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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

SOCIAL SUCCESS SKILLS:  

BLACK MALE HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS' PERSPECTIVES ON  

THEIR MEDIA EXPERIENCES AND SUCCESS 

 

 

 

Darnel Degand 

 

 

This dissertation’s purpose was to better understand how messages received 

through different cultural mediums influences the development of social success skills. 

Black male students were chosen as the focal participants for this year-long study 

because they are included among the groups whose social success skills development are 

thought to be disproportionately negatively affected by media and stereotypes that are 

present in our society. On average, non-Whites and individuals from low income families 

seldom realize the same levels of economic, professional and academic success Whites 

and individuals from higher income neighborhoods are likely to achieve. 

The stereotypes present in our society and reinforced by media include beliefs 

about varying skills, traits and levels of success students from different cultural groups 



 

 

are expected to display. As a result, an increasing number of individuals are 

acknowledging and researching multiple ways that various forms of media influence the 

societies and cultures in which children live. I am particularly interested in collecting 

information that will be beneficial to socially conscious media producers with prosocial 

product development goals. 

When considered from a sociocultural perspective, the mediated lives of youth 

can be better understood by learning about the social processes present in the 

environments in which they partake in their media experiences. I used a 

phenomenological research approach to develop an understanding of the social processes 

that occur during each experience. Semi-structured interviews, focus group sessions, and 

observations were the data collection methods used to better understand the personal 

experiences of each participant.   

This study’s results generated two theories and a set of guidelines. Social Success 

Mediation Theory states that the ideas formed about social success are mediated by the 

social role models, social success narratives and the social communities associated with 

an individual’s media experiences and social experiences. Mediated Production Activity 

Theory hypothesizes that the social context surrounding the development and 

experiencing of media products requires the use of various tools for intrapersonal 

processing, interpersonal communication and broadcast communication. Lastly, this 

study introduces Culturally Relevant Media Production, a set of criteria socially 

conscious media producers can use to produce effective instructional entertainment 

content.  
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective 

“knowing”; and the more affects we allow to speak about 

one thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we can use to 

observe one thing, the more complete will our “concept” of 

this thing, our “objectivity,” be. 

- Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche 

 

 

 Perspectives are powerful tools for change. The slightest shift in perspective may 

alter an entire experience. An ancient story can be given new life when told from a 

different point of view. Similarly, a car owner who always drives has a very different 

experience when she or he switch seats to become the passenger, especially in her or his 

own vehicle. Perspectives also have the ability to educate when their potential is 

appreciated, accepted, understood and applied. They can challenge standards, provide 

new ideas, offer solutions and reveal additional details. With this in mind, multiple 

perspectives powered this dissertation about the various social aspects present in the 

media experiences of two Black male high students. 

 I begin with a broad introductory view of the United States of America (U.S.A.) 

and the achievement gaps that exist in its society. I then shift the perspective of this view 

several times to better understand how stereotypes, cultures, media, social success skills 

and teaching methods influence these achievement gaps. Next, I zoom in from the initial 

broad overall look at the U.S.A. to introduce the home lives of the study’s focal 

participant’s, Mathieu DuBois and Namir Toussaint. Then, I step back to look at urban 

New York City and the suburban areas surrounding it within New York State. The 
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perspective on these geographical areas include brief introductions to the Haitian-

American cultural communities the boys grew up in, socioeconomic details about their 

respective areas and average household income comparisons for the various racial groups 

in their region. Afterwards, the lens zooms in to explore my participant’s neighborhoods. 

However, the focus changes as the view flips to provide the participants’ perspectives on 

social success skills and media. This youth perspective includes responses from my 

participants as well as additional voices from other teenagers in their generation, the 

Internet Generation. My perspectives as a phenomenologist and a media producer are 

also included, as are statements from the producers of some of my participants’ media 

products. 

Problem 

 On average, non-Whites and individuals from low income families are under-

performing in various areas of American society (Chertavian, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 

1995a; Rothstein, 2004). Individuals from these groups seldom realize the same levels of 

economic, professional and academic success Whites and individuals from higher income 

neighborhoods are likely to achieve (Chertavian, 2012; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997). 

This problem has significantly worsened over the past several decades with racial income 

differences quadrupling between 1984 and 2007 (Shapiro, Meschede, & Sullivan, 2010). 

If this does not change, the groups with the least amount of income will continue to see a 

decrease in their opportunities for building the wealth that is necessary for sustainability 

in today’s society. 
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Financial Wealth: Economic Success 

 The Survey of Income Program and Participation panel has been officially 

comparing average household wealth for various ethnic groups in the country since 1984 

(United States Census Bureau, 2006) and it was recently revealed that the differences 

between the average net worth of the wealthiest groups and the average net worth of 

those with the least amount of wealth was at its greatest. In 2009, the average White 

household (not including Hispanics) had a wealth value that was, on average, 20 times 

greater than the average Black household (not including Hispanics), 18 times greater than 

the average Hispanic household wealth and 1.5 times greater than the average Asian 

household (Taylor, Kochhar, Fry, Velasco, & Motel, 2011). However, a closer look at the 

change in average Asian household wealth between 2005 and 2009 reveals that they took 

a significant loss between those years. In 2005, the average Asian household was the 

wealthiest out of all groups, including Whites, with each valued at $168,103 and 

$134,992, respectively. Yet, the average Asian household was no longer the wealthiest in 

2009 because they had lost over half of their wealth (- $90,037) and was then worth 

$78,066. The average White household lost much less wealth (16%). A closer look at 

other ethnic groups revealed that: 

… the typical black household had just $5,677 in wealth 

(assets minus debts) in 2009; the typical Hispanic 

household had $6,325 in wealth; and the typical white 

household had $113,149. 

 

Moreover, about a third of black (35%) and Hispanic (31%) 

households had zero or negative net worth in 2009, 

compared with 15% of white households.  In 2005, the 

comparable shares had been 29% for blacks, 23% for 

Hispanics and 11% for whites.   

(Taylor, Kochhar, Fry, Velasco, & Motel, 2011, p. 1) 
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Average Household Wealth by Race/Ethnicity 

Ethnicity 2005 2009  Change % Change 

Asians $168,103 $78,066 -$90,037 -54% 
Blacks $12,124 $5,677 -$6,447 -53% 
Hispanics $18,359 $6,325 -$12,034 -66% 
Whites $134,992 $113,149 -$21,843 -16% 
Table 1: Average Household Wealth by Race/Ethnicity 

 

Senior Executives: Professional Success 

 One measure of professional success comes in the form of management job titles 

and the prestige, privilege and higher salaries that accompany it. Managers’ high incomes 

provide them with more wealth building opportunities than non-managers. However, the 

racial breakdown of corporate managers does not reflect the racial breakdown of all 

employed Americans. In 2010, the U.S.A. workforce was 5.5% Asian, 13.7% Black, 

13.3% Hispanic and 65.7% White (EEOC, 2010). The U. S. Census Bureau’s (2013) 

estimates show that these numbers closely reflect the 2011 American racial population’s 

breakdown of 63.4% White (not Hispanic), 16.7% Hispanic, 13.1% Black, 5.0% Asian, 

$0

$20,000

$40,000

$60,000

$80,000

$100,000

$120,000

$140,000

$160,000

$180,000

Asians Blacks Hispanics Whites

2005

2009

Chart 1: Average Household Wealth by Race/Ethnicity 
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1.2% American Indian / Alaskan Native and 0.2% Native Hawaiian / other Pacific 

Islander (USA People Quick Facts section).  

 

Chart 2: American Racial/Ethnic Population (2010) 

Yet, In 2010 Whites (includes Hispanics) held 83.6% of all corporate management 

positions while 8.4% were held by Blacks, 7.5% were held by Hispanics and 6.1% were 

held by Asians (Catalyst, 2010, People of Color in Management section). The lack of 

diversity was even more apparent amongst those who held the top position within the 

highest ranking corporations in the United States. The racial breakdown for all Fortune 

500 Chief Executive Officers was 95.8% White, 1.8% Asian, 1.2% Hispanic and 0.8% 

Black (Burns, Barton, & Kerby, 2012).  

Asian

Black

Hispanic

White

5.0 % 

13.1 % 

16.7 % 
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Chart 3: Corporate Managers Racial/Ethnic Population (2010) 

 

 

Chart 4: Fortune 500 Chief Executive Officers Racial/Ethnic Population (2010) 

 

Racial/Ethnic Percentages across several groups (2010) 

Ethicity Total population Labor force Management C.E.O. 

Asian 5.0% 5.5% 6.1% 1.8% 
Black 13.1% 13.7% 8.4% 0.8% 
Hispanic 16.7% 13.3% 7.5% 1.2% 
White 63.4% 65.7% 83.6% 95.8% 

 

Table 2: Racial/Ethnic Percentages across several groups (2010) 
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6.1 % 
8.4 
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Black
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University Degrees: Academic Success 

 The percentage of degrees conferred to all 2010 graduates of various ethnicities 

did not reflect the U. S. population’s racial percentages. Although data from the U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2012) revealed that 

there was a slight increase in the percentages of degrees allocated to Blacks, Hispanics 

and American Indian / Alaskan Natives between the 1999 - 2000 and 2009 – 2010 

academic terms, Whites and Asians continued to receive a disproportionately higher 

percentage of bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees. 

 

Chart 5:  Bachelor's degrees conferred by Race/Ethnicity (2010) 

 

 

Bachelor's degrees  1999-00   2009-10   Change % change 

total population 1,198,809 100.0% 1,602,480 100.0% 403,671 33.7% 

Amerindian/Alaskan Native 8,719 0.7% 12,399 0.8% 3,680 42.2% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 77,912 6.5% 117,422 7.3% 39,510 -0.2% 
Black 108,013 9.0% 164,844 10.3% 56,831 5.8% 
Hispanic 75,059 6.3% 140,316 8.8% 65,257 8.7% 
White 929,106 77.5% 1,167,499 72.9% 238,393 4.4% 

 

Table 3: Bachelor's degrees conferred (1999-2010) 

  

asian/pacific islander

black

hispanic

white

amerindian/alaska native

0.8 % 7.3 % 

10.3 % 

8.8 % 

72.9 % 
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Chart 6: 2010 Master's degrees conferred by race 

 

Master's degrees  1999-00   2009-10   change % change 

total population 406,761 100.0% 611,693 100.0% 204,932 50.4% 

Amerindian/Alaskan Native 2,263 0.6% 3,960 0.6% 1,697 75.0% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 23,538 5.8% 42,072 6.9% 18,534 -0.2% 
Black 36,595 9.0% 76,458 12.5% 39,863 5.8% 
Hispanic 19,384 4.8% 43,535 7.1% 24,151 8.7% 
White 324,981 79.9% 445,038 72.8% 120,057 4.4% 

 

Table 4: Master's degrees conferred by race (1999-2010) 

 

 

 
Chart 7: 2010 Doctoral degree's conferred by race 

asian/pacific islander

black

hispanic

white

amerindian/alaska native

0.6 % 
6.9 % 

12.5 % 

7.1 % 

72.8 % 

asian/pacific islander

black

hispanic

white

amerindian/alaska native

0.7 % 

74.3 % 

11.8 % 

7.4 % 

5.8 % 
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Doctor's degrees  1999-00   2009-10   change % change 

total population 106,494 100.0% 140,505 100.0% 34,011 31.9% 

Amerindian/Alaskan Native 707 0.7% 952 0.7% 245 34.7% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 10,684 10.0% 16,625 11.8% 5,941 -0.2% 
Black 7,080 6.6% 10,417 7.4% 3,337 5.8% 
Hispanic 5,039 4.7% 8,085 5.8% 3,046 8.7% 
White 82,984 77.9% 104,426 74.3% 21,442 4.4% 

 

Table 5: Doctoral degrees conferred by race (1999-2010)  

Inequality 

 All ethnicities experienced wealth loss because of the Great Recession that 

occurred between December 2007 and June 2009 (Taylor, Kochhar, Fry, Velasco, & 

Motel, 2011). Wealth losses were also experienced by all groups because of a nearly 31% 

drop in the value of homes across America in the first quarter of 2009 (Taylor, Kochhar, 

Fry, Velasco, & Motel, 2011). Although all United States households, on average, 

experienced an overall loss in wealth and income, non-Whites were more affected than 

Whites. The Great Recession was also responsible for job losses across all ethnicities; 

however non-Whites experienced this phenomenon more severely as well: 

One feature of economic downturns is that minorities tend 

to experience greater increases in unemployment. The 

Great Recession is no exception. Job losses were higher for 

Hispanic and black workers than for whites. The Hispanic 

unemployment rate (nonseasonally adjusted) increased 

from 5.9% in the fourth quarter of 2007 to 12.6% in the 

fourth quarter of 2009. The black unemployment rate 

increased from 8.6% to 15.6%. The increase in the 

unemployment rate for whites was much less, from 3.7% to 

8.0%. (Taylor, Kochhar, Fry, Velasco, & Motel, 2011, p. 

12) 

 

Additionally, losses in income make it more difficult to attain a college degree. Rising 

college tuitions become increasingly less affordable for groups with decreasing 

household incomes. The upward direction of college tuitions can only be managed by 



10 

 

 

 

households who also realize a rise in their own incomes. 

 The various forms of income, wealth, professional and academic inequality are 

influenced by racist aspects of social life within our society. One reason why Blacks and 

Hispanics are not achieving their full potential is because they are restricted from 

accessing several important and specific opportunities that Whites and Asians have 

access to. Rice (2009) elaborates on this: 

Every senior leader would say they would not be where 

they are today if they had not gotten a [step by step career 

roadmap, coaching and mentoring, hard and soft skill 

development, door-opening relationships and a high-

performing peer community], but remarkably these key 

ingredients are not taught in even the best schools. Instead 

they are passed down through informal channels to which 

minorities still have more limited access. As a result, too 

many African-Americans who overcome a challenging 

home environment and troubled K-12 education system to 

attend college are not achieving their full career potential. 

(para. 10) 

 

 Step by step career roadmaps that include detailed directions, instructions and/or 

guidelines for interested individuals can only be provided by those who have the desired 

experience. Those who have reached the level of Chief Executive Officer in a large 

company, achieved full tenured professorship status, attained an academic terminal 

degree, or successfully reached any other equivalent ultimate end goal for themselves, 

would be the best candidates to provide mentoring to those who wish to achieve those 

same specific goals. However, not all ethnic groups have the same number of members 

achieving certain specific goals. As a result, not all ethnicities have the same amount of 

direct access to these career related resources. This form of ethnically-similar mentoring 

is important because positive real world examples can help counter the negative messages 

aspirants receive from negative media minority stereotypes. 
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Media Stereotypes 

 Wealth, income, professional and academic inequalities are further perpetuated by 

stereotypes found in the media. Media plays a role in teaching and perpetuating the 

harmful cultural stereotypes present in our society (Bogle, 2001; Brown, 2001; Fisch, 

2004; Lehman, 2007; Strömberg, 2003). When minority students consistently see 

members from their community represented as individuals who constantly underperform 

when compared to the middle class White majority, this can lead them to assume that 

these represented realities are the norm.  

 Policies are in place prohibiting the inclusion of violent, sexually explicit and 

other harmful content in children’s media but more research is needed to help producers 

better understand how media can support positive social identity development in children. 

The stereotypes present in our society and reinforced by media include beliefs about 

varying skills, traits and levels of success students from different cultural groups are 

expected to display. The negative assumptions and beliefs media producers have about 

minority groups in our society negatively influences the media they create and has the 

potential to negatively influence the identity development of all young children 

consuming their media as well. The young children from the groups who are unfairly 

stereotyped might internalize the negative messages and believe them to be true about 

themselves. Additionally, young White children exposed to these negative and limited 

representations of non-Whites might grow up to believe these stereotypes. 

 As a result, an increasing number of media producers, scholars and researchers 

are acknowledging and researching multiple ways that various forms of media influence 

the societies and cultures in which American children grow and develop (Calvert, 2004; 
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Fisch, 2004; Hill & Vasudevan, 2008; Jordan, 2008; Kirkorian, Wartella & Anderson, 

2008; Montgomery, 2000). Today’s new forms of digital media, such as video games, 

computers and cellular phones, are easily accessible and their interactive features “are 

likely to have a more profound impact on how children grow and learn, what they value 

and ultimately who they become than any medium that has come before” (Montgomery, 

2001, pg. 635).  Non-digital forms of older media, such as television, novels, radio, 

magazines and comic books, continue to be major influences in children’s lives as well 

(Ashcraft, 2009; Cherland, 2008; Fisch, 2004; Koss & Teale, 2009). However, much of 

this research does not include the voices of the young children consuming the media. 

What each media experience means to each individual child and their beliefs about how 

their identities are influenced should be acknowledged. I believe that young students’ 

personal perspectives can inform producers and educators on what they should be aware 

of when attempting to create and make use of media designed to influence positive 

development in young consumers. Staples (2008) writes “Grasping students’ ways of 

understanding is crucial because they provide points of entry to students motivation and 

authentic recommendations for teacher practice.” (p. 57) Motivation is important to 

media producers of educational entertainment content because it often determines the 

success of their products. 

Rationale for this study 

Multicultural Awareness 

 The importance of developing a multicultural awareness of how various cultures 

are portrayed and affected by different media is being increasingly discussed (Calvert, 

2004; Jordan, 2008; Kirkorian, Wartella & Anderson, 2008; Montgomery, 2000). On 
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average, the differences found between the positive and negative identities individuals 

from different cultural groups construct of themselves has been found to be influenced by 

the unbalanced representation of different cultures within various forms of media content 

(Berry & Asamen, 2002; Dorfman & Schiraldi, 2001; Stack & Kelly, 2006). The content 

media consumers ingest include characters of different cultures interacting in numerous 

social situations. Social narratives, the interactions between these characters and the 

different roles they play in each social situation, serve as models of behaviors that 

children can learn from (Vikaros & Degand, 2010).  

 Nevertheless, I am not arguing that media consumers are helpless victims easily 

influenced by media content. Each individual brings her or his own personal concerns, 

dispositions, personalities and past experiences that can also influence how they actively 

process media content. However, the possibility that each person might identify with 

certain characters better than others because of perceived physical and cultural 

similarities is still likely (Taylor, 2003; Wilson, 2008). The identities children construct 

for themselves, their peers and others in their immediate environment are influenced by 

the social narratives they observe in media content. When certain cultural groups, such as 

African American males, are consistently negatively portrayed, this causes the potential 

for viewers both within and outside of that negatively portrayed cultural group to develop 

negative thoughts about that specific group’s identity (Dorfman & Schiraldi, 2001). 

Reducing individuals in a racial group (that includes members who live in an extremely 

wide range of sociocultural contexts) to a limiting set of characteristics raises the 

question “Who is allowed variation on their identity?”  We need to explore why and how 

minorities are portrayed with limiting definitions of what is considered “normal” for each 
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of their groups while the White majority is allowed a wide variety of identities that are all 

considered “normal” representations across various media texts. 

Teacher Expectations 

 Likewise, differences between average academic achievement levels for 

individuals from various cultural groups are influenced by the levels of expectations 

some teachers have for students from different cultural groups (McDermott, Goldman, & 

Varenne, 2006; Rothstein, 2004). Research has shown that negative stereotypes 

perpetuated about African American males influence educational settings where some 

teachers describe their African American male students’ learning abilities as 

“undesirable, intolerable, [and] far from ideal” (Youdell, 2003, p 18.). Instead of viewing 

African American students as children ready to learn, these teachers see them as 

“delinquents” that should be prevented from mischief (Wald & Losen, 2003). These 

negative perceptions are influenced by broader discourses about young people, in 

particular African American males, who are routinely depicted through pathologizing 

lenses in media contexts.  

 The influences of media on the beliefs and actions of educators is important to 

this study because I am particularly interested in collecting information that will be 

beneficial to media producers who are especially interested in producing educational 

entertainment content that can be used inside and/or outside of the classroom. Vasudevan 

and Hill (2008) write “As young people continue to create and disseminate their media, 

the media landscape changes. As young people develop their facility with new 

technologies, geographies, and communicative modes, so too must their spaces of 

education grow and expand to accommodate this evolution.” (p. 5). With this in mind I 
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believe that although media producers do not teach students in traditional classrooms they 

can also be thought of as educators and they should be aware of any negative 

assumptions they might have about various cultural groups. Additionally, there are 

instances when the media producers do not develop the educational content that will be 

included in their products and instead look to traditional educators as subject matter 

experts. In these instances, the subject matter experts should also be aware of their 

negative assumptions about different cultural groups and be open to the use of all forms 

of media when educating their students. The subjects taught through educational 

entertainment media can cover traditional academic topics such as mathematics, social 

studies and reading; however educational entertainment media can also be used to teach 

non-traditional subjects such as positive social development. I am most interested in 

learning more about student’s experiences with media produced to positively develop 

their social skills. 

Social Success Skills 

 Furthermore, the identities of young children whose teachers consistently expect 

poor academic performances from them are affected in ways that can negatively 

influence the development of social skills that are not traditionally assessed in 

classrooms. These social skills are often referenced using various terms such as social 

intelligence (Thorndike, 1920), interpersonal intelligence (Gardner, 2004), intrapersonal 

intelligence (Gardner, 2004) emotional intelligence (Payne, 2003), people skills and 

noncognitive skills. These skills encompass traits such as “perseverance, self-confidence, 

communication skills, social responsibility and the ability to work with others and resolve 

conflicts” (Rothstein, 2004, p. 7). Also included is “a wide array of individual traits of 
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mainly a psychological, social and behavioral nature, not directly reflecting formal, 

academic, or technical knowledge or skills. These include interpersonal skills, prosocial 

behavior, discipline, effort, leadership, and responsibility, among many others” (Alonso, 

2006, p. 1). I will use the term “social success skills” during this study to refer to the 

traits described above. 

 The academic achievement gaps between different cultural groups (mainly Blacks 

and Whites, as well as lower income and middle income classes) are directly influenced 

by an unfair educational system that encourages the development of social success skills 

in some students while neglecting to promote their development in others (Rothstein, 

2004). When these traits are developed in students along with the academic skills they 

need in order to perform math calculations, read books and write papers, their potential 

for academic success greatly increases (Rothstein, 2004). Research has also shown that 

social success skills are especially important because they increase an individual’s 

potential for success in society (Alonso, 2006; Blanden, Gregg, & Macmillan, 2007; 

Mueller & Plug, 2006; Postlewaite & Silverman, 2006; Tyler, 2003). Studies have shown 

that social success skills are higher in students who do not drop out of high school. 

Employers also often report that their best employees are those with high levels of social 

success skills (Rothstein, 2004). 

 Although school reform is certainly important, this alone cannot change the 

problems created by the unequal distribution of resources between families in different 

socioeconomic status levels. Rothstein (2004) argues for the greater importance of 

implementing “social and economic policies that enable children to attend school more 

equally ready to learn.” In addition to governmental policies, social institutions such as 
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culturally relevant academic and extra-curricular after school programs have been found 

to positively influence students’ social identity development. These programs help 

promote the development of social success skills such as good citizenship habits, 

prosocial behavior and leadership skills (Rothstein, 2004; Sampson, 2008). When 

comparing the treatment received by Black and White students who exhibit what was 

perceived by authority figures as equal levels of anti-social behavior in the classroom and 

in the workplace, Alonso’s (2006) study revealed that Blacks were penalized on a much 

larger scale and would therefore have much more to gain from policies and community 

organized social institutions that encourage prosocial behavior (Federal Communications 

Commission, 1996). Of course, there is also the issue of biased and/or unequal judgment 

sometimes made by authority figures over individuals from different groups. Assessing 

what could be considered anti-social behavior in certain environments could result in 

subjective decisions where when two individuals perform the same negative action only 

one receives a demerit. This could be the result of differences in cultural values, actions, 

or methods of communication or simply a case of institutional racism (Youdell, 2003).  

