first step on a journey that would lead 
them into the classroom and for most, onto a graduation platform. 

“My goal is to get students to re-engage,” explained Sawyer, who has 
researched hip-hop in education and efforts to stop the “school-to-pris-
on pipeline.” While not all of the participants in class graduated, some 
turned Fs into passing grades. 

“These are some of the most resilient students you’ll ever meet be-
cause they are surviving despite the harsh conditions,” Sawyer said. 
“They may not be the best students, but if they find it in them to walk 
past all of their other friends who aren’t going to school to be here, you 
have a responsibility to do whatever you can to reach that kid.” 

His program’s success supports the idea that, between novels and 
textbooks, hip-hop —the music and the overall culture—has a place in 
the classroom, particularly for underserved young people. 

It’s about using the message, the medium and its techniques to meet 
students where they are, Sawyer said.

Marc Lamont Hill, an award-winning journalist and academic who 
spoke about diversity in education at Quinnipiac in March, has pro-
posed using some of the practices of hip-hop in the classroom. For ex-
ample, the hip-hop battle or cypher—a freestyle rap competition of lyr-
ics—could encourage educators to re-examine how they think about 
helping students to make persuasive arguments in class, or classroom 
participation in general. “Hip-hop can inform education in bigger ways 
than we imagine,” Hill said in a 2015 interview. 

Sawyer has taken the high school students to academic conferences 

to present, as well as to rap competitions in New York City, and they’ve 
excelled in both arenas. Sawyer also brought students to campus multi-
ple times. Students visited his Sociology of Hip-Hop class in fall 2015; 
Bethea was a guest performer. 

The visit was educational for many of the Quinnipiac students who 
come from hometowns that may not be diverse, and who may have as-
sumptions about young people in urban areas, such as New Haven. 
“Then they meet these students who can carry on a conversation about 
any topic, and it starts to break down walls,” Sawyer said. 

Asia Skyers, a senior political science major in Sawyer’s QU class, 
said studying hip-hop culture—which includes rapping, DJ-ing, danc-
ing and grafitti (writing and art)—is a nonconventional way to learn 
about serious issues. As someone coming from a suburban back-
ground, hearing the students’ lyrics was eye-opening, she said. 

“These aren’t just words that people are saying. There are experienc-
es that created these lyrics,” said Skyers, who is black. “People are say-
ing them because that is their pain.”

Analyzing rap songs, she has learned to appreciate the plight of  
people who, because of their class or race, aren’t heard. Skyers, who 
plans to be a lawyer, said it would help her professionally. 

“Learning about the sociology of hip-hop gave me a deeper under-
standing of the socio-political factors that have a direct and indirect 
impact on society as a whole, and I want to use that knowledge to 
make a change in my community through practicing law,” she said. 

Skyers and her QU peers were impressed by the high school  
students, particularly Matt Bethea. “This young man had such a high 
level of intellect and understanding of the world. To see him put to-
gether those lyrics, it was a beautiful thing.”

The students’ reactions were a highpoint for Bethea, who at that 
time, had never been in a college class. “I was like, whoa, how do you 
know who I am?” he said. “It was a really humbling experience.” 

Bethea writes about his challenges: losing his father at 7, grappling 
with homelessness while in school, and losing his mother shortly after 
graduation. He’s now 22 and in the fall became a first-time father fo-
cused on making a living.  

Sawyer plans to work with Bethea to write a paper about hip-hop in 
education for submission to an academic publication. 

“He’s had some ups and downs, but he’s a resilient guy,” said Sawyer. 
“He’s an unbelievably talented writer.” 

Sawyer makes sure to let the students know that their experiences 
don’t necessarily determine where they will end up.

“My program was all about connect-
ing with, challenging, supporting and 
loving the students who at times in 
school seem like they existed in a 
space beyond love’s reach.”  
—Professor Don Sawyer
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Sawyer understands the power of hip-hop. He and the genre came of 
age together in New York City during the 1970s. The lyrics in early rap 
songs by artists such as KRS-One inspired him to find out about his-
torical events, particularly those that affected the black community.

“In school you always learned about Rosa Parks and Martin Luther 
King,” he said. “Through this music you heard songs of protest. We 
found out about Marcus Garvey, we found out about Malcolm X.” 

By the time Sawyer was a teen in the late ’80s, hip-hop had hit its 
golden age. It also was the height of the crack epidemic in crime-infest-
ed New York City, and hip-hop music carried the stories of people 
struggling to survive. Inspired by rap pioneers, such as Doug E. Fresh, 
Rob Base and DJ E-Z Rock, who were from his Harlem neighborhood, 
Sawyer joined a rap group, KDL Posse, and found his voice.  

“You’re dealing with people living in a marginalized space. Our voic-
es were silenced. Hip-hop gave us a way to express ourselves, and it 
kept me out of trouble,” said Sawyer, who grew up in a housing project 
in Harlem. That fact endeared him even more to the Wilbur Cross stu-

dents, who toured his neighborhood while attending a conference. He 
also found focus in martial arts, with the help of his teacher, Dave 
Thomas, who was a founder of the legendary rap group, The Crash 
Crew.  Sawyer emphasized that hip-hop alone is not a magic bullet. 

“Some people think if you bring rap into the schools, all problems 
will go away,” he explained. “My program was all about connecting 
with, challenging, supporting and loving the students who at times in 
school seem like they existed in a space beyond love’s reach.”

It is one of many interventions aimed at meeting the needs of stu-
dents. Sawyer continues to work individually with young male students 
at Wilbur Cross, who regard him as a mentor. He recalled during the 
first year asking one student, “How was your week?”

“Why?” the student responded, confused that an adult would take 
interest in him.

“I’m trying to figure out how you’re doing.”  
“Why do you care about what’s going on?” the student replied. 
Sawyer responded, “Because it matters.”
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Don Sawyer, left, assistant professor 
of sociology, talks with Matt Bethea, 
a former student he mentored in his 
hip-hop advisory program at Wilbur 
Cross High School. 
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