Culturally Relevant Media Content 

 In response to the unequal treatment and stereotypical media depictions of 

different cultural groups, many educators, socially conscious media producers and 

researchers support the development and inclusion of culturally relevant content within 

different media (Fisch, 2004; Louie, 2006; Rideout, 2005; Singer, 2002).  Media content 

perpetuating stereotypes that distort the images of various cultural groups continue to be 

the focus of media studies research agendas (Lehman, 2007; Singer, 2002). Issues 

specifically related to the development of media, such as the need for simplified 
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representations of characters and content that can be easily understood by children (Fisch, 

2004), are also taken into account because they can further support the teaching and 

spreading of stereotypes to children if extra attention is not given to the content during 

production (Lehman, 2007; Singer, 2002). 

 In addition, policy makers, educators and community activists advocate for the 

delivery of culturally relevant educational content to children (The Education Alliance at 

Brown University, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Louie, 2006; Montgomery, 2000; 

Padron, Waxman, & Rivera, 2002; Rothstein, 2004). Ladson-Billings (1995b) describes 

this approach as culturally relevant pedagogy and defines it as “a pedagogy of opposition 

not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to collective, not merely 

individual empowerment” (p. 160). Culturally relevant pedagogy aims to fulfill the 

following three criteria “(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students 

must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a 

critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social 

order” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 160). Positive examples of media content and 

educational content that can combat the racism present in our culture do exist. The social 

aspects found within them have been found to positively influence the social 

development of students of all cultures (Fisch, 2004; Fisherkeller, 2002). This study 

investigates the various forms of positive media that do exist. Likewise, it also discusses 

media’s role in perpetuating the cultural stereotypes that are present in our society 

throughout this paper. Additionally, I explore the various ways media and society can 

influence the identities students from different cultural groups might construct of 

themselves. I use this study’s findings to propose new instructional production strategies 
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for educational entertainment media producers who are interested in combating 

stereotypes within their content. 

Researcher’s Role 

 I have always been personally interested in entertainment media (cartoons, video 

games, comic books, novels, etc…). Once I realized how easy it was for me to remember 

narrative content and data from the entertainment brands I enjoyed while I was younger, I 

began to wish that education could be delivered to me using these formats. I do not think 

I fully understood it at the time, but I do remember realizing that some of the 

entertainment content reminded me of information taught in my classroom lessons. I also 

did not realize that a great deal of work was already being done to deliver educational 

content through entertainment media (Fisch, 2004).  As I became older, I eventually 

became aware of differences in the characters presented to viewers. I noticed that several 

characters appeared to come from different cultural backgrounds and that I could relate to 

some better than others because of our shared backgrounds, what I believed were 

similarities in our personalities and/or our personal values. 

 This interest followed me into my later years as it inspired me to create my own 

entertainment media content, most recently the Coomacka Island book series and my 

comic strip, Anyoné. I also acquired experience working on established entertainment 

related brands while I was employed as an online game developer at Sesame Workshop. I 

accumulated several years of experience using different multimedia production tools and 

also spent much time developing an understanding of the art process involved when 

creating content that appeals to children. My multimedia production experience was also 

complemented with instructional experience. I spent several years as a faculty member at 
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the Vaughn College of Aeronautics and on the City University of New York’s 

Queensborough Community College campus where I ran workshops for faculty, students, 

and college staff. Those experiences, as well as the additional workshops I have 

conducted at for-profit and non-profit organizations, have helped me gain a unique 

understanding of audience needs. Additionally, I gained a better understanding of the 

theories used to create effective educational tools and curriculums while enrolled in the 

Instructional Technology and Media program at Teachers College. One of my goals for 

this dissertation project was to continually build on the knowledge currently available 

about educational entertainment media so that I can make direct use of it in my future 

projects. 

 With my past experiences in mind, I chose to occupy multiple roles throughout 

this study. Those roles included novice, media producer, and teacher/mentor. All three 

together made up my researcher identity. As a novice, I was ready to learn from the 

participants. Occupying this role assisted me in decreasing the number of times I might 

overshadow the voices of the student participants during my analysis. I focused more on 

listening to them and allowing them to educate me as they introduced me to their 

perspectives. As previously mentioned, their voice played an important role in this study. 

The participants were each viewed as subject matter experts on their personal 

experiences. As a media producer, I continuously looked for the different ways this study 

could inform my future creative media production sessions. Additionally, whenever 

appropriate and feasible, I played the part of a teacher/mentor and took advantage of any 

opportunities for educating the student participants. I viewed this study as a potential 

opportunity to help the participants visualize graduate studies as an optional choice for 



21 

 

 

 

themselves. We occasionally discussed how this study related to their lives and society, 

overall. They were also provided with examples of how their products might have 

benefited from research. I also introduced them to the basics of media production, 

analysis and any other topics they were interested in or needed assistance with. This was 

done in an attempt to give back to the community I was researching, as recommended by 

Siddle Walker (1999). The next section discusses the different perspectives on identity 

construction provided by sociology, psychology, and social psychology. Each perspective 

provides multiple lenses that can be used to better understand the relationships between 

media, society, and each student’s sense of self. 

Identity 

 Sociologists, psychologists, and social psychologists create theories about identity 

development that often overlap. However, each field has its own distinct beliefs about 

identity development. I chose to bring each discipline together in this section because 

their theories on identity development helped me explore the students’ sense of selves 

during this study. Sociology often focuses on social identities. Social identities are 

the multiple roles an individual occupies during their daily social activities (Boyd, 2002; 

W.W. Norton & Company, 2005). The behaviors they exhibit when they occupy each 

social role are used to define the multiple ways she or he can be identified. For example, 

a sociological view of a male child who goes to school, plays football, and is intimate 

with other males leads us to identify him as student, football player, and homosexual all 

at once. Similarly, an audience watching a movie scene with a woman who robs a bank 

and rides away on her motorcycle would simultaneously identify her as biker, thief, and 

actress. 
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 A psychological view of identity looks at a person’s mental image of her or 

himself. This self-image includes beliefs about their abilities and their potential for 

success or failure in different areas of their life. A person’s psychological internal identity 

contains a social aspect since it “refers to an individual’s self-perception in relation to 

their experiences and the world” (Boyd, 2002). However, it is distinguished from their 

sociological social identity because “what people produce or convey to others is not 

necessarily the same as their internal perception of self” (Boyd, 2002).  For example, 

many of the participants (excluding those who know they cannot sing and only 

participate for entertainment) on American Idol, a popular reality television contest that 

aims to find America’s next top performing singer, truly believe that they have a chance 

to win (FOX, 2013). Their internal identity is that of a superstar waiting to be discovered. 

However, each season the show displays numerous contestants who are truly heartbroken 

and ridiculed by viewers because their social identity portrays them as failures at singing.  

 A commonly used perspective from social psychology, social identity theory 

(Tajfel and Turner, 1986 as cited in Brown, 2000), maintains that an individual’s identity 

is tied to their beliefs about their membership in various social groups. Social identity 

theory is particularly relevant to this study because it was originally developed to 

understand the psychological basis of intergroup discrimination (Brown, 2000). Using 

this additional perspective on identity development throughout the study may provide 

interesting material concerning the groups an individual may or may not choose to 

identify with. Additionally, it may provide interesting perspectives on each participant’s 

thoughts concerning the stereotypical content they are exposed to in the media and the 

groups that the producers may or may not be members of. 
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Research Questions 

 This study focused on two Black teenage male students’ perspectives on the 

media they consumed and how it influenced their social success skills development. 

Black male students were chosen as the focal participants for this year-long study 

because they are included among the groups whose social success skills development are 

thought to be disproportionately negatively affected by the media produced in the United 

States and the stereotypes that are present in our society (Rothstein, 2004; Fisch, 2004). 

This study aims to provide a deeper understanding of their experiences so that policy-

makers, educators, media producers, and parents can have detailed examples of factors 

that can positively and negatively affect the development of student’s social success 

skills. The following two research questions served as guides during the twelve month 

long data collection process for this study:  

1) In what ways do Black male high school students’ 

experiences with media play a role in their sense of self and 

their ability to acquire social success skills? 

 

2) How do Black male high school students think about and 

respond to their experiences with their media? 

 

My hope is that the information collected on this topic can be used to further efforts 

towards closing the professional and academic achievement gaps. Throughout this study I 

have provided the many different definitions various scholars use to identify the traits 

that fall under social success skills. However, I am also interested in how the students 

define these skills. I want to know what traits they believe should be included under this 

term. I personally believe that various traits such as leadership and the ability to work 

with others are social success skills that are universal throughout all cultures. However, 
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the way they are manifested from culture to culture may vary. 

 Building on the arguments made above, I argue that scholars and researchers need 

to discuss and examine not only the culturally relevant academic programs and media 

that children attend and consume, but the social environments in which the children 

partake in these activities as well. Social contexts can reveal detailed information about 

their experiences. The next section reveals how a sociocultural approach can help us 

understand media’s influences, the influences of a society on children’s identity 

development, and ways in which the combination of these influences affects the social 

success skills acquired by students. 

Theoretical Framework 

Sociocultural Theory 

 Sociocultural theory is a concept introduced by Lev S. Vygotsky to examine how 

children are influenced by the societies they grow up in and the cultures that they are a 

part of (Lantolf, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky “believed that parents, caregivers, 

peers and the culture at large were responsible for the development of higher order 

functions” (Cherry, 2012, An Introduction to Sociocultural Theory section, para.1). The 

higher order functions he was referring to included “voluntary attention, intentional 

memory, planning, logical thought and problem solving, learning, and evaluation of the 

effectiveness of these processes” (Lantolf, 2000, p.2). This theory is relevant to my study 

because higher order functions are included amongst the social success skills I was 

interested in exploring throughout this study. I observed the different ways American 

society, my participants’ cultures, and the surrounding individuals in each of my 

participants’ lives influenced their development of these skills. 
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Mediated Minds 

Furthermore, sociocultural theory was used throughout this study to provide 

further perspectives on the influence of media on student’s social success skills 

development. An important concept from this theory is that the human mind is mediated 

and makes use of symbols, tools, and signs “to mediate and regulate our relationship with 

others and with ourselves and thus change the nature of these relationships” (Lantolf, 

2000, p1.). I believe that today’s media clearly demonstrates this process. Media content, 

media formats, media producers, media consumers, and media production tools all work 

together to shape the relationships we all have with one another by communicating 

messages from us and to us. Media producers use their production tools to communicate 

their messages and media consumers receive these messages in various media formats. 

Learning on Multiple Planes 

 Sociocultural theory addresses how students’ learning can take place on multiple 

planes. When discussing sociocultural learning theory, Vygotsky (1978) and Rogoff et al. 

(1993) describe learning on the individual psychological plane as what occurs when a 

person observes different circumstances around them, analyzes their personal 

experiences, and develops their own understanding of a situation. Learning on an 

interpersonal plane involves communication between individuals and the knowledge 

resulting from these social interactions (Rogoff et al., 1993; Vygotsky, 1978). Rogoff et 

al (1993), believe a community plane that includes the history of a group, its culture, and 

any changes in habits and established rituals over time also affects the development of 

individuals within that group.  
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Real World Contexts 

 Sociocultural theory also draws attention to the social interactions between 

individuals that occur within various media formats and how students can learn through 

these social interactions. Squire (2004), for example, discusses how players communicate 

and interact with one another during game play in settings that include their existing 

classroom culture as well as the unique culture that develops as a result of their gaming 

experience. Additionally, sociocultural theory provides further insight into why society’s 

sociocultural problems need to be addressed before we can have an environment that will 

truly support efforts at improving educational practices for all of its students. For 

example, while discussing the problems encountered when attempting to design and 

introduce games and other technology into schools, Squire (2005) argues about the 

importance of “changing the cultures of our schools to be organized around learning 

instead of the current form of social control” (p. 5). He goes on to mention that the 

majority of problems educational technology has faced are a result of a long history of 

educators rejecting media that did not fit into school culture (Cuban 1986, as cited in 

Squire, 2005). 

Dynamically Evolving Cultures 

 Additionally, a sociocultural perspective to learning encourages us to view culture 

as something that is continually reproduced and experienced as people live out their 

social lives. Nasir and Hand (2006) write “culture is both carried by individuals and 

created in moment-to-moment interactions with one another as they participate in (and 

reconstruct) cultural practices” (p. 450). With each learning experience, individuals are 

required to reconstruct previous knowledge and relearn old information so that it fits with 
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newly constructed knowledge. Learning is a constantly changing and dynamic process 

that is influenced by continuously evolving individuals. Each person is a part of this ever 

changing culture of learning. 

Media Producers’ Responsibilities 

 Many media formats are available in the United States today and they each 

provide media consumers with a steady diet of influential content. This content was 

produced by individuals who are members of a society from which they are continually 

influenced and learn from as well. In turn, they should also recognize the influential 

power they have as media producers over that same society that influences them. 

Important social success skills such as self-confidence, social responsibility, and 

teamwork are among the many traits that can be influenced by media content during 

children’s social development. Media content producers must recognize and understand 

the role these skills play in the success of all students. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy & Sociocultural Theory 

 Lastly, Culturally Relevant Pedagogy is also important to this study because of its 

positive sociocultural objectives and its role as a social development guide for students. 

Its first goal, academically successful students, involves preparing students for success in 

their academic environments. Their academic environments consist of students from 

multiple cultures. This includes ethnic cultures, male and/or female cultures, and the 

academic cultures of their past and present schools. These cultures (and more) all have 

the power to influence what sociocultural theory views as learning on the individual 

psychological plane as they form understandings of themselves, their academic abilities, 

their roles in their academic environments and their potential for success in academia. 
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These cultures also have the ability to influence how their peers and the authority figures 

in their academic environments view them. In addition, since this study is also interested 

in the learning that happens outside of the classroom, the influence that their cultures 

have over how their peers, authority figures, and other elder individuals view them is also 

relevant. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy’s second goal, culturally competent students, 

requires helping them understand and continually learn about their cultures and the 

cultures of others. This relates to the learning that occurs during their social interactions 

with peers, authority figures, and elders in various social settings on what sociocultural 

theory refers to as the interpersonal plane. This second goal also relates to sociocultural 

theory’s community plane because culturally competent students would be required to 

learn about the history of cultural groups in addition to changes in each group’s habits 

and established rituals over time. Likewise, it should be noted that the actual practice of 

learning about different cultural groups is a dynamic process and that it influences how 

students both within and outside of these cultural groups think about themselves in 

relation to the various cultures taught in the classroom. 

Lastly, Culturally Relevant Pedagogy’s third goal, critically consciousness 

students who challenge the status quo, includes providing students with the means to 

responsibly challenge what they have been taught by their society. Moreover, providing 

them with resources to meaningfully participate in public conversations against the status 

quo are additional possibilities. 
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Organization of this Dissertation 

Introductory Chapters 

 This dissertation is primarily interested in the intersections between media 

experiences, social experiences, and social success skills. The driving force behind this 

study is the desire to better understand how the messages received through different 

cultural mediums influences the development of skills that can affect an individual’s 

chances at success. This chapter began with a broad discussion about our society by 

discussing the various reasons why non-Whites and individuals from lower income 

communities are less likely to achieve the same levels of academic and professional 

success as Whites and students who grew up in higher income families. I also discussed 

the term “social success skills” and explained why I believe media plays an important 

role in our development of these skills. I also argued that media content producers need to 

recognize the influential power they have as media producers, understand the role these 

skills play in the success of all members in their society, and positively contribute to their 

potential development. 

 Chapter 2 continues with a broad overview of the inequalities that exist in our 

society. I present a history of African American stereotypes found throughout media. 

Then, I discuss existing research on how various forms of media can influence the 

development of youth. Next, a brief history of research on social success skills and how 

they factor into success in and out of the classrooms is reviewed. In conclusion, this 

chapter ends with a literature review of culturally relevant pedagogy and its use in 

classrooms. 

 Chapter 3 follows with a description of my methodology. I describe the 
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phenomenological research approach and the various forms of data collection methods I 

used throughout this study. The data collection schedule I proposed before the study 

began is presented along with my rationale for it. Next, I describe what really happened 

during my data collection schedule and how it differed from my initially proposed 

research design schedule. Lastly, I describe the multiple methods of analysis I used to 

examine the data and the various ways I addressed validity throughout this study. 

Empirical Chapters 

 In Chapter 4, I focus individually on the lives of my two Haitian-American focal 

participants, Mathieu DuBois and Namir Toussaint. Detailed descriptions about their 

social and residential environments are provided in order to provide proper context to 

their stories. Afterward, the discussion continues with a look at social success skills and 

includes each participant’s thoughts concerning this topic. The last sections for each 

participant provide a brief introduction to their media lives in preparation for the 

following chapter where media is the main focus. 

 Chapter 5 focuses on the similarities between my participants’ media experiences 

and the media experiences of others from their generation. The major themes derived 

from the data collected for this study are presented along with supporting subthemes. The 

findings explored in this chapter are all offered from the perspective of the youth in my 

study and multiple other youths from numerous other research reports. 

 In Chapter 6, I present my perspectives as a phenomenologist and discuss the 

various ways my participant’s definitions of social success were shaped by their 

experiences. I also examine their responses to determine what skills and traits they 

believe are needed to achieve social success. Sociocultural theory is used as my 
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theoretical framework. 

 Chapter 7 provides my perspectives as a media producer and explores the various 

ways two selected media products may or may not have successfully provided my 

participants with the experiences each of its’ creators had in mind. I explore the media 

production process from within the context of the social world of the producers of each 

product. I also explain the various features of each product that helped to promote social 

success skills development. In addition, I also provide examples of how developing for 

this goal can be aligned with the development of products that also need to be financially 

and creatively successful. 

Conclusion 

 I conclude in Chapter 8 with an introduction of Culturally Relevant Media 

Production, a set of criteria I developed, based off of the data derived in this study, to 

help media producers create effective instructional entertainment content. I discuss each 

criterion in detail and provide examples of existing products that display effective uses of 

each criterion. I discuss the overall findings of this study and explore the implications for 

research, theory, policy, and practice. 

Next Chapter 

 The literature review for this study provided in the upcoming chapter will focus 

on the media experiences of one specific group, African American youth. The discussion 

will first continue by looking at the history of African American stereotypes found 

throughout media. Next, I will continue with a discussion on how different media formats 

such as magazines, videogames, movies, television, comic books, and novels can 
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influence how young people develop in our society. This research on media is followed 

up by a brief history of research on social success skills and how they factor into success 

in and out of the classrooms. Other influences such as students’ family’s socioeconomic 

status and teacher-students interactions are also acknowledged as the discussion reveals 

different ways these influences can work with media to either support or hurt the 

development of social success skills. The literature review concludes with a look at 

culturally relevant pedagogy, “a theoretical model that not only addresses student 

achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while 

developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other 

institutions) perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, p. 469). I believe this teaching method 

can encourage positive development in students of all cultures while also providing them 

with the critical thinking skills needed to distinguish between helpful media content and 

content that can harm their social development.   
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Chapter II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

The whole idea of a stereotype is to simplify. Instead of 

going through the problem of all this great diversity - that 

it's this or maybe that - you have just one large statement; it 

is this. 

- Chinua Achebe 

 

 After a broad introductory view of the achievement gaps that exist in the United 

States of America, we are now shifting this view’s perspective several times to better 

understand how stereotypes, cultures, media, social success skills and teaching methods 

can influence these achievement gaps. We begin with a look at the history of African 

American media stereotypes. Next, we continue with a discussion about modern media’s 

role as an instructor of society’s existing values and beliefs. This chapter is then followed 

by a brief history of social success skills. Finally, it concludes with a look at culturally 

relevant pedagogy, “a theoretical model that not only addresses student achievement but 

also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical 

perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995a, p. 469). This teaching method can encourage positive 

development in students of all cultures while also providing them with the critical 

thinking skills needed to distinguish between helpful and harmful messages and 

influence.  

Stereotypes 

 This chapter’s brief introduction to African American stereotypes found 

throughout the history of American media provides a historical context for how the 
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images, identities and perceptions of this American group can influence their young 

children. American society’s expectations for how African Americans were to be 

depicted in media content has evolved over time and directly influenced the persistence 

and evolution of these stereotypes.  

 Several sociocultural factors influence the messages introduced during the media 

production process. These include cultural symbols and beliefs, media producers’ 

messages and vision for how they wish to deliver their messages, and viewers’ 

expectations from their media content. I believe that each of these factors directly 

influences the development and perpetuation of stereotypes in the media and I begin by 

discussing them in more detail. 

Sociocultural factors 

 Media content often reflects the cultures found within a society. Symbols and 

beliefs that are commonly understood by that society are often used in stories that are 

particular to a specific culture because they are an effective way to communicate to that 

specific target audience. An example is the religious cross representing Jesus’ sacrifice 

and the importance of forgiveness as understood by Christians. Another example is the 

Adinkra Sankofa symbol of a bird looking backwards to remind Ghanaians of the 

importance of learning from their past. However, the same symbol can be used by 

different cultures yet have very different meanings. The swastika is an excellent example 

that takes on different meanings depending on the direction it faces and the geographical 

location in which it is used. In Scandinavia the left handed swastika represents the Norse 

god of thunder, Thor. In India, the right handed swastika symbolizes the sun and the left 

handed swastika symbolizes the night and the Hindu goddess Kālī. Historically, in Nazi 
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Germany the swastika represented Aryan supremacy and today it continues to be used by 

White supremacist neo-Nazi groups (Britannica Academic Edition, 2013). 

 Additionally, the thoughts and beliefs of media producers also influence what is 

presented in media content. As native members of specific cultures within their society, 

media producers can make use of symbols, shared experiences, and shared knowledge to 

deliver their personal messages. Some messages may contain comedic entertaining 

themes while others might provide new perspectives on serious topics. Yet, they all share 

the fact that the producers ultimately have control over the message delivered. 

 Viewer expectations can have a strong influence over the content media producers 

choose to present as well. Media experiences should not be thought of as passive 

experiences that participants have little control of. Media producers should have the 

desires of their audience under consideration if they wish to increase the chances that 

their messages will be successfully received. The likelihood that an educational show 

targeted toward children will effectively teach them increases when the content is 

delivered as a cartoon full of fun characters. Likewise, sports enthusiasts are more likely 

to sit through an entire sports match when teams are made up of very talented individuals 

who are evenly matched. 

 With these sociocultural factors in mind, I argue that romanticized White middle 

class cultural symbols and beliefs, messages delivered by and for Whites, and the 

expectations of White viewers each influenced the development and perpetuation of non-

White cultural stereotypes throughout the history of American media. Throughout 

American history, the dominant culture portrayed in the media has always been a White 

America. Producers of media content have been predominantly White Americans and the 
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content produced has been developed from their perspective (Bogle, 2001; Brown, 2001; 

Lehman, 2007; Strömberg, 2003). The beliefs, shared symbols and expectations for what 

is expected from and for White middle class Americans have been the inspiration for the 

majority of American media content (Bogle, 2001; Brown, 2001; Lehman, 2007; 

Strömberg, 2003). As a result, African Americans, Hispanics, Asian Americans, low 

income families and all other groups that do not fit into the White American classification 

have historically had less representation in American media (Bogle, 2001; Brown, 2001; 

Lehman, 2007; Strömberg, 2003). The next section provides detail on media stereotypes 

specific to African Americans. 

History of African Americans Stereotypes 

 Dictionary.com (2013) defines a stereotype as “a simplified and standardized 

conception or image invested with special meaning and held in common by members of a 

group.” African American stereotypes used in media content resulted from White 

American media producers’ simplistic views of Black identity and their one-dimensional 

beliefs of what it means to be Black (Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003). The historically 

racist American society from which these stereotypes arose directed the type of content 

they would create.  

 In media, racist stereotypes could historically be described on several levels: 

visual, textual or aural (depending on the format), and contextual (Strömberg, 2003). 

Examples of visual stereotypes include the large lips, large noses, and grass skirts drawn 

on the majority of Black comic cartoon characters from the past. Textual stereotypes 

include the broken language used by Black characters in comics and the negative 

descriptions used to describe them in other written media. The slow speech and simple 
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dialect used to portray Black speech represent some of the racist aural stereotypes used in 

television shows and cartoons. Contextual stereotypes include the subservient roles 

played by Black actors and cartoon characters.  

 Table 2.1 provides specific historical examples of media stereotypes used. Each is 

fueled by a history of racist beliefs in American society. These stereotypes developed into 

a library of symbols that became part of American culture and they personified the beliefs 

of White Americans about Black Americans. The White American audience grew to 

expect these representations every single time a Black character appeared in their media 

content.  

 Of course, not every White American could be labeled an extreme racist. Some 

genuinely wanted to avoid use of negative stereotypes in their content. At various times 

throughout American history, attempts were made to produce content that they believed 

would positively portray African Americans (Brown, 2001; Strömberg, 2003). United 

Productions of America (UPA) produced Brotherhood of Man (1945), a movie promoting 

“acceptance and respect for cultural differences” (Lehman, 2007, p. 105), to help ease 

tensions caused by desegregation in southern America. In 1972, Marvel comics 

introduced Luke Cage, Hero for Hire, “the first black character to have his name as the 

title of an American Comic magazine” (Brown, p. 155, 2001).  
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List of some African American stereotypes found throughout history 
Type Description Example 

Native 
 

Dark skin, savage, simple minded and cannibalistic, this 

character is often shown wearing only a straw skirt 

 (Strömberg, 2003) 

Africans in Tarzan 
(Strömberg, 2003) 

Tom Incorrectly based off of the title character from Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, this character 

lives to serve her/his White masters and believes that 

her/his White master is never wrong. Also known as the 

“Socially acceptable good negro”   

(Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003) 

Characters often 

played by Bill 

“Bojangles” Robinson, 

and Sidney Poitier  

(Bogle, 2001) 

Coon Unreliable, comedic, and lazy, they are often shown 

eating watermelons and portrayed as simple minded 

thieves who butcher the English language.  

(Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003) 

Characters often 

played by Stepin 

Fetchit, and Sammy 

Davis, Jr 

(Bogle, 2001) 
Picaninny The energetic asexual young version of a coon whose 

eyes would often pop out her/his head and whose hair 

would often stand up in pigtails.   

(Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003) 

Characters such as 

Buckwheat and 

Sunshine Sammy from 

Our Gang 

(Bogle, 2001) 
Tragic 

mulatto 
Biracial, light skin, usually female, and often passes for 

White. All of their potential is gone once this character is 

exposed as Black and her/his world falls apart.  
(Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003) 

Characters played by 

Lena Horne and 

Dorothy Dandridge  

(Bogle, 2001) 
Mammy A very fat, dark skin, extremely loud woman. She is 

often portrayed as an asexual, strongly independent 

character who often bad mouths her masters.  

(Bogle, 2001) 

Characters played by 

Hattie McDaniel and 

the housemaid in Tom 

& Jerry 

(Bogle, 2001; Lehman, 

2007) 
Buck A black muscular man who wreaks havoc on any 

environment they enter. Often shown as a very violent 

overly sexual rebel.  

(Bogle, 2001; Strömberg, 2003) 

Marvel’s Luke Cage, 

Hero for Hire and 

Clubber Lang (Mr. T) 

in Rocky 3 

(Bogle, 2001; Brown, 

2001) 

Table 6: List of some African American stereotypes found throughout history 

 

 However, as products of a racist society, they are members of an establishment 

that only allowed Whites to hold positions as mass media producers. The subjective 

nature of art and the need to simplify messages that can be easily delivered to audience 

members caused White producers to perpetuate the use of Black characters that were 

limited to the stereotypes they had grown up with when looking to sources of inspiration 
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for the Black characters in their stories. Brotherhood of Man (1945) spoke about the need 

to respect other cultures, but “the film discussed multicultural sensitivity from the white 

point of view without taking into account the specific concerns of the other racial groups 

represented” (Lehman, 2007, p. 106). This movie also portrayed all African’s homes as 

huts. Marvel’s Luke Cage, Hero for Hire was nothing more than a Black buck inspired by 

the blaxploitation movie characters from the 1970s. Without a genuine Black perspective 

to inform their content, the material produced with good intentions often included an 

extremely limited and distorted view of Black experiences. 

History of Responses to African American Stereotypes 

 The African American community complained about the negative stereotypes 

present in the media. Organizations such as the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) actively worked hard to combat these images. 

Boycotts and protests were organized against movies such as Coal Black and the Sebben 

Dwarfs, a ridiculously awful version of Snow White and Seven Dwarves that depicts the 

dwarves as clumsy Black soldiers and The Birth of a Nation, A movie promoting pro-Ku 

Klux Klan ideologies. 

 Eventually after much effort, the fight against the use of negative African 

American stereotypes successfully resulted in the removal of much of it from American 

media. However, this also resulted in the removal of the majority of Blacks from mass 

media content during a portion of the 1950s (Lehman, 2007). Actors and actresses 

criticized the NAACP’s complaints as shortsighted because they only asked for the 

removal of stereotypical roles (Bogle, 2001; Lehman, 2007). Their protest did not include 

request for more positive roles that could replace the historically stereotypical roles that 
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had been used for years. White media producers conveniently chose to avoid the situation 

completely (Bogle, 2001; Lehman, 2007).  

 Black producers also created their own media content. Several chose to create 

content they felt could positively combat the stereotypes found in media by placing Black 

characters in new roles. Ever since 1912, Black movie producers such as William Foster 

created material that could be played in local theaters found in Black neighborhoods 

(Bogle, 2001). Eventually, Black movie producers such as Oscar Micheaux and Emmett 

J. Scott also began to have access to the mass media markets however their works often 

resulted in financial failures (Bogle, 2001). It was not until many years later that Black 

media producers would begin to have successful results on the mass media level with 

producers like Spike Lee, F. Gary Gray, John Singleton, Tyler Perry, and Bill Cosby. 

Stereotypes in children’s media 

 Young viewers are especially sensitive to stereotypes and oftentimes these 

stereotypes are more prevalent within content targeted for them. The comics and cartoons 

children watch are full of simplified and exaggerated story content and art inspired by 

generalizations American society use to classify information about its people. Cartoons, 

comics and other media formats that require producers to work with a limited set of time 

often requires the use of strategies and techniques that enable them to deliver simplified 

messages quickly to their audience in order to effectively deliver their story. As a result, 

various media formats developed for children often make use of stereotypes as they 

purposely exaggerate and simplify their visuals and stories.  

 Popular entertainment media such as video games, movies, books, magazines and 

television are strong influences on the social development of youth in the United States. 
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Past studies on youth have contributed greatly to our understanding of how media 

directly influences the development of student’s social success skills. The studies I 

discuss below have all acknowledged the importance of examining the social context in 

which content for each media format is developed as well as the influences society has on 

development of the content presented in media. Each study also discuss society’s role in 

youths’ identity development.  

Modern Media 

 Massoni (2007) writes “as our modern cultural storytellers, the mass media join 

other influential social institutions, such as the family, the educational system, and 

organized religion, in teaching us about the world in which we live” (Massoni, 2007, p. 

1). In her study she discusses the role magazines, specifically Seventeen, play in the 

development of youth. Seventeen was the first teen magazine and it helped create the 

image and idea of what a teenage girl should be. One example of how magazines have 

positively influenced the development of social success skills is through articles that have 

helped readers develop good citizenship skills by persuading readers to let go of 

prejudices and meet different people in our society (Massoni, 2007). However, magazines 

have also negatively influenced its readers. Gender stereotypical occupation roles in some 

articles can cause young readers to develop limited views of their life’s options in our 

society and the use of computer edited photos displaying unrealistic portrayals of 

women’s bodies can cause young women to develop poor self-images (Massoni, 2007). 

Youth who are still discovering themselves are especially vulnerable when they lack the 

necessary media literacy skills needed to read through each article and view each photo 

critically. 
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 Similarly, Squire (2004) discusses the role video games play in the education of 

students. Videogames have been found to be good at helping students develop persistence 

because they provide players with the opportunity to try out new strategies each time they 

fail at a task. He argues that “games might be more conducive to constructivist 

instructional approaches, whereby learning is an inferential, interpretive process and 

learning outcomes are intricately tied to the goals, intentions, and motivations of the 

learner” (Squire, 2004, p. 10). However, games have also been found to negatively 

influence the development of naïve thoughts concerning real world topics such as running 

a civilization or leading a city government because of the simplified versions presented 

during gameplay (Squire, 2004). 

 In addition, Fisherkeller (2002) and Powers (2007) write about the role television 

and movies play in the developmental lives of young adolescents. Shows such as The 

Cosby Show and A Different World are cited as positive examples that provide young 

children with healthy portrayals of young black students interacting in college 

environments and have positively influenced their thoughts on whether they believe they 

can attend college (Fisherkeller, 2002). Yet, Powers (2007) also informs us of many non-

White children whose self-image, self-confidence and identities are negatively affected 

when exposed to movies and television shows that present White culture as the norm and 

present all other cultures as foreign. In her critique of the first two Harry Potter movies, 

she writes “Whiteness continues to be presented as the dominant expression of race with 

very little attempt to acknowledge the true diversity of modern society beyond a half-

hearted attempt at visual multiculturalism” (Powers, 2007, p. iii). In many situations 

White children are presented as the main characters while non-White children are added 
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in as peripheral characters. White and non-White children can be harmed by these 

negative ideas concerning the roles different people in our society should play (Powers, 

2007). 

  Likewise, Singer (2002) discusses stereotypes that “assume the form of unrealistic 

portrayals of racial minorities or an equally unrealistic invisibility” found in comic books 

(p. 1). He provides examples of non-white characters included in comic books with the 

ostensible goal of providing multicultural representations of various cultures. In reality 

however, they are merely token characters participating in reduced peripheral roles in 

each story and lacking any signs of racial identity other than the color of their skins 

(Singer, 2002). On the other hand, Singer (2002) also discusses effective ways the “secret 

identity” of many comic book heroes has been used to artistically address racial issues. 

He writes “The idea of the split identity, one of the most definitive and distinctive traits 

of the superhero, is also one of the most powerful and omnipresent figures used to 

illustrate the dilemmas and experiences of minority identity” (Singer, 2002, p. 7). 

 For the most part, many of these studies have examined specific media formats 

while excluding others. Yet, over time there have been increasing amounts of 

entertainment titles being designed and developed for distribution across multiple media 

formats. An article in the New York Times titled “Using Video Games as Bait to Hook 

Readers” wrote about this trend in relation to the strength of games (Rich, 2008). James 

Paul Gee, games proponent and author, argued for this trend and stated “games are 

teaching critical thinking skills and a sense of yourself as an agent having to make 

choices and live with those choices” (cited in Rich, 2008, Libraries Check In section, 

para. 9). The switch from the delivery of content using one media format to multiple 
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modes of media when educating and entertaining young consumers has the potential to 

introduce new levels of design complexity since each form of entertainment media has its 

own strengths and weaknesses.  

 The multi-format transmedia storytelling approach is increasingly popular among 

modern media brands. Jenkins (2006) defines transmedia storytelling as “stories that 

unfold across multiple media platforms, with each medium making distinctive 

contributions to our understanding of the world” (p. 334). Pokémon is among the most 

popular and successful examples of transmedia storytelling because of the large number 

of video games, trading cards, anime cartoons, movies, manga books, and toys that the 

company has used to introduce various elements of the Pokémon world to their 

consumers since 1996 (The Pokémon Company, 2013). World of Warcraft is an 

additional example of a successful multi-format transmedia brand. Ever since its launch 

in 1994, it has successfully increased the amount of narrative content that is available 

about its fictional world (Blizzard Entertainment, 2013). Consumers are introduced to 

various aspects of the World of Warcraft storyline through fictional novels, comic books, 

toys, and its massively multiplayer online role playing game. Likewise, an article in 

TIME magazine titled “The 39 Clues: The Next Harry Potter” introduced a product brand 

from Scholastic Corporation that aims to deliver a cross-media entertainment experience 

that ties in its books’ stories with trading cards, movies, and online games (Grossman, 

2008). With this in mind, I chose not to limit the scope of media formats included in this 

study during my research of their effects on student’s social success skills development. 

Generally speaking, steps were previously taken by the United States federal 

government to pass laws such as the Children’s Television Act of 1990 which have 
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helped to increase the possibility that children will be exposed to prosocial media content 

(Fisch, 2004). In response to this need, educational content producers did develop 

numerous examples of prosocial content. Sesame Street, The Electric Company, and Fat 

Albert and the Cosby Kids television shows along with the American Girl and Boy’s Life 

magazines are some early examples. However, the need for culturally relevant media 

content still continues to persist today and extra efforts need to be made to produce more 

diverse media content that will benefit all viewers. 

The potential for the development of social success skills is negatively or 

positively influenced by the media content discussed in this section. The following 

section provides further details into why the development of social success skills in 

students is important. The influences of several other sociocultural factors that work 

concurrently with various forms of media content to influence children’s social 

development are also discussed below. 

Social success skills 

 The need to acknowledge the importance of skills, traits, and knowledge areas 

outside of the traditional academic set of reading, writing, and arithmetic is a discussion 

that has been taking place for many years. Thorndike (1920) first wrote about the value of 

social intelligence and defined it as “the ability to understand and manage men and 

women, boys and girls-to act wisely in human relations” (p. 228). Since then, 

interpersonal intelligence (Gardner, 2004), intrapersonal intelligence (Gardner, 2004) and 

emotional intelligence (Payne, 2003) have also been introduced to describe necessary 

social skills.  

 The term “social success skills” takes into account all of the skills included when 
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discussing individuals’ social, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and emotional intelligences. 

They are especially important because they increase an individual’s potential for success 

in society. They factor into success inside and outside of school and are required at 

various times during a person’s life. Examples of areas where these skills are needed 

include the social success skills exams many employers give potential employees and the 

determination, cooperation, and persistence successful students display when tackling 

difficult group projects and assignments (Rothstein, 2004). Heckman and Rubinstein 

(2001) write “Numerous instances can be cited of high-IQ people who failed to achieve 

success in life because they lacked self-discipline and low-IQ people who succeeded by 

virtue of persistence, reliability, and self-discipline” (p. 145). 

Socioeconomic factors 

 There are many factors that can influence whether a student develops the social 

success skills needed to be successful in this society. The Coleman Study first reported 

that the socioeconomic levels and backgrounds of students’ families provided better 

indicators of each student’s chances for success than the quality of their school’s facilities 

(Coleman et al., 1966). This study sparked a large debate because it introduced the idea 

that factors not directly related to segregated schools were more influential in the 

differences found between the average achievement levels for the races (Grant, 1973). 

Coleman et al. (1966) also discussed how specific factors, such as a student’s attitude, 

“[appear] to have a stronger relationship to achievement than do all the ‘school’ factors 

together” (p. 22). 

 There are several factors that affect how the socioeconomic status of family can 

hinder their social success skills development. A child’s age while in poverty, differences 
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in the way middle and lower income parents raise their children, and differences in the 

amount of learning resources, academic and non-academic, that are available to students 

from different income levels are examples. Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) found that 

the younger a child is when they experience poverty the less likely they are to develop the 

social skills they would need to succeed. Many children rise out of poverty at a later age, 

but the effects are always greater for those children who experienced it at a younger age. 

Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) wrote “Children in persistently poor families had more 

internalizing and externalizing behavior problems than children who had never been 

poor” (p. 62).  

 Next, differences in the ways middle class children and lower class children are 

raised can also cause lower class children to have, on average, lower levels of social 

success skills than middle class children (Gladwell, 2008; Rothstein, 2004). Gladwell 

(2008) and Rothstein (2004) both believe that middle class parents tend to pass on a sense 

of entitlement to their children. As a result, middle class children are more likely to feel 

that they have some sense of control over their life’s circumstances and the occupation 

they may choose to pursue. 

 Lastly, students from lower income families generally have access to much less 

resources than students from middle income families and this can factor into their 

likelihood of not developing the social success skills they need to succeed academically. 

Lee and Burkam (2002) reported that “34% of black children and 29% of Hispanic 

children are in the lowest quintile of SES compared with only 9% of white children” (p.2) 

and therefore, they believe that Black and Hispanic students are less successful 

academically because their communities are a disproportionately larger part of the lower 
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quintile with less resources. Rothstein (2004) also believes that a family’s income class is 

indicative of the amount of resources they will be exposed to that can increase students’ 

potential for developing social success skills. Rothstein (2004) believes that the low 

number of extra-curricular activities available in low-income neighborhoods when 

compared to middle-income neighborhoods is a problem and that “schools would have 

some success by providing opportunities for lower-class children to develop 

organizational skills in after-school clubs and non-academic pursuits, and by 

implementing curricular reforms that provide more opportunity for student collaboration, 

voice, and inquiry” (p. 127).  These activities provide students with a much needed sense 

of purpose and entitlement over the outcome of their lives. The Coleman Study reported 

that “minority pupils, except for Orientals [sic], have far less conviction than whites that 

they can affect their own environments and futures. When they do, however, their 

achievement is higher than that of whites who lack that conviction” (Coleman et al., 

1966, p. 22).  

 Of course there are also situations where students from the lower income quintile 

succeed at levels that are much higher than students from higher income levels due to 

factors such as access to special community programs, family members who can provide 

them with the extra assistance needed, and many other factors that could never all be 

captured here. However, the fact remains that children from families with lesser income 

are more likely to be less successful academically and often grow up to make less income 

than students from families with higher income. The researchers (Coleman et al., 1966; 

Lee & Burkam, 2002; Rothstein, 2004) mentioned above have consistently argued that, 

on average, socioeconomic levels appear to have a stronger influence over academic 
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achievement than does a child’s race. 

School Social Environment 

Although it has been argued that improving the quality of a student’s schooling 

experience is not the biggest issue to resolve when tackling the inequality problem 

between the classes and races, schools cannot be completely ignored. They play a large 

role in the support or hindrance of a student’s social success skills development. The 

social interactions that happen at school between the student and teacher play a vital role 

in their understanding of their role in school and in society. While interacting with their 

teachers, students need to feel that they are valuable. The amount of positive experiences 

students have at school, the amount of resources available at each school, and the amount 

of time parents have for their children greatly influence the level of social success skills 

students develop. As these resources become less available, the influence that 

entertainment media forms have on the development of students’ social success skills and 

identities increases (Fisherkeller, 2002). As was discussed earlier, there are several 

examples of positive minority group portrayals in the media, but today’s media also 

continues to cater towards the persistent portrayal of racial and gender stereotypes. 

If we truly want to close achievement gaps, the development of social success 

skills needs to be equally encouraged and supported for all ethnicities. The next section 

describes culturally relevant pedagogy, a technique that aims to respectfully incorporate 

student’s cultures into classrooms in ways that can help all succeed. It also supports 

development of the critical thinking skills students need when distinguishing between 

useful and harmful information.  
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Culturally relevant pedagogy 

 In response to the need for teaching methods that can best educate non-white 

students, numerous sociocultural pedagogies have been developed and used by educators 

(Au, 1980; Jordan, 1985; Ladson-Billings, 1992; Mohatt, 1994; Osborne, 1996; Vogt, 

Jordan, & Tharp, 1987). These alternative methods of instruction have become 

increasingly important in today’s classrooms with their increasingly mixed population of 

students and cases have been made for their inclusion into the standard pre-service 

training curriculums for public school teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1999; Phuntsog, 2001). 

Several teacher education programs in the United States provide courses that help educate 

future and current teachers on topics, instructional methods, and theories that can assist 

them in preparing for diverse student populations. However, due to various reasons, these 

sociocultural pedagogies are not part of the standard curriculum for all schools of 

education (Gutstein, Lipman, Hernandez, & Reyes, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1999).  

 One explanation often cited as a reason for not converting alternative 

sociocultural pedagogies courses into standard course requirements is that the theory 

driving these pedagogies had not been thoroughly described and formalized (Ladson-

Billings, 1995b; Louie, 2006; Trueba, 1988). Supporters of these pedagogies mostly 

include practitioners who make use of these strategies in their classrooms and these 

teachers often do not have the power to influence decisions concerning whether or not 

these pedagogies should be included as requirements in pre service school teacher 

curriculums. The ability to make these decisions rests with politicians, policymakers and 

school board officials who often place more value in theoretical support from researchers 

and less in “practical experience” from teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1995b; 1999).  
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 In response, Ladson-Billings (1992) presented culturally relevant pedagogy as an 

answer to the need for an educational strategy that can better educate non-White students 

by addressing their sociocultural needs. She works continuously to support culturally 

relevant pedagogy by clearly presenting the supporting theories (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 

1995b, 1999) behind it while also providing examples of this pedagogy in use (Ladson-

Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1997). When describing its objectives, Ladson-Billings (1995a) 

writes “a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy would necessarily propose to do three 

things – produce students who can achieve academically, produce students who 

demonstrate cultural competence, and develop students who can both understand and 

critique the existing social order” (p. 474). Culturally relevant pedagogy is needed to help 

develop non-White students’ social success skills development because it directly 

addresses the missing components they need in order to have a positive and effective 

educational experience. This pedagogy also provides clear guidelines for how to fulfill 

this goal while still allowing the educator the freedom to design their own curriculum 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995b).  

 Culturally relevant pedagogy is not only for non-Whites students. It is a useful 

teaching strategy that can also benefit students who are often considered a part of the 

popular White American culture, specifically White students living in middle class 

suburban families. Although students in this group are more likely to succeed than 

students from other races and lower socioeconomic status levels because of the 

advantages the current educational system affords them (Ladson-Billings, 2000; 

Rothstein 2004; Youdell, 2003), they are also more likely to grow up with unrealistic 

assumptions about other cultures. The freedom provided by this curriculum allows 
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teachers to tailor their lessons to fit any culture, White American included. 

Valuing all cultures 

 Another reason provided as to why sociocultural educational content is not 

included as a standard offering in pre-service teaching curriculums throughout the nation 

is related directly to the different values American society currently gives to its various 

cultures (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 1999; Rideout, 2005; Saenz, Filoteo & Murga, 

2007; Wortham & Contreras, 2002). The traditional curriculum taught today is influenced 

by a society that places Whites at the center and sees non-Whites as “others”. American 

society presents the middle class suburban White family as the standard American culture 

while all other cultures, including other White groups who do not fit into this description 

(e.g. low-income, rural, and homosexual White), are shown to be exotic and/or 

unconventional. Additional cultures are depicted as sub-cultures, at best, which has 

resulted in the labeling of non-Whites as “lacking” when their cultures do not include 

traits found in White culture. In the current traditional education system, non-Whites are 

in need of an educational experience that places value in the cultures they practice at 

home and this is one of the main components culturally relevant pedagogy aims to 

provide. 

 Other reasons for continued resistance to including sociocultural pedagogies in 

standard pre-service teaching curriculums are the belief by some that racism no longer 

exists in our society or the belief by others that racism does exist but is not a serious 

problem (Ladson-Billings, 1999; Osborne, 1996). These thoughts lead teacher educators 

and teachers to believe that there is no need for pedagogies that take into account 

sociocultural issues that might affect the performance of non-White students. This 
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thinking leads teachers to believe that the differences in academic performance between 

Whites and non-Whites are simply due to differences in their levels of potential. The low 

expectations expressed, even implicitly, during teacher - student interactions negatively 

affect non-White students. Teachers and students who do not challenge these societal 

beliefs that non-White cultures are automatically lacking in what is needed to succeed 

academically perpetuate these negative ideas. Culturally relevant pedagogy aims to 

combat this by providing students with the tools needed to develop a critical mindset that 

can analyze content learned in school while also questioning the structure of this society 

and their role in it. 

 Lastly, culturally relevant pedagogy understands the importance of academic 

success and its role in providing students with the tools needed to be successful in our 

society. While recognizing this, it also acknowledges that examples of successful Black 

citizens in our society do exist and that education played an important role in their 

accomplishments. Academic success is not a foreign concept for African American 

students because they are clearly capable of achieving academic success. Examples of 

excellent teachers of Black students are available for us to learn from and their practical 

teaching experience should be valued and included in discussions concerning the best 

ways to teach Black students (Osborne, 1996; Trueba, 1988). With this in mind, 

culturally relevant pedagogy seeks to recognize examples of excellence among non-

White by valuing their “wisdom of practice”.  

 From her research on successful educators of African American students, Ladson-

Billings (1995a) recognized the three commonly held ideas that help to form the 

theoretical perspective behind what she now refers to as culturally relevant pedagogy. 
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The first idea revolves around how teachers see themselves and their students. It states 

that teachers who use a form of teaching that can be labeled as culturally relevant 

pedagogy often see themselves as professionals and believe that their work is extremely 

important to their society. They also believe that all students are able to achieve academic 

success. This is an extremely important trait as it is tied directly to the culturally relevant 

pedagogical goal that all students succeed academically.   

 The second idea involves the types of social relationships encouraged in the 

classroom. Culturally relevant pedagogues understand the important role social 

relationships play in student’s learning environments. Strong student - teacher 

relationships with healthy communication are often found in these classrooms. Healthy 

relationships amongst the students where they are encouraged to work together and look 

out for one another are often found as well. Openness to learning more about the student, 

which includes getting to know about their culture, is necessary in order to better 

understand different strategies that may help educators communicate educational content 

to them. Understanding the student’s culture is also very important when working to 

achieve the culturally relevant pedagogical goal that all students become more competent 

in their own cultures. 

 The third idea concerns teacher’s understandings of knowledge and how they 

believe it is formed in the minds of their students. These teachers often see knowledge as 

a dynamic concept and believe that knowledge should be shared but consumed carefully. 

This mindset is often needed to help the students navigate educational information that 

may at times counter what their culture believes. Students need to feel that they are valid 

members of society and have all of the rights that come with this identity. They should 
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feel that they do have the ability to influence their society in positive ways. They need to 

feel that they are rightfully first class citizens even when they encounter “educational” 

information that depicts them as “others” playing supporting roles to those of the 

dominant culture or deviants automatically lacking what dominant culture believes are 

necessary social skills because of differences in their home culture’s traits. 

 Since sociocultural pedagogies are not yet part of the standard curriculums for 

future teachers, some of the students who can best benefit from this pedagogy do not 

receive it. This highlights the importance of cultural enrichment academic programs that 

take place outside of the traditional academic classroom. These programs provide 

students with the culturally relevant educational content that is often missing in 

traditional classrooms. Culturally relevant academic and extra-curricular after school 

programs provide students with much needed positive influences on their identity 

development by presenting examples of positive individuals from their cultures. Research 

has shown that students prefer culturally relevant curriculums because they can better 

identify with these positive identities (Sampson, 2008). These culturally relevant 

curriculums also help to foster the creation of environments that will help students 

develop a positive identity which in turn can positively influence the development of 

their social success skills.  

Next Chapter 

 The next chapter provides information about the research methods I used during 

the year-long data collection for this study on Black male student’s thoughts and 

perspectives about media’s influences on their identity and social skills development. I 

first begin by explaining the phenomenological research approach I used while also 
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providing explanations as to why it is the correct method for this type of study. Next, I 

provide information about the research participants, and their roles in this study. The final 

section provides further details about the data collection and analysis methods used as 

well as the various ways I addressed validity throughout the study. 
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Chapter III 

METHODOLOGY AND MODES OF ANALYSIS 

 

 

Early in the twentieth century, a schism in psychology 

developed. On one side of the battle were the behaviorist 

who focused only on measurable behavior, taking a “black 

box” approach to the study of the mind. Their primary tool 

was objective, controlled experimentation. On the other 

side were the phenomenologist who study what game 

designers care about most - the nature of human experience 

and “the feeling of what happens.” Their primary tool is 

introspection - the act of examining your experiences as 

they happen. 

- Schell, 2008, p. 12-13  

 

 

 

 Following a general understanding of how stereotypes, cultures, media, social 

success skills and teaching methods influence achievement gaps in the United States, I 

was interested in analyzing this phenomenon from a closer perspective. This chapter 

provides details about the research methods I used to examine Black male students’ 

thoughts and perspectives about media’s influences on their identity and social success 

skills development. I first begin by introducing the phenomenological research approach. 

The various ways this method of inquiry assisted me with my research goals are outlined 

and explained. Next, I provide information about the research participants, and their roles 

in this study. Details about my search process are provided along with my rationale for 

why I chose the final two participants. Afterwards, I discuss my originally anticipated 

flexible research design schedule. In the next section, I explain what actually transpired 

and how it differed from my initially proposed research design schedule. Next, I describe 

the multiple methods of analysis I used to examine the data and the participants’ media 
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content. Lastly, I discuss the various ways I addressed validity throughout this study. 

Phenomenological Approach 

 This study used a phenomenological research approach because I am interested in 

each participant’s perspective about how their media experiences may or may not have 

influenced their social success skills development. Slavin (2007) writes “a 

phenomenological study often begins with a situation that the researcher has some 

personal experience with and wishes to understand from others’ perspectives” (p. 149). 

My personal experiences growing up as a Black male exposed to different forms of media 

that I believe had an influence on my social development, inspired me to conduct this 

study. My objective was to capture each participant’s thoughts on how their media 

consumption experiences might have influenced their personal development and add 

these unique perspectives to the ongoing discussion about media’s role in society. I 

believe that each of their distinct contributions provides us with a clearer understanding 

of media’s role as a social instruction tool. They also help us better understand how 

various social and individual factors can influence why each person’s experiences and 

responses to those experiences might differ. The subjective nature of each participant’s 

response is important. It is certainly possible that their recounts about the social aspects 

of their media experiences may not be completely accurate; however, the memories they 

hold of these experiences have a large influence over their personal social development 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1967). A person’s interpretation of an experience shapes how they 

believe the world sees them, how they see the world, and how they approach future social 

situations. 
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The Need for Qualitative Data 

 My dissertation study made use of rich qualitative traditional approaches. The 

questions I asked required me to collect descriptive information about the emotional 

responses and social interactions each participant had during their experiences with 

media. Qualitative research methods that use phenomenological approaches are best 

suited for this type of study because of their emphasis on depth versus generalizability 

(Slavin, 2007). My goal was to gather information that could help us develop a deeper 

understanding of the social aspects of each participant’s media experience. I also 

provided each participant’s perspectives on how these experiences influenced their ability 

to develop social success skills.  

 The ongoing academic discussion concerning the importance of social success 

skills has already accumulated a great deal of quantitative support to help prove that non-

Whites are under-performing when compared to Whites (Alonso, 2006; Rothstein, 2004). 

Numerous studies have also provided statistical data about the influences of media on 

society (Calvert, 2004; Cosby, 1976; Kirkorian, Wartella, & Anderson, 2008; Koss & 

Teale, 2009). My quest to capture and learn about factors we may not be aware of during 

each participant’s media consumption experience required me to collect detailed data that 

could not be delivered in the strict structure that characterizes most quantitative research 

designs. My study required the flexibility provided by a phenomenological approach so 

that I could be better prepared to capture information that could lead to the development 

of new theories. 

Capturing Social Experiences 

 When considered from a sociocultural perspective, the mediated lives of youth 
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can be better understood by learning about the social processes present in the 

environments in which they partake in their media experiences. I was interested in 

developing an understanding of the social processes that occur during each experience as 

well as each participant’s thoughts on how they made sense of the experiences 

afterwards. The internal processing that took place in the minds of the participants as they 

attempted to personalize and better understand the experiences for themselves are 

important to this study. I chose to use specific qualitative research methods that allowed 

me to capture thick descriptions of the participant’s social settings and experiences 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

 The detailed narratives and descriptions found in qualitative studies often provide 

excellent testimonials and perspectives of non-quantifiable successful teaching strategies 

in use. My dissertation study made use of specific phenomenological methods that helped 

me explore each participant’s perspectives on the social aspects of experiences with 

media and how this affected their sense of self and the social success skills they may or 

may not have acquired. Knowledge about this phenomenon is best captured using 

methods that allow participants to freely contribute to the discussion in a way that makes 

them feel that their input is valuable and necessary. They are the experts on their personal 

thoughts and feelings about this phenomenon. The data must include first-hand 

information about these experiences because this is the only way we can truly understand 

their perspectives. The learning that occurs on the individual psychological level for each 

participant can only be accessed by asking them to share their thoughts with us. They are 

also experts because of the various ways they choose to repurpose various media delivery 

types, brands and content to fit the different uses they develop for them. Today’s youth 
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media exist in various constantly evolving forms that we as adults do not understand 

because we often undervalue them and simply label them as “kid stuff”. Looking down 

on these domains where young people are experts silences their voices in the public arena 

and does us a great disservice because we lose out on the opportunity to learn of new 

ways we may be able to communicate and connect with them. 

Acknowledging Agendas 

 In addition, research studies are often conducted with specific agendas in mind 

which can be influenced by those conducting the studies as well as the organizations 

funding the experiments. I believe that control over what is researched is also power over 

what is believed to be important. The information from these “objective studies” is often 

disseminated to the masses and helps to influence decisions made in society. Qualitative 

studies are valued for their ability to provide marginalized groups with a voice that is 

often not available in quantitative studies (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Hesse-Biber & 

Leavy, 2006; Slavin, 2007). The detailed narratives included in qualitative studies can 

take on the form of powerful testimonials. The lasting effect they can leave on an 

audience can inspire further discussion on a topic, the commencement of a new research 

study, the continuation of existing studies, or other non-research related actions that can 

potentially benefit the participants of that study.  

Data Collection Methods 

 Semi-structured interviews, focus group sessions, and observations are the data 

collection methods I used to help me better understand the personal experiences of each 

participant. These methods also helped me analyze their interpretation of how each media 
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experience affected their personal social development. I briefly discuss the strengths of 

each research method below before providing details on how they were each incorporated 

into the design of my study. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 The primary method of data collection for phenomenological studies is the long 

in-depth semi-structured individual interview (McMillan, 2008, Slavin, 2007). I made 

extensive use of this technique throughout the course of this study. Individual interviews 

allowed me to collect data in the form of participant responses to questions. Their 

responses included perspectives on various aspects of their media experiences as well as 

in-depth conversations on the social experiences that revolved around the experiences. 

The semi-structured interviews also provided me with additional opportunities to ask 

participants for clarity on questions concerning data collected during previous focus 

group sessions, previous observations, and previous individual semi-structured interviews 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

 Each interview was tape recorded and analyzed for recurring themes. I presented 

my findings to the interviewees for follow up discussions where they were allowed to 

participate as informal co-researchers while also elaborating on previous responses. We 

also informally interpreted portions of the data together in an attempt to determine what 

the uncovered information might mean. Allowing them to interpret this data for 

themselves was one of several attempts made during this study to continually include the 

students in the dialogue on this topic. I purposely designed these opportunities into the 

study to account for the dynamic factors that can influence on-going discussions. The 

participants’ views often evolved during our on-going conversations throughout the 
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course of this study. The questions I asked in each progressive interview were produced 

out of the responses they previously provided. Similarly, the multiple perspectives they 

had concerning their ever-changing environments and interests were important aspects of 

this study and also helped direct the production of new questions to ask. 

Participant Observations 

 Observations provided me with an additional data source for how each student 

engaged with their media. In some situations, the participants engaged in experiences that 

did not involve active and/or immediate participation with others. Examples included 

single person video games and watching television. In these instances I took field notes 

about the experience from my perspective and I asked them questions about various 

things that I observed and found curious. An additional example of a solo media 

experience that my participants engaged in included reading. In those instances, in-person 

observations would have been counter-productive. Instead, I chose to also read portions 

of the books so that I could become familiar with the content they were reading. This 

produced follow up questions inspired by our initial discussions about the books and my 

new first-hand understanding of their content. Furthermore, I also allowed them to lead 

spontaneous conversations about topics that they thought I might be interested in. There 

were various moments during the study when they began a variety of informal “show and 

tell” exhibitions about products or product features that I had been unaware of before that 

point.  

 I also arranged collaborative media experiences with the primary participants and 

their associated secondary participants. These provided me with additional opportunities 

to observe their experiences with specific forms of media firsthand. The kinds of 
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activities they participated in during these collaborative media experiences included 

watching television sports events, movie viewings and multiplayer video gaming 

sessions. Occasionally, I was mainly an observer taking notes and asking questions. At 

other times I chose to take part in the collaborative media experience as a participant 

observer. These media experiences sessions were always followed up by focus group 

sessions with the participants. 

Focus Group Sessions 

 Focus groups were specifically chosen for their ability to encourage strong 

dialogue between participants of similar backgrounds (Madriz, 2003). These sessions 

provided participants with opportunities to share and validate past experiences and 

viewpoints. The many perspectives focal and secondary participants provided about their 

individual media experiences were compared and contrasted with data collected during 

the individual semi-structured interviews. The focus groups also allowed us to reflect on 

the specific collaborative media experiences they shared during this study. 

 Each tape recorded focus group session consisted of four to six participants. They 

were analyzed for recurring themes and presented to the focal participants during later 

interviews. Once again, this was an opportunity for them to informally participate as co-

researchers. We deliberated over the data together to determine what the information 

might mean and we discussed the various ways their views evolved throughout the course 

of the study.   

Context 

 This study was an investigation of Black students’ experiences with media within 
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various local contexts. These included their neighborhoods, homes, and any other 

personal (physical, psychological, digital, etc…) spaces they had defined for themselves 

inside and outside of their homes (parks, friend or family member’s home that they can 

escape to, backyards, libraries, etc…). The various ways their personal experiences with 

media affected how they viewed themselves within those local spaces were examined. 

Why they took part in different types of media experiences within those spaces was also 

discussed. I was additionally interested in what the experiences meant to them within the 

different local contexts. The various ways they made meaning out of the content they 

consumed was explored within different sociocultural contexts. I also wanted to know 

which social success skills they considered most important and in what contexts they felt 

those skills were needed. 

 The temporal context introduced by my decision to make this a year-long study 

provided me with the opportunity to observe the dynamic aspects of each participant’s 

thoughts about media, social success skills, and their identities. Throughout the course of 

this study I investigated how each participant’s experiences with media were exhibited in 

their other daily activities. The amounts of time they spent in their everyday social, 

academic, and media activities changed throughout the year as their schedules adjusted 

from season to season. I watched for the way their identities (e.g. 

brother/son/student/consumer/producer) changed depending on the context and how this 

influenced the way they processed their experiences. 

Participants 

 Purposeful sampling, the selection of specific participants that can provide 

informative data on the topic being studied (McMillan, 2008), was the selection method 
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used to choose this study’s two primary participants. This study required me to purposely 

search for two individuals who were able to articulate the details of their media 

experiences, desired to share their experiences, and were willing to partake in the entire 

study from the beginning to its end over the course of twelve months (McMillan, 2008). 

Discussions were a major part of my data collection design making it necessary that each 

participant had the ability to verbally express themselves. Focusing on two primary 

participants allowed me to gather, analyze, and understand greater amounts of detailed 

information about my participants’ experiences over a longer period of time and at a 

more in-depth level than would have been possible if I had chosen to work with a larger 

focal group. Furthermore, I chose to work with high school teenagers, as opposed to 

younger students, because they had some form of freedom over their media choices. They 

were entering young adulthood and often had the option to opt in and out of some of their 

parent’s media experiences. However, as teenagers they were not yet as independent as 

older adults and may have had more potential to be influenced by peers, parents, and 

other social influences. Additionally, they were nearing their undergraduate years and 

would be expected to select college majors soon. As a result, the teens were forming 

more concrete ideas about the professional careers they might wish to pursue after they 

graduated from college. This was an important factor in our discussions about social 

success. 

 However, I also designed my study to allow for supplementary data from 

additional individuals. Network sampling (McMillan, 2008) was the method used to 

select additional secondary participants for this study. As the study progressed, I asked 

my focal participants to recommend additional persons they believed would be excellent 
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candidates for the focus groups and collaborative media experiences. In addition, the 

primary participants’ parents, siblings, and friends were also asked to participate in the 

study as secondary participants. They provided additional perspectives on the primary 

participant’s media experiences and they also shared their own experiences. However, I 

made sure to respect the wishes of the primary participants by asking them for permission 

before requesting additional non-familial participants to participate. 

Search Process 

 After School Programs. After School Programs were the first areas I looked 

when I began my search for potential participants for this study. My initial intentions 

were to recruit participants from the site I first used during my pilot study. I conducted an 

exploratory research study during the October and November months of 2008 at Aim 

High (pseudonym). It was an afterschool and weekly Saturday academic and cultural 

enrichment program for junior high and high school students. I chose it as the site for my 

pilot study both as a convenience sample due to their willingness to participate in the 

study and because of their role as a cultural enrichment academic institution that makes 

use of culturally relevant pedagogy in their curriculum. The majority of the student 

population was Black and the staff was also predominantly Black. In addition, my pilot 

study was a large influence over my decision to work with high school students. The 

junior high school students from my pilot study were great sources of information 

however, the high school participants were better able to articulate responses to my 

questions and they were better prepared to discuss their future goals. The high school 

students had more concrete ideas of job professions they might wish to pursue, detailed 
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tangible thoughts about why they were considering various career options, and a larger 

set of experiences they could discuss. 

 However, I eventually decided not to choose students from Aim High for my 

dissertation because it was located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and would have 

required an inefficiently large amount of travel, planning, and coordination with the 

students. The pilot study revealed to me various logistical difficulties that often present 

themselves when trying to work around the life schedules of young students inside and 

outside of school. Some of the students were often involved in various additional 

activities that took up much of their time. Other times, the students simply forget that 

they scheduled a meeting with me until I arrived. Additionally, the life schedules of their 

parents can get in the way, as well. In the end, I decided that it would be in my best 

interest to instead search for local programs in New York that were similar to Aim High.  

 I searched for and found multiple New York based academic programs that took 

place outside of school hours. Several were based within schools while others were run 

by nonprofit organizations that setup locations in their own buildings. After several trips 

to different locations, I chose to develop a relationship with one nonprofit organization in 

particular, Success Bound (pseudonym). It was an afterschool program designed to 

provide minority students with supplementary academic support and eventually I was 

invited several times to participate as a workshop instructor. The workshops I conducted 

were for parents and students and each provided me with several more opportunities to 

recruit potential participants.  

 Additional Optional Participants. Individuals outside of those in afterschool 

academic programs were also included in my search. I often considered several children 
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of my family members' friends and my friend's younger siblings as potentials and 

engaged them in discussions about their media use while also explaining about my study. 

Apple’s iPad had been recently released that year and I often found myself in several 

discussions with them about whether there truly was a need for such a device. Neither I 

nor many of the teens I spoke with had logged much usage with an iPad, however we all 

owned iPods and debated about the differences between the two. Movies were also a 

large part of our discussions about media. The Harry Potter movies came up during 

several conversations; some students stated that they preferred the books while others 

stated that they would only watch the movies and had no plans to read the series. Kick-

Ass, a comic book inspired film was also often discussed and highly rated among the 

teens as one of their favorites. 

 I also initiated talks with several young kids and parents that I met at various 

Haitian fundraising events. In addition to discussions about my research interest and 

media, we also talked about various social issues that were affecting many immigrant 

communities throughout the United States. At the time of my participant search, the 

January 12, 2010 Haitian earthquake had been fresh in the minds of many. Events had 

been held in an attempt to provide assistance to various relief efforts. Parents often 

invited their children along as volunteers. They each helped by donating money, by 

providing clothing for the many earthquake relief collections, by packing boxes for 

shipments to Haiti or by attending various events in a show of support. Furthermore, the 

recent recession was also a popular topic because of the limitations it placed on the 

amount of financial assistance Haitian-American families could provide to their families 

in Haiti. 
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 Unfortunately, the deportation of Haitians was also a very popular topic at many 

of the events. The Population With Haitian Ancestry in the United States: 2009 ACS 

Survey Brief reported that the Haitians in America population was a fast growing group 

(United States Census Bureau, 2010). Between 2000 and 2010 the documented Haitian 

population in America rose from approximately 548,199 to 813,186. Yet many Haitian 

families had a story about a family member or family friend (who had never gained 

United States citizenship and had a past criminal record) that had been suddenly removed 

from their daily lives by the United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

agency. Multiple stories also included mention of deportees who were stuck in limbo 

within the United States prison system with no clear indication of when they would be 

sent to Haiti. Furthermore, there were even more tales of the additional times their loved 

ones spent in prison once they finally arrived in Haiti and the hardship that awaited them 

in the recently earthquake ravaged country. These stories were common to Haitian 

families of all socioeconomic levels at these New York events. Approximately two-thirds 

(567,000) of all documented Haitians in the United States resided in Florida and New 

York. Haitians made up only 0.3 percent of the entire United States population, however 

Haitians made up a higher percentage of the populations of the states of Florida (2.0 

percent) and New York (1.0 percent). According to The Population With Haitian 

Ancestry in the United States: 2009 ACS Survey Brief, approximately 191,000 

documented Haitians lived in the state of New York in 2009 (United States Census 

Bureau, 2010).  

 Final Selection Considerations. Final selection considerations included 

reflections on the various experiences I previously described during my search for 
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participants. I thought about the logistics involved in conducting a year-long study that 

would involve numerous data collection sessions with teenage students. I took into 

account the varying levels of interest the different teens I met with showed about my 

study as well as their ability and willingness to articulate their experiences. I factored in 

my assumptions about their parents’ comfort levels with me and how that would factor 

into my ability to continue meeting with them for an additional year. Finally at the end, I 

selected two Haitian-American teens with contrasting backgrounds because the initial 

information I had on them interested me greatly. Although they both grew up in Haitian-

American households and had many similarities, they also lived very different lives. They 

both lived in diverse towns, however the story of how those towns came to become 

diverse were different as were the social and physical makeup of the two areas. One 

participant was the oldest sibling in his family and lived in an urban New York City 

neighborhood that had experienced recent gentrification. The other lived in a suburban 

area that had experienced White Flight and he was the youngest of his siblings. Their 

individual lives provided unique views into several issues many families had experienced 

during that moment in American history and I believed that there was a great deal of 

potential in the stories their experiences would provide.  

 I touch on multiple topics while providing context to their stories, however, full 

detail into each of the issues is not within the scope of this study. During the year I spent 

observing and discussing their many media experiences, I learned of various issues that 

might have directly or indirectly influenced their social development. Nevertheless, the 

information discussed about the topics was only provided within the context of what my 

participants were experiencing and what they chose to share with me. In regards to their 
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social development, I was specifically interested in the various social success skills they 

felt they needed in order to succeed in different areas of their lives. As young adults, they 

were in the process of learning about their place in American society and their views 

about this had consequences on how they pursued their goals. 

Proposed Research Data Collection Schedule 

 The methods I used and the frequency with which they were conducted 

throughout this study were determined by each participant’s unique media experiences. I 

chose not to assume what types of media content they would engage with throughout the 

study. I also understood before beginning the study that I had to be flexible because I did 

not know how often they would engage with the various forms of new and old media 

available to them. This study was purposely designed with changeable components that 

could accommodate multiple circumstances.  

 The data for this phenomenological study about how media communicates 

messages that influence the development of social success skills in youth was designed to 

be collected over twelve months and it was conducted in three phases. The first phase of 

my investigations occurred during the latter portion of each student’s current academic 

year and ended at the conclusion of their summer breaks (May – August). The second 

phase happened during the beginning of their next academic year and ended after the 

holiday break (September - December). The final phase commenced at the beginning of 

the next year and continued until the middle of spring (January - April). Each data 

collection phase informed the methods I choose to use in each subsequent phase. As I 

learn more about the participants and this phenomenon, I tailored the methods to fit the 

dynamic needs and varying media experiences of each participant. Table 7 presents the 
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proposed data collection schedule I used as a guide throughout the study. 

Data Collection Design Schedule 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 
05/2011 – 08/2011 09/2011 – 12/2011 1/2012 – 4/2012 2012-2013 

05/2011 - [INT_1]  
Interviews with each focal 

participant 
 
06/2011 – [I-OBS_1]  

Observations of each focal 

participant  
 
07/2011 - [INT_2]  

Follow-up interviews  with 

each focal participant 
 
08/2011 [FGS_1]  
Focus group sessions with 

secondary participants 

recommended by each 

focal participant 
 

 

09/2011 [G-OBS_1]  

Group observations  
 
10/2011 – [FGS_2]  

Follow-up Focus group 

sessions  with each group 
 
11/2011 [ANL_1]  
Analysis of interviews 

and focus group sessions 

with focal participants 
 
12/2011 - [I-OBS_2] 
Observations of each 

focal participant  
 

1/2012 - [INT_3] 

Follow-up interview 

with each focal 

participant 
 
2/2012 – [G-OBS_2] 

Group observations  
 
3/2012 – [FGS_3] 

Follow-up Focus group 

sessions with each 

group 
 
4/2012 – [ANL_2]  
Analysis of interviews 

and focus group 

sessions with focal 

participants 
 
4/2012 – [INT_4]  
Final interviews with 

focal participants 
 

Data 

Analysis 

Table 7: Data Collection Design Schedule 

   

 

 The data collection from my primary participants was expected to occur outside 

of their official academic environments because I am primarily interested in their media 

experiences outside of school; however I also understand that school is a major part of 

their lives and cannot be thought of as a nonfactor in this study. This three phase study 

provided interesting data because of the varying amounts of available free time away 

from school during each of the three phases. The descriptions of their experiences 

evolved during each of the three phases of this study because of the varying activities 

they were involved in during the different times of the year. Part of the inquiry focused 

on how each student’s presence in school informed their sense making about their media 
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experiences. The temporal context introduced by the length of the study provided us with 

the opportunity to see how their thoughts concerning different experiences evolved over 

time as they were provided with opportunities to not only reflect back on experiences 

from years past but also the different beliefs, thoughts, and ideas they had from their 

media experiences during the beginning all the way to the end of the study. Just for the 

sake of clarity, I would like to stress that I was not necessarily interested in comparing 

the media experiences that took place during each of the three time periods during this 

study; I was mostly interested in providing this study with additional opportunities for 

rich data collection in order to better understand how they felt their social success skills 

were being influenced during and after the different sorts of media experiences they 

engaged in.  

Details of Method Collection Process 

 My methodology was guided by the data collection schedule I designed for my 

proposal, as described above; I was not bound to strictly follow it as it appeared. The 

approach I took contained modular aspects that could be interchanged as needed 

depending on what direction my participants’ interests and activities led us. I continually 

analyzed the collected data throughout the information gathering process and used the 

results I found during periods between semi-structured interviews, participant 

observations, and focus group sessions to determine how I would continue with our 

future sessions.  

Phase I 

 I began the data collection for each focal participant with an initial semi-
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structured interview session. The questions posed to the participants included inquiries 

about their media experiences, their everyday sociocultural experiences, and their initial 

thoughts about success, social success, and social success skills. During the media topics 

portion of the discussions we explored their definitions of media. We differentiated 

between media content, media formats, media producers, media consumers and media 

brands by mutually agreeing to separate definitions for each term. Media content would 

refer to specific television episodes, the stories within the books, movies, other narrative 

forms of media, and anything else that was a component within the media. Media formats 

were the different ways content could be delivered such as by television, smart phones, 

video games, computers and more. Media producers were the companies or individuals in 

the companies who created the media products. Likewise, media consumers were those 

who participated in the experience of viewing, listening, playing and/or buying products 

built by media producers. Lastly, media brands would refer to media titles and in some 

instances, the actresses and actors themselves. For example, we considered Harry Potter, 

NBA 2K11, and Kevin Hart to be media brands. The participants provided examples of 

their favorites and explained how they came to choose them as favorites. We also 

discussed media they believed they could not live without. Analysis of this portion of the 

discussion gave me examples of media formats and content I observed use of during the 

first phase of the data collection. It also produced the questions asked in additional 

interviews and focus groups. 

 The sociocultural portion of the interviews included discussions about their home 

cultures and reflections on the social aspects of their various media experiences. I asked 

them to provide me with examples of personal media experiences that were most 
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memorable to them. We discussed the various reasons those experiences were most 

memorable and I encouraged them to think through the internal thought processes and 

feelings they were having during those moments. I also asked them about how different 

media experiences might have influenced their later interactions with others. We 

discussed media related discussions they have had with family and friends at school, 

home, and during extra-curricular activities. Additionally, they described their home 

cultures and reflected on how they believed it was or was not manifested in their daily 

lives. At the conclusion of this portion of the discussion, we compared and contrasted 

their media experiences with the experiences of their parents, siblings, extended family 

members, classmates, and friends. After analyzing their responses to these questions, I 

created a list of potential secondary participants for this study. Their responses also 

inspired me to perform additional individual research about the participants’ 

neighborhoods, schools, and cities. I accumulated census data about the various locations 

and juxtaposed them against the impressions my participants had about the makeup of 

their neighborhoods and cities. In addition, I also investigated what the census revealed 

about the population changes that had occurred in those areas. Testimonials, descriptions, 

and articles about each geographic area was also accumulated and reviewed. This 

qualitative data provided further context to the quantitative data I interpreted from the 

census and other data sources about the areas. I also searched for more data about the 

products that were most memorable to them and gathered articles and accounts from 

other consumers who had also experienced moments similar to those my participants had 

described as most memorable. All of this data was used to develop a deeper 

understanding of their accounts and it also helped me generate a new set of questions for 
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our follow up focus group sessions, interviews and collaborative media experiences.  

 The final portion of my initial semi-structured interviews with the focal 

participants involved a discussion about their understandings of success, how they 

believed social success was portrayed by successful individuals and the skills they felt 

were most necessary in order to achieve social success. They provided me with various 

examples of media personalities they viewed as successful. We also discussed their 

criteria for deciding what distinguishes one individual to be labeled as more successful 

than another. In addition, we also searched for examples of successful individuals in their 

own lives and investigated the reasoning they applied when deciding why various persons 

were or were not included on their list of successful people. I also explored their thoughts 

concerning their media content’s role in supporting or hindering their development of 

skills that would lead to social success in their own lives. We discussed how often they 

encountered stories that included characters they could relate to, in what ways they felt 

they could relate to those characters, and whether or not the media content they 

consumed had any influence over their development. I repeatedly asked these questions 

several times throughout the course of the year-long study and I reviewed the various 

responses they provided to determine if their responses had changed over time. 

 Although it was not initially included in the proposed data collection schedule, I 

also chose to conduct semi-structured interviews with my focal participants’ siblings. I 

asked them the same set of questions used in the initial interviews with my primary 

participants. The results of these responses provided additional data sources to my 

descriptions about the focal participants’ experiences. I also scheduled observations 

sessions to better understand the media content my participants enjoyed. Video games 
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were the most popular media format amongst the teens; however, we also discussed 

books, movies, the internet, and several others they enjoyed. Lastly, secondary 

participants were selected from my amongst my participants’ siblings and close friends. 

Focus group sessions were formed from their group of secondary participants.  

Phase II 

 Collaborative media experiences with the focal participants and their secondary 

participants were introduced during the second phase of the data collection process. Each 

one of these sessions involved participating in multiplayer video gaming sessions. First 

person shooters and sports titles were the popular choices for these events. I typically 

played the part of an observer taking notes and asking questions. However, I occasionally 

participated in a game as well. In addition to in-person participants, the internet 

connectivity provided by the video gaming consoles also allowed for online participation. 

My participants informed me that their online playmates consisted of cousins, friends, 

and strangers they had never met in person. These collaborative media experience 

sessions were followed up by focus group discussions. Some of the in-person participants 

returned and participated in these sessions. In addition to discussing the video games they 

participated in during the group media experiences, we also discussed other topics related 

to media and social success. Analysis of the data from these sessions provided additional 

perspectives on their media experiences and thoughts about social success. 

 Furthermore, the collaborative media experiences and the follow-up focus group 

sessions inspired me to conduct further research on the experiences of other teens from 

my focal participants’ generation, the Internet Generation. I searched for articles, research 

data, and additional testimonials that could provide multiple perspectives on the 
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experiences the teens had in common. I chose to review all qualitative data I could find 

about these topics and did not limit it to only what was available about Black teens. My 

participants did make mention of how their experiences were sometimes unique when 

compared to the experiences of other students of other races but a good amount of their 

experiences were also common to those shared by all of their friends, regardless of race 

and ethnicity. Also, data that was limited strictly to the voices of Black teens was 

discussing their experiences with media and their thoughts on success were scarce. 

 Phase II also included additional semi-structured interviews with the focal 

participants. These sessions included further explorations into their daily schedules inside 

and outside of school. We discussed the courses they were enrolled in, their future goals, 

and their impressions of their schools. We also discussed the role of their neighborhood 

friends and out of school acquaintances in their lives. Furthermore, I conducted semi-

structured interviews with their parents and we discussed the thought processes that were 

involved when they were coming to a decision about where their children would attend 

high school. I compiled the data collected during these sessions and presented it to my 

focal participants for further discussion.  

Phase III 

 The final phase of the data collection process consisted of additional semi-

structured interviews, focus group sessions, and observations. Although I was 

occasionally introduced to new media during this phase, these sessions were now focused 

on specific media content. An understanding concerning the media they were most 

interested in had been established by this time and I took the opportunity to further 

explore their thoughts about the updates between annually released versions of video 
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games they enjoyed, learn more about the different songs they enjoyed from their favorite 

musicians, and discuss specific internet sites they often visited.  

 This phase also provided me with opportunities for final discussions with the 

participants about their future goals. We wrapped up the data collection in this phase with 

final thoughts about social success and their reflections on how media and society may or 

may not have played a role in their development of social success skills. Once again I 

reinitiated our discussions about success and I asked them to re-explain how they 

believed social success was portrayed by different individuals. Differences in the 

perceived levels of success between races and occupations were also explored. In 

addition, we discussed the specific social success skills they felt would be most necessary 

for them to acquire the achievements they had set as future goals for themselves. At the 

end of the data collection process, the participants were very surprised and expressed 

disbelief that it had already been a year since we first began the study. However, I was 

fully aware because I now had large amount of data that needed to be analyzed and 

translated into written form. The following section provides details about the analysis 

methods I used to examine the collected data. 

Data Analysis Methods 

 The analysis that occurred after the data collection phase had ended differed from 

the analyses that took place during periods between semi-structured interviews, focus 

group sessions, and participant observation sessions. At the end of the data collection 

schedule, I was no longer interested in determining what direction additional sessions 

with my participants would take. I was now interested in the development of theories 

concerning how the development of social success skills in students were influenced by 
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various forms of media. The depth of the data collected allowed me to begin identifying, 

theorizing, and understanding the important relationships between media content and 

social success skills. In order to accomplish this, I analyzed the data collected during this 

study using a grounded theory approach. McMillan (2008) wrote “Research problems in 

grounded theory studies are focused on what happened to individuals, why they believed 

it happened  as it did, and what it means to them” (p. 293). This description of grounded 

theory clearly fits with my interest in each student’s perspective on how they believe their 

social development might have been influenced by media.  

 The transcripts from the interviews and focus groups sessions were coded using 

two coding families. The first coding family, Perspectives Held by Subjects, is described 

as “codes oriented toward ways of thinking all or some subjects share that are not as 

general as their overall definition of the situation but indicate orientations toward 

particular aspects of a setting” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 175) The second coding 

family, Subjects Ways of thinking about People and Objects, is defined as codes that get 

“at the subjects’ understandings of each other, or outsiders, and of the objects that make 

up their world” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 175). Themes generated using these codes 

were combined when they contained similarities. Themes that appeared less often were 

eliminated during the analysis phase. The remaining themes were included in the final 

write-up. The analyzed data collected during the focus groups, the individual interviews 

and the observations were also used to help me to triangulate my results. 

 In addition to searching for themes during the write-up, I also collected my 

participants’ direct responses to my questions about media and social success. The semi-

structured interviews included many specific questions about their experiences that were 
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qualitative in nature. Their importance to the data presented throughout the write-up of 

this study was not weighed using any sort of frequency metric and I was not overly 

concerned with the number of times a response fit under a particular theme. Their 

responses led me on an investigative journey that also inspired additional new questions. 

These questions were posed to the participants during later sessions. Results are provided 

in the empirical chapters later in this dissertation. 

 Keeping in mind the perspectives theme I use throughout this study, I also chose 

to present this study’s findings from three viewpoints: (1) the perspectives of my 

participants and additional other youth from the Internet generation, (2) my own 

perspectives as a phenomenologist and producer and (3) the perspectives of the producers 

who developed some of the media products my participants enjoyed during the course of 

this study. My perspectives and those of my participants and other youth were derived 

using the analysis methods I previously described. However, acquiring perspectives from 

the producers of my participants’ media required the collection of additional data and 

further research and analysis. Although this dissertation study has a mainly academic 

focus, I believe it is important to also view the topics of media and social success skills 

from this third real-world applied production view.  

 Nevertheless, conducting an in-depth exploration into the story behind the 

development of every media format my participants enjoyed was beyond the scope of this 

study. Instead, I chose to focus on two titles that were among my participants’ favorites. I 

did not have access to the producers themselves but I collected archived information from 

the producers’ sites, news articles, testimonials, interviews and various other information 

sources. This lens was framed by my desire to understand how my participants’ media 
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content may or may not have successfully provided them with the experiences each 

product’s creators had in mind. I also reviewed the products’ objectives and compared 

them with findings from my observations and my participant’s responses. Lastly, I 

analyzed each product’s features to better understand how they helped to promote social 

success skills development in the student participants. 

Validity 

 The validity of the data I collected and presented was improved through the use of 

triangulation methods. I verified my findings by comparing the data sets I collected 

during observations, interviews, and focus group sessions. I also presented and reviewed 

portions of my findings with the participants. This provided me with an opportunity to 

introduce them to some of the procedures that are used during research studies. It also 

allowed them to verify my interpretations. Furthermore, I also compared and contrasted 

the data I collected from my focal participants with the additional data I collected from 

other sources. Examples included the additional individual semi-structured interviews 

with secondary participants, data from other studies, census data, archived data sources, 

articles that contained interviews of producers and other consumers, and more.  

 I also reflected on my subjectivity and biases throughout this study. In addressing 

my subjectivities, I understood that my goal as a qualitative researcher was to produce 

“an interpretation of reality that is useful in understanding the human condition” (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007, p. 27). Many researchers have discussed the difficulty involved when 

attempting to produce a study that is completely objective (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Slavin, 2007). However, I attempted to be conscious of my subjectivities with the 

understanding that they would always be present throughout the entire study. I 
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acknowledged them consistently in an attempt to lessen the amount of bias presented in 

this final product.  

 As a Black male who believes that his experiences growing up were similar to 

some of those experienced by the participants of this study, I was provided with 

additional inspiration and incentive to conduct and complete this study. As a Haitian-

American male, I brought a perspective to this study that was influenced by an in-group 

understanding of experiences that a high percentage of other Haitian-American males 

may have shared as well. Having grown up in a household where both parents were 

Haitian provided me with a detailed understanding of Haitian-American life. This 

understanding led me to presume that some of the Haitian-American parents and children 

would be more comfortable with me than were other parents and children I had met 

during my participant search. This was not always the case. Also, In some instances the 

individuals I met from the New York Haitian-American community immediately knew I 

was also part of their group, however there were other occasions where some parents and 

children were surprised to learn that I was a Haitian-American. Regardless, working with 

the Haitian-American participants I had chosen required me to suspend my assumptions 

about their lives. This allowed for the explicit discussion of topics that instead might have 

been considered unspoken understandings between the participants and me because of 

our innate knowledge of portions of the Haitian-American lifestyle.  

 My identity as an African-American male New York native who grew up within 

its school system was also relevant to how I acknowledged my biases in order to improve 

the validity of the data collected. Portions of my participants’ stories were familiar to me. 

This required me to constantly put my initial assumptions in check. Rather than relying 
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on my previous understandings about New York public and private school systems, I 

conducted detailed searches for school specific data by visiting multiple New York State 

academic internet sites to confirm and acknowledge what was officially presented as data 

about their schools. 

 Lastly, I also have professional and academic biases that are present during my 

production of this doctoral dissertation write-up. I understand that I benefit from this 

study academically and am motivated to complete this project because it fulfills the 

requirements in my doctoral program. Likewise, as a producer of children’s educational 

entertainment media, I have a strong interest in promoting the use of these media types 

for social success skills development.  

Protecting My Participants Identities 

 Throughout the initial write-ups of my findings, I made use of content from the 

many cited articles I had used to provide information about my participants’ 

neighborhoods. This allowed me to provide rich detailed descriptions during my 

introduction of the context of my participants’ lives. However, in doing so I was also 

exposing clearly identifiable information about their whereabouts. Even if I had chosen 

not to include the official citations of the magazines, journals, and other literature sources 

that had provided me with the quotations, copying and pasting even small portions of the 

quotes into a Google search field would easily provide a searcher with the original 

source. Because today’s technology has made information retrieval much more 

accessible, I made sure to apply an additional level of thought about how I would keep 

the anonymity of my participants intact beyond what I had promised in my written 

agreement with my Institutional Review Board.  
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 Additionally, I had to think further about how to provide rich detailed descriptions 

that included idiosyncratic details about the participants themselves without revealing 

who they were. My earlier drafts included more in-depth portrayals of their lives, the 

lives of their friends, and sensitive details that would have made the process of 

determining their identities less difficult. After multiple discussions with them 

concerning the data we reviewed and collected, I assured them that I would alter the 

previous versions so that their identities would remain concealed. In addition to the use of 

pseudonyms, this required me to omit portions of the data that they were not comfortable 

sharing. Details about their lives and the lives of their friends and family members were 

also generalized and made less specific in any instance where the information was too 

specific to still be sufficiently anonymous. This was especially important because in 

some environments their identities as Haitian-Americans made them identifiable 

minorities amongst an already extremely small minority population. Furthermore, traits 

and characteristics that I had previously included in an attempt to provide more color to 

their stories were also left out. However, I did keep the overall validity of my findings in 

mind throughout the entire anonymity process and I ensured that the results presented 

concerning media and social success skills in my primary participants’ lives and in the 

lives of their secondary participants remained intact.  
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Chapter IV 

SOCIAL CONTEXT 

 

 

When it comes to developing character strength, inner 

security and unique personal and interpersonal talents and 

skills in a child, no institution can or ever will compare 

with, or effectively substitute for, the home's potential for 

positive influence. 

- Stephen R. Covey 

 

 

This chapter provides an exploration of the participants’ home lives. Exploring 

the social aspects and local environments surrounding my participants’ media lives helps 

us comprehend how their experiences influenced their sense of self. An understanding of 

the context surrounding each of my participants’ experiences gives meaning to the data I 

will present in the remaining chapters of this dissertation. This is the first of four chapters 

(Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7) that will present the empirical findings derived using the 

methodology I presented in the previous chapter (Chapter 3). This dissertation first began 

with a broad introductory view of the achievement gaps that exist in the United States of 

America (Chapter 1). We then shifted the perspective of this general view several times 

to better understand how stereotypes, cultures, media, social success skills and 

pedagogies influence the achievement gaps (Chapter 2). With an overall understanding of 

these topics now firmly established, we now narrow our view and begin looking at the 

role they play in the lives of individuals. 

We first begin with an introduction to the home lives of Mathieu DuBois and 

Namir Toussaint. Throughout this discussion about the various spaces they engaged in 

their media experiences, all names, locations, and sites are replaced with pseudonyms to 
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protect their identities. We provide further context to the story of their lives by stepping 

back and looking at urban New York City and the suburban areas surrounding it within 

New York State. The perspective on these geographical areas includes brief introductions 

to the communities the boys grew up in, socioeconomic details about their respective 

areas and average household income comparisons for the various racial groups in their 

regions. Afterwards, the lens zooms back in to explore my participant’s neighborhoods. 

Once the context of their lives is established, I change the focus and begin providing the 

participant’s perspectives on social success skills. I attempt to bring each participant’s 

voice more fully into the chapter by preserving and presenting their perspectives on 

media, social development and their surrounding environments. The social aspects of 

those experiences are included and, when appropriate, commentary and perspectives from 

secondary participants within their immediate social circle are also provided. This chapter 

concludes with an introductory view of their media lives. Their media experiences and 

those of their close family members are briefly discussed in preparation for the next 

chapter where media will be the main focus. 

Mathieu DuBois 

A Sunday afternoon at home… 

 Fifteen year old Mathieu DuBois was seated on a brown leather couch in his 

family's den. He and his slightly older teenage brother Mustafa sat across from each other 

on matching couches pushed up against white walls on opposite sides of the den. The sun 

shone through a window above Mathieu's head. The two white walls were nicely 

complemented by a wall made of bricks at the far end of the room. In addition, the bricks 

lain out across the bottom portion of this wall reached further into the room to form a 
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small two foot tall brick shelf. The top surface of the shelf was smooth, painted white to 

match the other walls, and approximately two inches tall. A fireplace with a glass door 

was centered at the back top of the shelf. 

 Mathieu and Mustafa were watching soccer on a large 55 inch screen high 

definition television seated on an approximately three foot tall stand. This stand was 

located in one corner of the den in front of the brick wall and to the left of the fireplace. 

Mathieu's eyes were fixed on the television screen while Mustafa divided his attention 

between the soccer match and his laptop. Neither one understood Spanish, but Mathieu 

and Mustafa watched the action on the screen and safely assumed that the excited 

discussion taking place between the Spanish speaking sports announcers was about the 

game. Each time the announcers voices increased in volume Mustafa looked up from his 

laptop. 

 Small framed photos of the brothers’ family sat on a shelf affixed to the wall 

behind Mustafa's couch. Their mother, father, older brother, older sister, aunt, older male 

cousin and older female cousin were all smiling in each photo. Two large framed early 

photos of their oldest sibling and brother, Rene, and their older sister, Elise, hung on the 

wall behind Mathieu. At the beginning of the study, Rene was in his late 20s and Elise 

was in her mid-twenties. But Rene appeared to be in his preteen ages and Elise appeared 

to be around 7 or 8 years old in the large photos. The photos showed them both 

performing on stage in a choir performance. The den's walls and shelves were also 

decorated with Haitian paintings, African paintings, modern abstract paintings and a 

carved wooden sculpture of a mother carrying a child on her back. 

 The soccer match was interrupted by a commercial, also in Spanish. Mathieu 
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picked up the remote on his lap and changed the channel to a professional basketball 

game. Mustafa looked up after hearing the station change just in time to see one of the 

basketball players take a shot and miss. Their mother, Mrs. DuBois, was washing 

something in the kitchen sink and was partially visible through a square shaped serving 

area cutout in the fourth wall of the den. She was in her mid-fifties but looked like she 

could be in her late forties. She looked into the living room with her head above several 

green plants growing out of pots seated on the counter sill of the wall cutout and asked, 

“Did Rene tell you what time he was coming by?”  Mustafa replied, “No mom, he just 

said he would be here sometime in the afternoon.”Mrs. DuBois replied “Ok.” and 

continued cooking the meal she was preparing. 

 After several minutes of watching the basketball game, the doorbell rang. "I'll get 

it", said Mathieu. He picked up the remote and changed it back to the soccer match 

before getting up from the couch.  He exited the den through a passageway to the left of 

the wall cutout. This passageway was the only outlet to the rest of the house from the 

den. Just as Mathieu walked out of the den, he heard “Rene's here” from his sister Elise 

as she opened the front door to let their oldest brother in.  

 Mathieu, Mustafa and Elise lived at home with their mother and father. Rene 

lived outside of the home in his own apartment located in one of New York City's five 

boroughs. He worked in Manhattan for a hedge fund investment company and commuted 

to work by subway. He traveled to the suburbs on a commuter regional rail train to visit 

his family almost every weekend. The DuBois home was a 2 floor house sitting on top of 

a hill at the corner of their street. As Rene stepped in through the front door, the large 

brick steps leading down from the house porch to the sidewalk below could be seen 
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behind him. Each level of the brick steps were laid out in a wide circular pattern. The 

lowest steps ended on the street level in a wide walkway area. 

 Rene closed the house front door and walked past a half bathroom to the right and 

a coat closet to the left. A staircase in the hallway area led upstairs to 3 bedrooms and 1 

full bathroom and an additional staircase led down to a carpeted fully furnished 

basement. The DuBois home also included a backyard and car garage that could be 

accessed from within the house. As Rene walked further into the carpeted home he 

passed a hardwood floored living room area furnished with couches to his immediate left. 

The end of this short hallway led to several more rooms. To the right was the entrance to 

the den which served as the entertainment area with its additional couches and large 

screen television, given to the family by Rene.  A dining room area to the left included a 

china cabinet and large table for eight. Rene entered the kitchen area directly ahead and 

greeted his mother with a kiss. Further into the house behind the kitchen was an 

additional small dining area large enough to fit a table for 6 chairs. Above the table in this 

room was a small television hung from the top corner of the ceiling. Several open 

newspaper pages were laid out on top of this table. 

 “How's Emily?” Mrs. DuBois asked as she always did ever since Rene introduced 

his girlfriend to the family about a year ago. “She's fine, mom. She can't make it today 

though because she is getting ready for another vacation.” Mrs. DuBois responded with a 

surprised look on her face, “Wow, another one?” Rene exited the kitchen and answered 

“Yup. It's easy when you're making that Ivy League money. I'm taking her to the airport 

tomorrow morning.” Rene sat down next to Elise who was now reading her Facebook 

newsfeed on the laptop Mustafa had been using earlier. Mustafa and Mathieu were both 
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refocused on the soccer action on the screen. “How's work, mom?” Rene asked. Mrs. 

DuBois worked as a Chief Financial Officer for a small business in their county. “It's the 

same as always. It’s going to be time for me to move on soon. They don't pay me 

enough”, she replied. 

 “You guys worked out this week?” Rene asked the boys. Mathieu responded first, 

“Uh, no. I was going to but I didn't get a chance.” Rene reached into a duffel bag he had 

carried into the house with him and pulled out a book. “I did a little bit of squatting 

Tuesday but I didn't get a chance to do anything else this week”, said Mustafa. Rene held 

up the book and said “Okay, well I've got another workout book for you guys. You're 

obviously not on the level I was at when I was your age [chuckle], but you might still 

have a chance.” The boys both made faces and Mustafa said “Come on, man. You needed 

to work out for your sport. We need to be more cardiovascular.” Rene laughed some 

more and said “Okay, I'm just joking. But seriously, you should still put on some muscle 

for power. The other books I gave you are good but this one should be helpful too. ” He 

handed the book to Mustafa and he read the title out loud, The New Rules of Lifting: Six 

Basic Moves for Maximum Muscle. Mathieu walked over and watched as Mustafa flipped 

through the pages looking at the different pictures of people working out. “Thanks Rene”, 

said Mathieu. Mustafa handed Mathieu the book and said “Let's do some of those 

exercises at school tomorrow, Mathieu”. Mathieu walked back to his couch and sat down 

while flipping through some more pages. “Cool, we can do some after school before we 

head over to soccer.” 

 Elise asked “When is dad getting back from work today?” Mr. DuBois worked as 

a hospital manager and usually worked long hours which often included weekends. Mrs. 
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DuBois responded, “He won't be home until later tonight. Why?” Elise shrugged her 

shoulders and said, “I'm having problems with my car so I might need to borrow his car 

or get a ride to work tomorrow.” Elise worked several towns away in an entry level 

finance position for a food corporation. “Hm okay, I think he should be able to take you 

to work tomorrow,” said Mrs. DuBois. Elise put the laptop down on a glass square 

shaped center table in the den and answered her vibrating cell phone, “Hello?” She 

walked out of the den and lied down on a couch in the living room while she continued 

her phone conversation. Mathieu placed the new weightlifting book down on top of a 

stack of two closed laptops seated on an end table next to his couch and picked up the 

laptop from the center glass table. 

 The vignette above illustrates a typical Sunday afternoon for the DuBois home. 

Of course, it did not always play out like this every weekend. When Mr. DuBois was 

home, he often watched repeat episodes of CSI: Crime Scene Investigations while relaxed 

on the couch or watched soccer matches and other sports with Mathieu and Mustafa. 

During his visits, Rene also watched sporting events with the entire family in the den or 

played video games with the boys on the basement television. When home, Elise watched 

reality television shows and music videos with her younger brothers or movie dramas and 

talk shows with her mother. The Suze Orman Show, a television program about financial 

health, was one of Mrs. DuBois' favorites. The DuBois family enjoyed a comfortable 

upper middle class lifestyle however fiscal responsibility was particularly important to 

her and she felt it was important to pass this on to her children. She did not micromanage 

their financial purchases; however she was vocal about her opinions. 
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 Additionally, Mrs. DuBois often enjoyed attending various social events 

throughout New York and nearby New Jersey with her sister. At times, the entire family 

also attended gatherings held during the year with relatives, close friends, and other 

members from the New York Haitian community. However, out of the four DuBois 

siblings, Elise was usually more likely to attend these events with her mother, aunt, and 

her closest female cousin. They took part in several fundraising events held by New 

York's Haitian community for victims of the earthquake that struck the western half of 

Hispaniola. The DuBois family was not directly affected by the earthquake in Haiti; 

however they had several Haitian neighbors who knew of friends or family members who 

were affected. They informed me that when they first moved into their current home they 

had known of only one other Haitian family living in their suburban neighborhood and 

that the area’s demographics had gradually changed over time. It became less 

homogenous and more multicultural because many non-White families moved in.  

The early discussions I had with the DuBois family about the evolving racial 

makeup of their neighborhood piqued my interest concerning racial demographics for 

similar suburban areas around New York. I was curious to know if many other relatively 

expensive suburban neighborhoods were becoming more multicultural because this trend 

might contradict the data concerning the growing achievement gaps between the different 

racial and ethnic groups in America. With this in mind, I decided to compare the 

household incomes for each of the different racial and ethnic groups so that I could get a 

sense of how each fared financially. I collected census data for the suburban areas within 

New York State that were surrounding New York City. Furthermore, I also examined the 

evolution of their racial makeup and the differences between household incomes over the 
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same ten year period (2000-2010) that was reviewed in Chapter 1’s discussion about the 

growing achievement gaps. In addition, I also compared and contrasted similar census 

data for Haitian-American families in those areas with census data for other ethnoracial 

groups in the same settings so that I could get a better sense of how the DuBois family 

and other suburban Haitian-American families fared, on average. The following section 

presents my findings from these investigations. 

Haitians in Suburbs Surrounding New York City 

 The number of documented Haitians that lived in Nassau, Rockland, Suffolk, and 

Westchester counties, the suburbs within New York State that are closest to its five 

boroughs, was 37,939 in 2000. They made up .96% of the total combined population of 

these four counties. The number of New York Haitians residing in these areas increased 

by approximately 34% in 2010 and the new estimated total became 50,677. This increase 

brought the percentage of total combined Haitians in these areas to 1.24%. The DuBois 

family's neighborhood also reflected this increase in Haitian residents. 

Suburban New York 2000   2010   Change % Change  

Total Population 3,964,125 
 

4,093,682   +129,557 +3.27% 

Haitian Population 37,939 0.96% 50,677 1.24% +12,738 +33.57% 

Table 8: Nassau, Suffolk, Westchester and Rockland Counties (2000 & 2010) 

 

  Furthermore, Table 9 shows that along with the increased Haitian population, the 

census count also revealed an increase in the number of Haitian households in all four 

counties. However, the number of Haitian households was not evenly spread throughout 

the four counties. In 2010, Nassau County reported the highest number of Haitian 

households with its count at an estimated 5,385. Westchester's 1,133 Haitians population 

count was the lowest out of all four counties at this time. 
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Suburban County Nassau Rockland Suffolk Westchester Combined 
Income 

Difference 

1999 Total households 4,089 3,102 1,643 1,076 9,910 
Nassau – 
Rockland 

Mean household income $85,673 $55,781 $78,555 $70,961 $73,539 $29,892 

2010 Total households 5,385 3,648 2,922 1,133 13,088 
Nassau – 

Westchester 

Mean household income $111,215 $83,505 $92,683 $62,987 $95,171 $48,228 

Table 9: Average household income for Suburban Haitians (1999 & 2010) 

 

  Similar to the Dubois family, many of the Haitian households in these suburban 

areas were part of the middle class. In 1999, the average income for all Haitian 

households throughout each of the four counties was $73,539. This number increased to 

approximately $95,171 in 2010. However, average household income for Haitians was 

not evenly spread throughout the four counties. Nassau County’s Haitians had the highest 

average household income. They received, on average, approximately $111,215 per 

household. The $62,987 household income Westchester's Haitian population received, on 

average, was the lowest. Unfortunately, Westchester was also the only county out of the 

four to have their average Haitian household income drop. Also interesting is the large 

increase between the county with the highest average Haitian household income and the 

county with the lowest average Haitian household income between 1999 and 2010. This 

difference increased from $29,892 in 1999 to $48,228 in 2010. This is significant because 

it is further evidence of the growing financial achievement gap between households that 

earn higher incomes and households that earn lower incomes. 

  Table 10 provides an additional perspective on how Haitian households fared 

when compared to all other populations in the areas I am examining. The average Haitian 

household's income was approximately 82% of the average household income of all 

households throughout the four counties in both 1999 and 2010. Asian households 

reported the highest income during the last two census counts and they also showed the 
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highest monetary increase. Hispanic households reported the lowest income both times 

but Black households showed the lowest monetary increase between the years. White 

households had the highest percentage change while Hispanics had the lowest. Also, the 

amount by which Asians and Whites made more than the average household (percentage-

wise) improved while worsening at a much faster rate for Hispanics and Blacks. Asian 

and White households made 114.3% and 104.7% more than the average in 1999, 

respectively. This increased to 115.1% and 105.7% in 2010 for Asians and Whites, 

respectively. Black and Hispanic households made 71.7% and 69.4% of the average in 

1999 and decreased to 68.4% and 66.7% in 2010, respectively. These numbers provide 

even more support to the notion that, on average, the financial achievement gap between 

different racial and ethnic groups is increasing. 

 

Average Household income 1999   2010   Change % Change 

  All Suburban households $89,480 100.0% $115,969 100.0% $26,489 29.6% 

Asian $102,244 114.3% $133,512 115.1% $31,268 30.6% 

Black $64,157 71.7% $79,358 68.4% $15,201 24.9% 

Hispanic $62,059 69.4% $77,325 66.7% $15,266 24.6% 

White $93,707 104.7% $122,580 105.7% $28,873 30.8% 

Haitian  $73,539 82.2% $95,171 82.1% $21,632 29.4% 

Table 10: Average household income comparisons across racial groups (1999-2010) 

 

 2010 census data for these areas revealed that a large majority of this population 

drove to work. This is also consistent with the DuBois family. Mrs. DuBois, Mr. DuBois, 

and Elise each owned a car that they used to commute to work each morning. The 

average commute time for all suburban Haitians commuting to work ranged between 30-

40 minutes, regardless of the mode (i.e. car, public transportation, walking, etc...). 

Additionally, similar to Mr. DuBois, other suburban Haitians were more likely to work in 

the educational services, health care, and social assistance industries. 
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 Lastly, Mathieu often described himself as an “Americanized Haitian”. Although 

his family engaged in traditional Haitian practices, such as eating Haitian food and 

listening to Haitian music, he felt that his family’s daily experiences were also similar to 

those of other suburban New Yorkers. He listed eating burgers and pizza, watching 

football and basketball and listening to American music as examples of American 

customs he participated in. Additionally, along with the Haitian events they attended, the 

DuBois family also spoke of parties they would attend that were hosted by their 

American neighbors. One neighbor in particular was well known because of his home’s 

waterfront view. The semi-annual parties he hosted at his home started in the afternoon 

and often ended late into the night. The music played at his parties was also just as 

diverse as the neighborhood crowd that attended the event. The next section focuses on 

Mathieu’s neighborhood and further explores how its population evolved over time. I 

present the information I derived from census data, articles, and other archived data 

sources. It also provides specific examples of the daily interactions Mathieu experienced 

in various social environments. I explore the perceptions others had of his neighborhood 

and I also reveal how the different environments he frequented informed his sense of self. 

Neighborhood 

 The suburban neighborhood that the DuBois family lived in, Rockdale, was well 

known for its diverse population. Residents in Rockdale and its surrounding 

neighborhoods were well aware of this. Many saw the diversity in their population as a 

positive aspect to living in Rockdale and purposely chose to purchase a home in the area 

because of it. However, Mathieu informed me that he has heard negative comments about 

Rockdale from his White classmates at his predominantly White high school. Mathieu 
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discussed this when describing a conversation between him and several White classmates 

who lived in majority White neighborhoods outside of Rockdale: 

...sometimes I eat lunch with my friends at school, and, like 

last year, some of the guys would be like “aw man, 

Rockdale's a bad place”. And I'm just like “why?” Every 

time there's a majority, like, there's a good, like, Black 

population in this town, they would say “yeah there are 

police cars everywhere”. I'm just like, “You can't really say 

that.” 

(Mathieu, Interview, Phase I, 2011) 

 

Mathieu also stated “[Rockdale] isn't even a majority Black town, it's just a very diverse 

place.” This comment and the earlier anecdote about his White classmates’ impressions 

about Rockdale made me curious about Rockdale’s true racial make-up so I gathered 

additional information about the area. 

 A major New York newspaper once described the suburban neighborhood that 

Mathieu's home is located in as a [wealthy middle income area that happens to also have 

the unique distinction of being multicultural]. This local paper further discussed the 

diversity and how the population has evolved: 

[Between 1990 and 2000, the White population in 

Rockdale decreased from 85% to 65% percent while the 

Black population doubled from 11% to 22%. The Latina/o 

doubled from 6% to 12% and the Asian population rose 

from 2% to 3%] 

 

According to the 2000 census, the total population of Mathieu's neighborhood was 

31,604 with a racial breakdown of 70.2% White, 19.3% Black, 0.3% American Indian, 

3.7% Asian, 0.0 % Native Pacific Islander, 3.9% Other, and 3.8% Multiracial 

(Socialexplorer.com, 2011). As shown in Table 11 below, the 2010 census reported that 

the White population is still the majority; however the total number of Whites dropped 

almost 25%. The only other race that showed a decrease in number was the Native 
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Pacific Islanders with a -16.67% drop when their number dropped from 6 to 5 persons. 

The number of persons that belonged to all other races in this neighborhood during the 

2010 census count all showed significant rises indicating that the increase found between 

the 1990 to 2000 period had not stopped as this geographical area continued to become 

more diverse. The largest increase in number occurred among Blacks as their numbers 

increased by an additional 4,365. The largest percentage change (+86.04%) was found in 

the number of individuals who now identified themselves as “Other”. 

Rockdale by Race/Ethnicity 2000 2010 Change % Change 

Total Population: 31,604 
 

32,135 
 

531 1.7% 

White 22,175 70.2% 16,680 51.9% -5,495 -24.8% 

Black 6,094 19.3% 10,459 32.6% 4,365 71.6% 

American Indian 85 0.3% 110 0.3% 25 29.2% 

Asian 1,157 3.7% 1,398 4.4% 241 20.9% 

Native Pacific Islander 6 0.0% 5 0.0% -1 -16.7% 

Other 1,225 3.9% 2,279 7.1% 1,054 86.0% 

Multiracial 862 2.7% 1,204 3.8% 342 39.7% 

Table 11: Rockdale Census Population by Race (2000 & 2010) 

 

 Some of Mathieu's White classmate’s verbal descriptions about Rockdale 

revealed that they pictured it as a dangerous neighborhood. As Mathieu previously 

mentioned, these particular classmates assumed that Rockdale had a high crime rate and 

believed that cops were driving along in their cars all over the neighborhood simply 

because Rockdale had a large number of Black residents living in it. But Mathieu says 

their description of his neighborhood is not true because they do not match his personal 

experiences. Mathieu attributes their prejudice of his neighborhood to those specific 

White classmate's beliefs that most things associated with Black people are automatically 

considered bad. He often spoke of several other White and non-White friends that he was 

generally happy to interact with because they did not express similar racist comments. 

However, occasionally during our sessions he did express that the prejudice those 
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particular White students in his class shared about his neighborhood was also displayed 

by other individuals in the United States. He first expressed this during our initial 

interview session. “I think that... in this country, I think the Whites are portrayed [as the 

best group] ... Blacks in this country are still kinda looked down upon, like more 

stereotypical” (Mathieu, Interview, Phase I, 2011). 

 Furthermore, I decided to examine crime risk information about Rockdale to 

determine what statistics would reveal. Table 12 reveals 2010 crime risk comparisons for 

Rockdale, Mathieu's neighborhood, and Springshire, the home neighborhood of the 

majority of his White classmates. In 2010, Rockdale did indeed have higher crime risks 

overall, on average, than Springshire. However, when compared to the overall average 

crime risk for Suburbia, the county that Rockdale and Springshire are both situated in, 

Springshire's crime risk are shown to be generally lower in 4 out of 7 categories. When 

compared to Suburbia's average crime risks, Rockdale's crime risks were lower than 

average in 2 out of 7 categories. And when compared to the average crime risk for the 

United States as a whole, both neighborhoods had much lower crime risk on average in 

all categories. In fact, according to the data collected, the risk of rape for the entire 

county of Suburbia was higher than the average risk of rape for all of the United States. 

Nevertheless, both Rockdale and Springshire's reported rape risk were well below the 

average for their county, Suburbia. Hence, this data reveals a clear difference between the 

perceptions some of his White classmates had concerning the risk of various crimes in 

Rockdale and the statistical realities for the risk of those crimes happening in that 

neighborhood. 
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2010 Crime Risk Indexes Rockdale Springshire Suburbia USA 

Total Crime Risk 37 23 26 100 

Murder Risk 34 22 1 100 

Rape Risk 21 7 122 100 

Robbery Risk 34 19 23 100 

Assault Risk 31 16 30 100 

Burglary Risk 30 21 45 100 

Larceny Risk 68 55 35 100 

Motor Vehicle Theft Risk 38 24 3 100 

Table 12: Crime Risk Comparisons for Rockdale (2010) 

Rockdale Public School District 

 The public school district within the 4 square miles of Mathieu's neighborhood, 

Rockdale, includes seven elementary schools, one middle school and one senior high 

school. During the 1999-2000 academic school year, the total K-12 student enrollment 

population was 5,319 (New York State Education Department, 2002). Ten years later, the 

number was lower with 5,244 students enrolled (New York State Education Department, 

2011). However, between this ten year stretch, the population of students did not drop 

linearly. The enrollment number reached its peak during the 2004-05 academic year with 

a student population of 5,482. After this point, the number steadily decreased (with a 

slight rise in 2007-08 year) to its lowest point during those ten years. 

year enrollment 

1999-00 5319 

2000-01 5325 

2001-02 5406 

2002-03 5437 

2003-04 5408 

2004-05 5482 

2005-06 5433 

2006-07 5353 

2007-08 5378 

2008-09 5329 

2009-10 5244 

Table 13: Rockdale Public School Student Population (1999- 2010) 
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Chart 8: Rockdale Public School Student Population (1999- 2010) 

 Changes in the racial breakdown of the students that attended the neighboring K-

12 public schools around Rockdale during this decade reflected the decreasing population 

of Whites and the increasing population of non-Whites shown in the census data 

previously discussed. However, the changes seen in the student population were much 

more dramatic. The number of White students attending public schools in Rockdale 

decreased significantly while all other groups of students from other ethnoracial 

backgrounds increased greatly between the years 1999 and 2000. The Rockdale public 

district had previously been predominantly White until the White student population 

dropped by more than 50 percent. Blacks and Hispanics showed the largest jump in 

numbers with 76 percent and 100 percent increases respectively. Furthermore, 

Rockdale’s public school district became predominantly Black. Interestingly, the 

American Indian, Alaskan, Asian and Pacific Islanders group was now separated into two 

categories: (1) the American Indian / Alaska Native and (2) Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander groups. In addition, the Multiracial category was introduced during the 2006-07 
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academic year. From that point on, the number of Multiracial students increased from 35 

in 2006 to 95 in 2010. 

Student Racial Demographics 1999-00 2009-10 Change 

Race/Ethnicitiy Number % Number % Number % 

All Races 5319 100 % 5244 100.0% -75 -1.4% 

AmerIndian, Alaskan, Asian, Pac Is 254 4.8%         

American Indian or Alaska Native      7 0.0%     

Black 1304 24.5% 2294 44.0% 990 75.9% 

Hispanic or Latino 534 10.0% 1069 20.0% 535 100.0% 

Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander     218 4.0%     

White 3227 60.7% 1561 30.0% -1666 -51.6% 

Multiracial     95 2.0%     

Table 14: Rockdale Public School Students Racial Population (10 year difference) 

 

Although the number of Whites who lived in Mathieu's neighborhood was higher 

than the number of Blacks who lived there in 2010, Black students outnumbered White 

students in Rockdale's public school system, as shown in Table 14 and Chart 9. This 

inconsistency inspired me to further explore the 2010 census population numbers for 

Rockdale to determine if the number of residents 18 and under might reflect a similar 

racial breakdown. Table 15 provides the results of that investigation and reveals that in 

2010, Blacks did indeed make up the majority of Rockdale’s under-18 population.  
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Chart 9: Rockdale Public School Population, by Race (1999-2010) 

 

 

Under 18 Race 2010 

Total Population: 7,801 100% 
White 3,067 39.3% 
Black 3,201 41.0% 
American Indian 32 0.4% 
Asian 303 3.9% 
Native Hawaiian /Pacific Islander 2 0.0% 
Other 667 8.6% 
Multiracial 529 6.8% 
Table 15: 2010 Rockdale Population (under 18) 

 

Non-Public Schools 

 Interestingly, the neighborhood's public school population of 5,244 students only 

accounted for 67.2% of the neighborhood's under-18 population. We can safely assume 

that a portion of these 2,557 residents that were not enrolled in the neighborhood's public 

school system were not yet of age. It is also possible that a number of school age 

residents who no longer attended school may have dropped out of the system. 

Additionally, several school age Rockdale residents were also not counted in the public 
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school population because they were enrolled in private schools. Nonetheless, there was 

only one non-public school in their neighborhood. It was an elementary catholic school 

with a total enrollment of 431 students. This school's population included residents from 

within the neighborhood as well as students who resided outside of the neighborhood. 

Mathieu and Mustafa were among the 32.8% of Rockdale's school age residents who 

were not enrolled in its public school district. However, since there were no non-public 

high schools in Rockdale, they attended St. Yves Preparatory High School, an all-male 

private Catholic high school in a neighboring town. Mrs. DuBois dropped them off at 

school on her way to work each morning.  

 Early on during their children’s lives, Mr. and Mrs. DuBois decided that they 

would not send them to public high school. This was specifically due to Rene's 

experiences in a public school in their old neighborhood, Lakedale. The DuBois family 

lived in Lakedale before moving to Rockdale. Lakedale was also a suburban 

neighborhood in their county; however, Mrs. DuBois and Rene discussed several 

incidents that caused her to feel unsafe about sending Rene to the local public school. His 

younger brothers were surprised by one recount in particular because they had never 

heard the story prior to our discussion. The following is an excerpt from one of my group 

sessions with the DuBois family during Phase II of the data collection schedule. 

Mrs. DuBois: Rene went to Brickville Public school and 

what happened? This kid had a knife and, you know, he 

was … you had all kind of things going on.  

 

Me:  Brickville Public? 

 

Mrs. DuBois: Yea, that's … when we lived in Lakedale, 

that's the school. There's a school called Brickville.  

 

Mustafa: Wait, what happened? Rene had a knife? 
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Me: You used to walk around with a knife? [to Rene] 

 

Mustafa: Rene, you had a knife? 

 

Rene: Mustafa, shut up.  [jokingly] 

 

Mrs. DuBois: No, the kid, the kid... the kid attacked him ... 

 

Mustafa: No, mom was like ... mom said “he”. Mom said 

“he” though! 

 

Mrs. DuBois: No, the kid, the kid! 

 

Mustafa: Oh, but there was a kid from Rockdale who came 

in with a knife before.  

 

Mrs. DuBois: No, but with Rene, it was personal. It was 

between that boy and him.  

 

Mustafa: Really? 

 

Rene: Yea, I didn't know the kid … It was real interesting 

because, I remember  the teacher had a talk with the class 

… and basically saying, you know, “we have a kid coming 

in to our grade” … and he's basically saying this kid has 

had a history of violence and we're taking him in, just a 

heads up. So like, I'm walking home and he [the new kid] 

meets up with me and he's basically saying, like, you know 

… you know I don't remember much from that day and our 

interaction but basically, like, he said he had something on 

him and “if you say anything about our interaction I'll kill 

you.” That kind of thing. And I was just like “what the 

hell?” 

 

[Everybody laughing] 

 

Mathieu: Why would someone say that? Honestly why 

would he say that?  

 

Me: Was he Black, White, Spanish? 

 

Mrs. DuBois: It was in Lakedale! 

 

Rene: I think he was Haitian. 
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Mrs. DuBois: Ah, see 

 

Me: But I wouldn't have known his race just by the 

neighborhood, [laughing] 

 

Mrs. DuBois: [laughing] 

 

Rene: Most of the kids, in our school, it was predominantly 

a Minority school.  

 

Me: Okay 

 

Rene: Yeah 

 

Mrs. DuBois: Yeah, so what choices did I have? …  I'm 

not going to let my kids [be in danger] … it's a sacrifice … 

If I could ... I would find another [less expensive] way to 

do it.  

(DuBois family, Group Interview, Phase II, 2011) 

 

 Mrs. DuBois was not concerned about the number of Minority students in 

Brickville Public School. She was mainly concerned with Rene’s negative experiences 

while attending the school and the risk of violence in the neighborhood. The DuBois 

family’s old Lakedale neighbors often complained to them that the crime in Brickville 

Public School had gotten worse since they moved to Rockdale. Table 16 shows that in 

2010 the overall crime risk for Lakedale was slightly higher than the crime risk for 

Rockdale by a small amount. However, the total crime risk for Lakedale was lower than 

the total crime risk for the entire United States and Lakedale had a lower crime risk than 

all of Suburbia county in 3 categories. Lakedale's crime risk was also slightly lower than 

Rockdale's in 3 categories. Robbery was the main crime category that stood out because 

the risk of it was much higher in Lakedale. 
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2010 Crime Risk Indexes Rockdale Lakedale Suburbia USA 

Total Crime Risk 37 43 26 100 

Murder Risk 34 21 1 100 

Rape Risk 21 24 122 100 

Robbery Risk 34 57 23 100 

Assault Risk 31 28 30 100 

Burglary Risk 30 24 45 100 

Larceny Risk 68 61 35 100 

Motor Vehicle Theft Risk 38 44 3 100 

Table 16: 2010 Rockdale and Lakedale Crime Risk Comparison 

 

    As previously mentioned, decisions on how Elise, Mustafa and Mathieu would be 

raised were based off of experiences Mr. and Mrs. DuBois had with Rene as a young 

child. Rene’s parents chose to enroll him at St. Yves Preparatory High School and he 

graduated as a star athlete who was accepted to an Ivy League University. This factored 

greatly into their decision to send their youngest boys to the all-male school. In addition, 

her nephew Abel had also previously attended St. Yves Preparatory High School and 

found similar success during his college applications process. Mrs. DuBois explained, “I 

mean, Rene, went to St. Yves. Abel [their closest male cousin] went to St. Yves … and 

Abel is now at [another Ivy League University.]” 

 Providing their kids with opportunities that would help prepare them for a 

successful future was very important to Mr. and Mrs. DuBois. Rene and Elise were very 

much influenced by Mrs. DuBois' financial education background and chose to pursue 

careers in similar fields. However, Mathieu and Mustafa's ideas for what they might want 

to pursue as careers in the future did not include Finance. They were interested in 

becoming professional soccer athletes. However, they were aware that a professional 

career was rare and had formed backup plans to pursue a career in the medical field, 

similar to their father. The teens were mindful of the expectations their parents, especially 
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their mother, had for their success and they both felt that they understood what it took to 

become successful. Using the contextual information I have provided thus far as a 

foundation, the final two sections of Mathieu’s portion of this chapter will briefly 

introduce his ideas about social success skills and provide a brief preview of his media 

experiences. Additional details about these topics will be explored further in future 

chapters. 

Social Success 

 I wanted to understand what the term social success might mean to Mathieu so 

introduced the term to him (without explaining it) during our initial semi-structured 

interview session. Then, I asked him to make an attempt at defining it. The inclusion of 

“social” in front of “success” implies a specific type of success so I was interested in 

seeing how it influenced Mathieu’s understanding of success, overall. Mathieu’s 

definition included a description of socially successful people as “people who can just 

live their life … and not get in trouble, and provide for their children … be able to have 

friends and just enjoy [their life].” I asked him for his thoughts on different aspects of 

social success at various other times during this study and his descriptions often also 

included one’s ability to amass financial wealth. However, his responses consistently 

included aspects that were not limited to monetary gains. Mathieu held a holistic view of 

an individual’s social success that frequently included not only having the means to live 

comfortably, but also having the ability to experience happiness in your life with others. 

This was a sentiment shared by his siblings.  

Elise, Mustafa, and Mathieu often recognized their mother and Rene as important 

influences over their understanding of how one’s ability to control their economics can 
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lead to a better quality of life. Mathieu and Mustafa saw student loan debt as an obstacle 

they wanted to avoid and all three siblings admired Rene’s disciplined approach to 

eliminating the student loan debt he had accumulated. The following focus group session 

transcript includes details from a discussion we had concerning Rene and the approach he 

took when tackling his student loan debt: 

Elise: … most people, even if they have like, any sort of 

debt, like, they don't pay it off that quickly. You know what 

I mean. It's just like, you know. He's worked at companies 

where, where they've been good to him with bonuses and 

all that stuff... raises. So anytime that would happen, he 

would just use that money, instead of going on a trip, or 

he'd just wipe it off that way which is something that... I'm 

gonna want to do. 

 

Me: So, but, how did you guys hear about that. Did Rene 

just let you know? 

 

Elise: That what? 

 

Me: That he was paying off his debt. 

 

Elise: Yeah, like sometimes he, uh, we'll talk and he— 

 

Mustafa: --yeah, my mom's really interested. 

 

Elise: and it's just that my mom--because he's barely home 

so--whatever conversation they have is--  

 

Mustafa: --it's about what he's doing. 

 

Elise: It's about what he's doing, and, he told me to my 

face, he was like, “I have one more, once I get this bonus 

I'm going to just wipe off my loan and I'll be done”, know 

what I'm saying? 

 

Me: That's impressive. 

 

Elise: Yeah, right? … Some sacrifices—because—

sometimes, it's like if I'm getting a $5000 bonus, that's 

gonna be hard to just… 
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[Everyone laughing] 

 

Elise: You know what I mean? 

 

Mustafa: Elise is gonna be like “I'm going shopping!” 

 

Elise: Or something, like, I don't know. That's difficult! 

 

Mathieu: But Rene's not that kind of guy.  

 

Mustafa: Yeah. 

 

Elise: He's just like, “I have my TV, I'm good” 

 

Me: He's always been like that? 

 

Mathieu: Yeah, he doesn't really care. 

(Focus Group Session, Phase II, 2012) 

 

The conversation continued with an explanation of the financial freedom he now had 

because of the discipline he chose to display earlier during the student repayment process. 

They explained that now Rene was able to take vacation trips to various destinations, 

purchase different products for the family as gifts, and buy himself various leisure items 

that he enjoys (i.e. video games and movies). 

Our discussions also included deliberations about which professions were 

depicted as the most successful in their media content. Mathieu believed that media’s 

portrayal of businesspeople and professional athletes made them appear as the most 

successful professionals. He referenced the large salaries made by businesspeople and 

professional athletes as his reasons for listing them as the most successful. Their business 

suits, financial acumen, and personal possessions were among the things Mathieu listed 

as reasons he felt media portrayed businesspeople as most successful. Professional 

athlete’s salaries were readily available online for reference and they were also often 

discussed by sports commentators during the various sport’s shows he watched with his 
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family and friends. Mathieu also explained that his FIFA video games provided details 

about player’s salaries. Likewise, Bill Gates and Warren Buffet were among the 

businessmen shown in the media that he admired for their successes. “People like Bill 

Gates, Warren Buffet [are successful] … in general … I know these are pretty good guys 

to talk too.” He referenced their philanthropic efforts as further examples of their 

successes and benevolence. However, he did not have a positive view of all 

businesspeople. Although Mathieu recognized what he saw as success and professional 

achievements by businesspeople, overall, he also differentiated the successes they had in 

their professional lives with how they conducted themselves in society and in the media. 

He specifically stated his disgust with Donald Trump because of his role in the “birther, 

birth certificate” scandal involving President Obama. Nonetheless, he was impressed with 

the President's ability to turn the situation into a joke.  “He's [President Obama is] a pretty 

funny guy, with the birth video ... I think it was good that he took it lightly, cause 

knowing how Donald Trump talks a lot of crap, I would have fired back at him.” 

Although the media presented Donald Trump as a successful businessman, Mathieu also 

felt that he was portrayed as someone who repeatedly gets into unnecessary and 

troublesome quarrels with the president. This goes against Mathieu’s earlier definition of 

social success. 

 Mathieu did not have any interest in becoming a businessman but, as previously 

mentioned, he did have aspirations for becoming a professional soccer athlete in the 

future. At the beginning of the study, Mathieu spent a great deal of time with his school 

soccer team and with a local soccer club that he and Mustafa both played in. He stated 

that he wanted to go as far as he could with soccer. However, if things did not work out 
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with his plans for becoming a professional soccer athlete, he planned to pursue a sports 

related medical career. “I'd probably be a health trainer, or somewhere around sports 

medicine. If I can't make it as a player, then I would do that.” Mathieu displayed this 

understanding of a need for a backup plan often during the course of this study. He knew 

how difficult it was to achieve the goal of becoming a professional athlete because it was 

often discussed during the sports shows he watches. Injuries were an additional factor 

that Mathieu referenced as reason for not making it to the professional leagues. He 

referenced his cousin’s ex-boyfriend and the unfortunate injury that sidelined his career 

as an example. “He was a really good football player. He was gonna get drafted but he 

had an accident, messed up his neck so they weren't going to take him anymore.” 

 Moreover, during discussions about social success, I often asked Mathieu for 

additional examples of different difficulties one might face on their road to success. The 

various forms these external circumstances can take in a person's life were first 

considered during our initial semi-structured interview session and occasionally 

discussed further during future sessions. He believed that these obstacles occasionally 

appeared in the form of peer pressure or malicious intent from other individuals. He also 

believed life situations and societal problems had the potential to threaten the happiness 

someone hopes to experience in their life. Nevertheless, Mathieu also believed that 

external obstacles to success could be overcome. In our first session, he used President 

Barack H. Obama as an example of an individual who he believed has faced external 

conflicts and conquered them successfully. He admired the President for successfully 

winning the 2008 presidential election and continuously overcoming what Mathieu 

perceived as repeatedly threatening external circumstances throughout his presidential 
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term. “I think he's dealing with more [than past presidents], cause I think just him being 

from Africa, and his father, and his middle name being Hussein... they, they obviously 

think he's Muslim.” In future sessions he also often spoke of the racism faced by various 

professional soccer athletes and their ability to persevere and continue playing without 

reacting negatively. I discuss this more in future chapters. 

 Mathieu also acknowledged that some of the obstacles to one's success are self-

imposed. He discussed the internal battles he had as well as the skills he needed to 

develop in order to achieve success in his life. When asked what skills everyone should 

have, in general, to be successful, Mathieu replied “probably hard work, determination, 

and I think you have to have common sense, and be, like, street smart”. Mathieu viewed 

common sense and street smart as similar. He believed that having common sense 

generally required you to be able to “just thinking logically.” He told me that one of his 

teachers repeatedly told the students that street smarts were important skills to develop. 

This teacher repeatedly told Mathieu and his classmates “if God gives you lemons, you 

make lemonade ... use what you have, make use of it.” When discussing the skills he 

personally needed to work on, he mentioned “It would probably be working harder, 

because I procrastinate a lot and just being more aggressive and assertive, because I 

usually …, I hesitate a lot.” 

 Mathieu's older siblings and parents were resources for him about life in the 

professional world and in college. He and Mustafa often had discussions with Rene and 

Elise about the process of applying for college and what they should focus on when 

thinking of where they would like to attend college. Additionally, as was explained 

several times earlier in this chapter, Rene's childhood experiences were a major influence 
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on how Mr. and Mrs. DuBois raised her other children. However, Rene was almost 15 

years older than Mathieu and Mustafa. His personal experiences growing up as a member 

of Generation Y (those who had been born sometime in the 1980s) included situations his 

youngest siblings might have never realized. In turn, Mathieu and Mustafa’s experiences 

as part of the Internet Generation (those who had been born sometime in the 1990s) 

included circumstances previous generations might not have first-hand knowledge of. 

With this in mind, I will explore some of the experiences of the Internet Generation in 

Chapter 5 and I will use the data gathered about this group to compare and contrast their 

experiences with my participant’s experiences. The next and final section of Mathieu’s 

half of this chapter will provide a brief introduction to his media experiences in 

preparation for the detailed analysis I present in Chapter 5. 

Media 

 Numerous portions of Mathieu’s media related experiences revolved around his 

oldest sibling and brother, Rene. Mathieu often spoke of the various ways Rene 

influenced the decisions he and the rest of the family made on media related decisions. 

Although Rene worked in finance, the family considered him their source on all 

technology related information. He was usually the person they contacted when they 

needed help with their computers. Occasionally he fixed the computer related problems 

they were having and at other times he purchased a new replacement computer for the 

family. In addition to the computers the family owned, Rene had also purchased their 

large screen television and the surround sound audio system setup in the family den. At 

the beginning of this study, there were five computers in the DuBois home, but only two 

worked. The three broken computers included an eight year old Dell desktop in an 



117 

 

 

 

upstairs room and the two laptops that the boy’s new workout book had been placed on 

top of in the vignette, earlier in this chapter. The two working computers were a Gateway 

laptop used strictly by the mother and a Hewlett Packard laptop shared by the rest of the 

family. During the winter holiday season, several months later into the study, a tablet 

computer was also introduced into the family’s media devices when Elise purchased an 

Apple iPad for herself.  

 Mathieu's favorite computer brand was Hewlett Packard. When comparing the 

different brands he has owned, he stated his preference for them because “[Hewlett 

Packard] computers are pretty reliable and they're pretty fast”. He viewed laptop and 

desktop computers as information resources while video games were sources of 

entertainment for him. He preferred the portability of the laptops over desktops and 

identified the internet and computers as technologies he needed access to everyday. “It’s 

a good way just to get information and you [can] do other activities like playing computer 

games, or just [look] for information that can help you. And video games are just a good 

way to have fun with your friends.” Mathieu and his siblings often checked their email, 

logged onto their Facebook accounts to check for updates, visited their favorite sites or 

used the internet to verify information on topics they discussed amongst themselves. 

Many times these topics came up during discussions and debates with each other. Other 

times, while watching television together in the den, they would hear something on a 

show that prompted them to quickly search the web for more information. Interestingly, 

Mathieu also mentioned that he has visited the local library in his neighborhood. 

However, it occurred on very rare occasions since he now has the internet for his research 

needs. Mathieu frequently visited the Google internet search engine website to conduct 
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research on the various topics he and his siblings debated about during their discussions. 

He also used Google for homework research assignments and to learn more about his 

family's Haitian culture.  

 Soccer had a large influence on Mathieu and his brother Mustafa's daily routines 

and as a result, it also influenced the type of media content they consumed on a daily 

basis. Mathieu stated  

…mostly I go to soccer websites, [soccer] news, and 

grassroots sites [for] training tips, because I'm trying to go 

as far as I can with it [soccer]. So I need to--in order to help 

me get better--I go on these sites to get extra tips [from] the 

pros, who sometimes have blogs and give tips. (Interview, 

Phase I, 2012) 

 

Initially, Mathieu stated that he was not interested in soccer. His interest in the sport 

began with an invitation from his friend to join a local team. He and Mustafa both tried it 

and they both grew to enjoy it as they learned more about the soccer culture. Their 

enjoyment of the game was also tied to their friendships with other players on the team.  

Eventually, their interests in soccer also influenced their video game playing 

experiences. They enjoyed playing Electronic Arts’ FIFA, a soccer game endorsed by the 

international professional soccer league, and they regularly purchased new copies of this 

annually released video game. During an observation session, I asked Mathieu why he 

had purchased the newest version at that time, Electronic Arts’ FIFA 11, and he replied, 

From 2010 to 2011 in FIFA, they did make the game more 

realistic ... but I don't think it's that big of a deal, the 

updates. But it's mostly because the team, and the uniform 

… and the gear that the pros wear that changes. That's 

probably why I get it. (Mathieu, Observation, Phase II, 

2012) 
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Mathieu felt that FIFA’s innovative video game features became more realistic each year 

because the game developers included, what he considered, important details from the 

professional games he watched on television. Mathieu provided the following examples: 

“…clothes, uniforms, just like, new shoes, stuff. And, like, the players are on different 

teams because there is a lot of, like, transfer activity.” He and Mustafa also felt that the 

newly released versions of this video game continuously improved their player 

simulations. They showed me that the game provided them with the ability to do special 

tricks with the ball such as dribbling, juggling, faking directions of kicks, and heel flicks. 

Additionally, players could now compete in more stadiums than in previously released 

versions. They also enjoyed browsing through the video game’s available soccer plays 

(coordinated positions and planned moves for players on a team that are performed in a 

specific sequence) and occasionally compared them with the plays they observed in 

professional games.  

Although their FIFA videogames simulated some of the knowledge they needed 

to have about soccer gameplay they did not feel that it helped them to become better 

soccer players because soccer is a physical activity. They credited their moments at 

school practice, league practice, and soccer camp with any improvements they might 

have realized during live games. They clarified further by explaining that their school and 

local league teams were not involved in running plays that were as advanced as those 

seen in the FIFA video game. Overall, the Electronic Arts FIFA video games were 

sources of entertainment for the boys and each annually released version provided them 

with the ability to simulate much of the activity they viewed in the professional games 

they watched on television. 
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 Mathieu and Mustafa also enjoyed using internet search engines because it 

allowed them to instantly find songs on demand, ready for immediate playback. 

Additionally, many times their internet searches about music were not limited to song 

titles. Mustafa had recently become a fan of jazz during the time of this study and the 

internet was extremely helpful in aiding him to learn more about this music genre. He 

provided the following example,  

“I would look it [a song] up in Wikipedia and I would 

kinda read about its history and then I would look at the 

individual [band] members and, you know, I would 

probably go [focus on] the saxophone [player] and I'll listen 

to him, and I'll probably [research more on] him and [how] 

he collaborates with other people. I'll look at the 

collaborations and go find the other people.” (Mustafa, 

Interview, Phase I, 2012) 

 

Mathieu also enjoyed searching YouTube on multiple internet ready devices to find and 

instantly watch music videos. “YouTube is really quick for music when you're just on the 

computer, instead of an iPod.” Likewise, Mustafa also enjoyed the free access to music 

on YouTube, “like sometimes when I'm on YouTube I might search hip hop, sometimes 

rock, and jazz.” Mathieu’s music choices were similarly influenced by what was popular 

amongst his classmates, neighborhood friends, and family members. However he also 

stated that his experiences as a trumpet player in his school concert band also allowed 

him to learn of music composed by artists he would not have known otherwise. He 

believes he is able to appreciate the varying musical aspects of different music genres 

because he played an instrument. 

 In summary, Mathieu's media experiences and social experiences were all 

influenced by a multitude of factors that did not act in isolation. His older brother, Rene, 

and the sport of soccer, were major influences on his media life. However, other aspects, 
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such as personal interests and friends, also played a part in the choices he made. This 

section gave a brief introduction to his world in order to provide context to these 

experiences. The next section of this chapter will introduce the second focal participant, 

Namir Toussaint. Namir's media experiences, social interactions, and environments will 

be discussed along with his thoughts on his future aspirations. 
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Namir Toussaint 

A Saturday at home … 

 It was mid-afternoon on a sunny Saturday and I was having trouble finding a 

parking spot. I had driven my car for approximately 20 minutes along the streets of this 

busy New York City borough searching for a space to park and I could not find any 

available spots.  I am not sure how many times I circled Namir's block and the streets 

nearby, but I finally got lucky and spotted a car pulling out of a spot in front of his 

apartment house. The house was located at a street corner. After parking, I circled around 

to the back of my car and got my laptop book bag and digital voice recorder out of the 

trunk. The weather was unseasonably warm for that time of the spring season and the 

neighborhood residents were dressed for it. A young slim East Asian woman was riding 

along on a bicycle closely followed by a young slim Black man. They both wore 

matching yellow tank tops and black biker shorts. They rode along together in a bike lane 

situated between the parked cars along the sidewalk and the one car lane on my side of 

the street. As I walked up several brick steps leading up to Namir's home porch, a 

medium build White Woman dressed in a small red t-shirt and matching athletic shorts 

jogged by. There were six doorbells for each of the apartments in this 3 story detached 

brownstone. I pressed the Toussaint family's doorbell and waited. 

 After a long wait and no response, I thought to myself that the Toussaints were 

either not home or that I might have pressed the wrong the bell. I pressed the same bell 

again to be sure and decided that if I did not hear from them in the next five minutes, I 

would try calling their home phone. Soon after, Namir's mother, Ms. Toussaint, appeared 

at the door carrying her one year old daughter, Tiana. She was in her early thirties but 
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looked like she could be in her late twenties. She greeted me, “Hi Darnel, sorry about the 

wait, it's been a very busy day for me. But this is perfect timing. I was just on the phone 

with my younger son, Nate and he's on his way home from his friend's house. They 

should be here in a moment.” I replied, “no problem, don't worry about it.” Nate and his 

friend Franky were nine year old classmates in the third grade and they both attended an 

elementary school several train stops away from the neighborhood. Nate, Franky and two 

other kids in their third grade class of approximately 30 students lived in this 

neighborhood. After two minutes had passed we heard “Hi mom!” Nate and Franky were 

running to us with book bags half their size bouncing up and down on their backs. They 

raced down the sidewalk and up to the porch. 

 Nate kissed his mother on the cheek and ran in through the house front door into 

the vestibule. Franky also greeted her, “Hi Ms. Toussaint”, and ran in behind Nate. I 

followed in behind them and Ms. Toussaint closed the front door. She unlocked a second 

door that led in to the first floor hallway lobby and we all exited the small vestibule. Once 

inside, Nate slammed the door shut and I noticed a note taped to the other side of the 

door, “PLEASE MAKE SURE DOOR IS LOCKED FOR OUR SAFETY.” After hearing 

the door slam Ms. Toussaint said in surprise, “Oh-oh! Nate! What are you doing?! Why 

did you slam the door like that?” Franky laughed while Nate replied, “oops, sorrrrrryyy. 

It was a mistake!” The two boys ran up a staircase immediately in front of us with their 

book bags bouncing up and down on their backs as they jumped from step to step. As we 

walked up the stairs behind them, Ms. Toussaint yelled up to Nate, “Make sure you pick 

up your books in the living room! You know you're not supposed to leave them lying 

around!”  
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 The Toussaint home was on the second floor and it was designed in a railroad 

apartment layout, a long hallway running through the middle of the apartment with 

entrances to large spaces at each end and doors to several additional rooms along its 

length. The apartment entrance was situated at the beginning of one side of the hallway. 

After entering the apartment, I looked to my immediate right and saw that the entrance to 

the living room was only a couple of steps away from the front door. From this end of the 

hallway I saw that Nate and Franky were picking up several Percy Jackson paperback 

novels from a thick wooden coffee table. The living room area was also furnished with 

couches, a large screen television, and a tall plant growing out of a large thin pot. The 

room was brightened by the sunshine that came through three tall slim windows that 

stretched from several inches above the floor to several inches below a high ceiling. An 

assortment of several brilliantly designed small and medium sized custom handbags were 

neatly piled in one of the far corners of the living room. This small pile included three 

handbags made of dark colored leather and two more that were colored in two different 

shades of bright yellow-orange. It also included bags stitched together from different 

cloths and print patterns. Ms. Toussaint explained to me that her close friend had 

designed and assembled each of the handbags and that his work was always quickly sold 

out whenever he participated at various fashion sale events. However, he was having 

trouble finding a way to get them into department stores. 

 Nate and Franky exited the living room and carried the books down the hallway. 

The first door they passed when they reentered the hallway was Nate's mother's bedroom 

on the right. Ms. Toussaint shared her bedroom with her daughter, Tiana, and her fiance, 

Mr. Grant. He was asleep in their room when we all entered the apartment. “Wesley 
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normally sleeps during the afternoons because he works the graveyard shirt”, Ms. 

Toussaint explained. Mr. Grant worked as an engineer for a Hotel near Madison Square 

Garden. Namir and Nate's biological father, Mr. Toussaint, no longer lived with the 

family because he had been deported back to Haiti several years prior to the beginning of 

this study.  

 “Namir is down this way”, Ms. Toussaint said as she gestured towards the end of 

the hallway opposite the living room. “I don't want them to watch TV in the living room 

because it will disturb Wesley.” When I looked in that direction I saw Nate and Franky, 

free of their book bags and Percy Jackson books, exiting an additional room, also on the 

right. As we walked past the door to this second room, I saw that it was a second small 

bedroom with a bunk bed and very large screen television seated on top of a dresser. 

Namir shared this bedroom with his brother, Nate. Along with the two rooms we passed, 

there were also several closet doors along the left side of the hallway. At the end of the 

hallway, I noticed the apartment's bathroom to the left. 

 The end of the hallway opened up to their dining room area. There was a table for 

six inside and just beyond the dining area was an entrance to the kitchen. In addition, a 

small alcove area at this end of the apartment was also accessible from the dining room. 

An iMac computer and monitor sat on top of a computer desk inside of the alcove. Nate 

and Franky were already seated in this space and were playing an online basketball game. 

14 year old Namir was seated at the dining table eating chinese food takeout. He looked 

up and said “Hi, Darnel.” I returned the greeting, “Hey Namir” and sat down across from 

him. I started setting up my laptop and recorder to prepare for the interview while Namir 

finished his lunch. 
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 “I hope you didn't have too much trouble finding parking”, Ms. Toussaint said. I 

replied, “yeah, it was kind of difficult today. I'm surprised it was so hard too because last 

time I came by to interview Namir, it was really easy.” Ms. Toussaint laughed and said, 

“Oh, that's because you came on a Friday. We have flea markets every Saturday and it 

takes up the parking in the area. And nowadays, especially with all of the new people 

moving in the area, we have a lot more traffic.” Ms. Toussaint put Tiana down into a 

baby chair and stepped over a baby safety gate to enter the kitchen. “Would you like 

something to eat or drink while you wait for Namir to finish his food?” She asked. I 

responded, “no, thank you I'm fine.” Namir added “I'm done now anyway, mom.”  

 If I had not scheduled a visit to the Toussaint residence for an interview, Namir 

told me he would have been engaged on his laptop computer listening to music on 

YouTube, surfing websites on the internet or playing video games on his Sony 

Playstation3 console, Nintendo Wii console, or Nintendo DSi handheld game system. He 

stated that, as the older brother, he had control over the video games played as well as the 

length of playtime for Nate and any of his friends that visited. He usually let them play 

whenever he took a break from a game. 

 However, he did not stay home every weekend. Namir informed me that he often 

visited his aunt, Ms. Toussaint's sister. His aunt lived approximately 30 minutes away by 

subway. During his visits, he played video games with his younger female cousin, Belle, 

and his brother, Nate. Belle owned all three of the main video game consoles of that 

generation: the Playstation3, the XBox 360 and the Nintendo Wii. Namir also watched 

movies from his uncle's huge collection of DVDs and listened to his music collections. 

Sometimes, Namir and Nate slept over the entire weekend. However, since Belle was 
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closer in age to Nate, Namir also made time to spend with friends his own age during the 

weekends. They often spent time playing basketball at the park or hanging out at the 

nearby mall areas. 

 When Ms. Toussaint was home, she spent most of her time looking after Tiana, 

cooking a meal or watching television. During our one-on-one semi-structured interview, 

she told me that she enjoyed watching reality television shows during her free time. She 

also mentioned that she enjoyed reading fashion magazines because she was employed in 

the fashion industry. She worked at an exclusive clothes retailer for clients who often 

spent large sums of money. Her work hours were typically during the week, however she 

also occasionally worked on the weekends. Sometimes, Ms. Toussaint's mother babysat 

Tiana and cooked for Namir and Nate when they were home during the weekend. Ms. 

Toussaint also enjoyed supporting her fashion design friends when they hosted sales, 

festivals, or fashion shows. She also stated that she attended various Haitian social events 

throughout the city. Mr. Grant, her fiance, was not able to attend many of the events 

because they were held in the evening when he was resting for work. However, he 

occasionally did join Ms. Toussaint whenever his work schedule allowed. 

Haitians in New York City 

 New York City has one of the oldest established Haitian communities in the 

United States (Zephir, 2004). According to the American Community Survey, the total 

documented Haitian population in Bronx, Kings, New York, Queens, and Richmond 

counties in 2000 were estimated at 118,769 making them 1.48% of the total combined 

population for these areas. This number increased by approximately 1.25% in 2010 to a 

new estimated Haitian population total of 120,252. However, the overall population for 
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all of New York City increased at a faster rate (2.08%). This resulted in a slight decrease 

in the percentage of Haitians in New York City but it was a relatively small amount (-

.01%). 

Urban New York 2000   2010   Change % Change  
Total Population 8,008,278   8,175,133   166,855 2.08% 

Haitian Population 118,769 1.48% 120,252 1.47% 1,483 1.25% 
Table 17: New York City's Haitian Population (2000 & 2010) 

 

 

 Although the number of Haitians residents rose, the total number of Haitian 

Households reported in New York City between the 2000 and 2010 census stayed 

relatively stable with a very slight decrease. However, the number of Haitian households 

throughout the five counties was not evenly spread. In 2010, Kings County reported the 

highest number of Haitian households with its count at an estimated 22,689. The number 

of Haitian Households in Richmond County in this same year was the lowest in New 

York City with an estimated count of 400. However, Queens County showed the largest 

increase in its Haitian Households with an additional 968 counted in 2010. Kings County 

had the largest decrease with a loss of 1,632 Haitian households in 2010. 

  In 2000, the average income for all Haitian households throughout each of the 

five New York City counties was estimated at $48,717. This number increased to an 

estimate of $66,036 in 2010. However, the average household incomes for Haitians were 

not evenly spread throughout the five counties. Queen's county had the highest average 

Haitian household income. They received, on average, an estimated $77,287 per 

household in 2010. Kings County’s Haitian households earned the least, on average. The 

$60,082 household income they received, on average, was the lowest when compared to 

the other Haitian households throughout New York City at this time.  
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COUNTY Bronx Kings New York Queens Richmond All Difference 

2000 Total 

households 1,033 24,321 2,633 10,672 236 38,895 Queens - Kings 
Mean 
income $50,965 $45,102 $46,090 $57,236 $55,488 $48,717 $12,134 

2010 Total 

households 1,535 22,689 2,605 11,640 400 38,869 Queens - Kings 
Mean 
income $70,511 $60,082 $63,475 $77,287 $75,817 $66,036 $17,205 

Table 18: Average household income for Suburban Haitians (2000 & 2010) 

 

 

  Table 19 provides an additional perspective on how Haitian households fared 

when compared to all other populations in New York City. On average, Haitian 

household incomes were approximately 78% of the average household income for all 

groups in New York City in 2000. Haitian households saw a 35.6% average increase in 

income between 2000 and 2010. This was greater than the 21.8% average income 

increase for all of the city's households. This increase helped Haitian households fare 

better in 2010 than in 2000 when compared to the rest of the city. However, their income 

was still lower than the average. They only made 86.5% of the average household income 

for all families throughout New York City. White households reported the highest 

income during the last two census counts and they also showed the highest monetary 

increase within the major population group comparison (Asians, Blacks, Hispanics, and 

Whites). Hispanic households reported the lowest income in both 2000 and 2010 and also 

showed the lowest monetary increase between those years. Also, Black and Hispanic 

average household incomes (percentage-wise) worsened between 2000 and 2010. Black 

and Hispanic household incomes were 74.5% and 69.3% of the average in 2000, 

respectively and lowered to 70.3% and 65.3% of the average, respectively. Asian and 

White average household incomes increased. The average Asian household income was 
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95.6% of the average in 2000 and increased to slightly above average (100.8%) in 2010. 

Average White household incomes were already much higher than the average household 

income in 2000 (121.5%) and they increased at a much faster rate than all other major 

groups in the 10 years between the two census counts. In 2010, White average household 

income in New York City increased to 129.5% of the average for all households 

throughout the five boroughs. These numbers support the notion that income differences 

between races continues to increase within the urban areas of New York. When compared 

to 2000, Whites and Asians in 2010, on average, were taking home an increasingly larger 

portion of New York City’s income while Blacks and Hispanics, on average, were taking 

home considerably less. 

Average Household income 2000   2010   Change % Change 

 All Urban households $62,635 100.0% $76,300 100.0% $13,665 21.8% 

Asian $59,874 95.6% $76,931 100.8% $17,057 28.5% 
Black $46,636 74.5% $53,673 70.3% $7,037 15.1% 
Hispanic $43,399 69.3% $49,815 65.3% $6,416 14.8% 

White $76,091 121.5% $98,805 129.5% $22,714 30.0% 

Haitian  $48,717 77.8% $66,036 86.5% $17,319 35.6% 

Table 19: Average household income comparisons across racial groups (2000 & 2010) 

 

 Census data for these areas revealed that a large majority of New York City’s 

urban population took public transportation to work. Ms. Toussaint owned a car but she 

and her fiancé both commuted to work by train. Regardless of the mode of transportation 

taken (i.e. car, public transportation, walking, etc...), the average travel time for all New 

York City Haitians commuting to work, ranged between 35-45 minutes. Ms. Toussaint 

worked in the retail industry, however, most Haitians in New York City were more likely 

to work in educational services, health care, and social assistance industries. 

 Lastly, when asked “What culture would you say you identify with when asked?” 

Namir replied that he was “Haitian”. When I asked about whether he viewed himself as 
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American or Haitian-American, he continued by remarking that he was indeed also 

American because he was born in Brooklyn but when he is asked “What are you?” he 

simply states he is Haitian. He elaborated further by explaining that those who ask this 

question usually already know that he is American and are simply curious about his 

family origins. He explained that his previous neighborhoods were predominantly 

Caribbean-American, as were many of his friends.  

However, his current neighborhood was less homogenous because of the many 

different cultures that lived there. During an interview session, Ms. Toussaint explained 

that the multicultural aspect of their current neighborhood was a major deciding factor in 

her decision to move in. Namir, however, missed the familiarity of their former home 

neighborhood and friends and chose to visit his old neighborhoods regularly. Although he 

was not as enthusiastic as his mother about their current neighborhood, he not opposed to 

living there. He simply displayed a nonchalant yet content attitude about the experience.  

The next section provides further details about the Toussaints’ current 

neighborhood and the family’s impressions of their new community. It also explores how 

the neighborhood’s population grew to become multicultural over time. I present the 

information I derived from census data, articles, and additional archived data sources. 

Discussions of Namir’s daily interactions in various social environments during the time 

of this study are also provided. Lastly, I contrast the family’s perceptions of their 

neighborhood with the data collected and other’s perceptions. I also reveal how the 

perceptions of his environment informed his sense of self. 
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Neighborhood 

 Namir lived in Kush, a neighborhood located in one of New York City's five 

boroughs. It was once labeled in a major local newspaper as a residential area possibly 

undergoing an “identity crisis”. This same article further described it as follows: 

[Kush is the newest culinary capital, enthralling restaurant 

aficionados  in its spells with chic eateries … it's a fortress 

of Black pride and culture, traditionally an African 

American family neighborhood … It is the epicenter of 

creativity for the borough as it asserts itself with the 

multipurpose [Music & Arts Center]. But it could also be a 

fresh home for the newly rich, with expensive brownstones 

and newly built luxury condominiums appearing 

everywhere with its borders]  

 

Although this article only made direct references to African American and Black culture, 

a local magazine additionally noted: [At one time Kush was predominantly Black … now 

practically every ethnoracial and socioeconomic mixture can be found here, including a 

largely Black middle and upper middle income socioeconomic group of families.] The 

Toussaint family moved into the area three years prior to the beginning of the study. 

Before moving in, Ms. Toussaint observed the population change happening during her 

frequent visits to see friends who lived in the area. “I would say this is the best 

neighborhood I've lived in. It wasn't always like this. I guess it's with the [new real estate 

development]. People want to move around here, you know?” She was very impressed 

with the new businesses, the new condominiums and co-operative apartments and the 

newly restored brownstone buildings throughout the neighborhood. 

 Ms. Toussaint was very happy with the diversity in her area and when asked to 

describe her neighborhood and the type of people she thought lived there she said: 

I would say all kinds of people. Interracial, all kinds of people. I would say mostly 

now, mostly, we have [55% White], and [35% Black], and the other 10% is 
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probably like Hispanics and Chinese people. But if you're asking me what kind of 

neighborhood it is, it's a working class neighborhood. Everybody wakes up in the 

morning, you see everybody walking, taking the train, or walking their dogs in the 

morning. And then during the night--they're taking--you know, they're jogging… 

or they're walking their dogs. (Interview, Phase III, 2013) 

 

I wanted to know how accurate her perception of Kush’s racial makeup was so I gathered 

the racial population data for that geographic area from the census reports. I compared 

the data collected in the most recent 2010 census with data gathered during the 2000 

census and compiled it into Table 20. According to the 2000 census, the total population 

for this geographic area was 52,927 with a racial breakdown of 18.8% White, 65.3% 

Black, 0.4% American Indian, 3.6% Asian, 0.1 % Native Pacific Islander, 7.3% Other, 

and 4.4% Multiracial (Socialexplorer.com, 2012). The 2010 census reported that the 

Black population was still the majority; however, the total number of Blacks dropped 

approximately 31% from 34,564 in 2000 to 23,713 in 2010. The drastic reduction in the 

Black population along with the large increase in the White population may have 

influenced why Ms. Toussaint mistakenly believed there were more Whites in her 

neighborhood. The only other grouping that decreased in number was the Native 

Hawaiian and other Pacific Islanders with a 70 percent reduction when their number 

dropped from 43 to 13 persons. Although the total population itself lowered from 52,927 

in 2000 to 50,431 in 2010, the number of persons that belonged to all other races in this 

geographical area grew. The largest increase in number occurred among Whites. Their 

population almost doubled as it rose from 9,959 in 2000 to 18,161 in 2010. In 2010, they 

made up approximately 36% of the population in this area of New York City. 
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Kush, by Race/Ethnicity 2000 2010 Change % Change 

Total Population: 52,927   50,431   -2,496 -4.7% 
White 9,959 18.8% 18,161 36.0% 8,202 82.4% 
Black 34,564 65.3% 23,713 47.0% -10,851 -31.4% 
American Indian 233 0.4% 243 0.5% 10 4.3% 
Asian 1,894 3.6% 3,085 6.1% 1,191 62.9% 
Native Pacific Islander 43 0.1% 13 0.0% -30 -69.8% 
Other 3,885 7.3% 2,756 5.5% -1,129 -29.1% 
Multiracial 2,349 4.4% 2,460 4.9% 111 4.7% 

Table 20: Kush Census Population By Race/Ethnicity (2000 & 2010) 

 

 

 Overall, the Toussaint family was happy to live in Kush. Namir's younger brother, 

Nate, said he liked it better than their past neighborhoods because, “there's, like, schools 

around here, more parks around here. Some of my friends live around here.” Namir was 

also grateful to live in his new home; however, he often spent much time going back to 

the old neighborhoods. He and his mother often clashed on why he felt the need to visit 

[Forestville] so often. When comparing Kush to her past neighborhoods Ms. Toussaint 

stated “it's better, and I appreciate it. When I go back to [Forestville], nothing has 

changed. When I go back to [Johnstown], nothing has changed … and also when I lived 

on [Chambers Ave], I never liked it.” Ms. Toussaint explained to me that their transition 

to Kush was preceded by financial hardship and other life complications that they had 

experienced during the time her ex-husband, Mr. Toussaint, had been involved in his long 

deportation process. As a result, whenever she thought back to the time the family spent 

in the [Chambers Ave] section of their borough, it brought sad memories to her.  

 Furthermore, Ms. Toussaint was unhappy with Namir’s trips back to their old 

neighborhoods because she believed that those areas were extremely rough sections of 

the borough. She pointed to the crime in those areas as one of the main reasons she chose 

to leave and she was extremely concerned about Namir’s trips back to Forestville. “I get 
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calls from my friends and they say ‘I saw Namir in [Forestville] two days ago’ and I’m, 

like, shocked, because I didn’t know what he’s—I didn’t know he was out there.” During 

a follow-up session, I asked Namir about his trips to Forestville, but he was hesitant to 

divulge any details to me about what he was doing during his visits. He simply told me 

that he was “just visiting and hanging out with my friends.” However, Namir never shied 

away from acknowledging that his old neighborhood was known for its “toughness” and 

for being unsafe. He often showed pride in the “street credibility” that came with 

representing this area of his borough. He was appreciative of his new neighborhood but 

he felt it was important to still stay in touch with his community back in Forestville.  

The discussions I had with Namir and his mother about the perceptions of Kush 

and Forestville inspired me to gather crime risk statistics for both areas and compare the 

two neighborhoods. I also searched for articles about crime in these New York City 

neighborhoods and found the results to be very surprising. The reality portrayed in the 

statistics and articles did not match the perceptions of those areas. Although Kush is often 

referred to as one of New York City's many recently gentrified neighborhoods and 

praised for attracting diverse middle class residents, its overall total crime risk was higher 

than the average for all of New York City. Several websites and local magazines praised 

Kush for its restaurants and diversity; however, they also recognized it as one of the least 

safe neighborhoods throughout all of New York City. This was additionally surprising to 

me because the real estate articles I read described Kush as a popular neighborhood that 

many professionals anxiously wanted to move into. When compared to the average for all 

of the United States, Kush’s crime risk was lower in four out of the seven categories. 

However, Forestville’s crime risk statistics were much lower than those for Kush in all 
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but one category, Murder Risk. Moreover, Forestville’s crime risk statistics were lower 

than the average risk for all of New York City, in all but one category, and lower than the 

average for the entire United States, in all but two categories. 

2010 Crime Risk Indexes Kush Forestville NYC USA 

Total Crime Risk 101 68 67 100 

Murder Risk 157 164 94 100 
Rape Risk 69 58 60 100 
Robbery Risk 266 127 135 100 
Assault Risk 128 37 80 100 
Burglary Risk 69 27 54 100 
Larceny Risk 69 35 63 100 

Motor Vehicle Theft Risk 82 43 52 100 

Table 21: 2010 Crime Risk Comparisons for Kush & New York City 

 

Luxor Public School District 

 Kush was situated in the Luxor Public School District and it included 18 

elementary schools, 10 middle schools, and 14 high schools (School Digger, 2012). 

During the 2003-04 academic school year (data prior to the 2003-04 school year was not 

available), the total K-12 student enrollment population was 20,779 (New York State 

Education Department, 2007). The enrollment number gradually increased and it reached 

21,734 students during the 2009-10 year.  

Year enrollment 

2003-04 20,779 

2004-05 20,613 

2005-06 20,958 

2006-07 20,931 

2007-08 21,334 

2008-09 21,133 

2009-10 21,743 

Table 22: Luxor Public School District Student Total Population (2003-2010) 
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Chart 10: Luxor Public School District Student Total Population (2003-2010) 

 

 

 According to school records, the racial makeup of the students who attended 

schools in Luxor Public School District changed during this period (see Table 23 and 

Chart 11). The White population increased by 19% and the Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander student population grew by approximately 56%. However, the number of 

students in all other racial groups decreased slightly. In addition, the Multiracial category 

was introduced during the 2006-07 academic year. Yet, according to the information 

collected each year, no student in this district had identified themselves as Multiracial. 

Student Racial Demographics 2003-04 2009-10 Change 

Race Number % Number % Number % 

Total 20,779 100.0% 21,743 100.0% 964 4.6% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 132 1.0% 120 1.0% -12 -9.1% 

Black 13,632 66.0% 13,163 61.0% -469 -3.4% 

Hispanic or Latino 3,330 16.0% 3,246 15.0% -84 -2.5% 

Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 2,254 11.0% 3,511 16.0% 1257 55.8% 

White 1,431 7.0% 1,703 8.0% 272 19.0% 

Multiracial (2010)     0 0.0%     

Table 23: Luxor Public School District Student's Racial Population (2003-2010) 
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Chart 11: Kush Public School District Population, by Race (2003-2010) 

 

 According to the 2010 census, Kush's population for all residents less than 18 

years of age was 8,274 (Table 24). This number was much lower than the 2010 count of 

21,734 students for the Luxor Public School District because the district also included 

children from neighborhoods outside of the 1.5 square miles that covered Namir's 

immediate surroundings. As a result, the comparisons I make between this school 

district's students and the under 18 population in Kush are done with the understanding 

that Kush's under 18 population were a fraction of the total number of students  in the 

Luxor School District and did not represent the entire population. Black students were the 

overwhelming majority population in this district's public schools (61%) and Black 

residents under 18 years of age were also the majority population in Namir's 

neighborhood (54%). The Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students (16%) and 

Hispanic/Latino students (15%) were the next two largest groups of students in the public 

schools. However, White residents under the age of 18 years old (24%) made up the 
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second largest group in Kush while only accounting for 8% of the Luxor Public School 

District.  

Under 18 Race 2010 

Total Population: 8,274 100% 

White 1,994 24.1% 
Black 4,450 53.8% 
American Indian 45 0.5% 
Asian 361 4.4% 
Native Hawaiian /Pacific Islander 1 0.0% 
Other 725 8.8% 

Multiracial 698 8.4% 

Table 24: 2010 Kush Population (under 18) 

 

 At the beginning of this study, Namir was completing the eighth grade at a public 

school outside of the Luxor public school district. He had begun attending this public 

school prior to moving to Kush and continued to travel to this school during his junior 

high school years. He was one year older than most 13 year old eighth graders in his class 

because he had been left back in a previous grade level.  

 The high school application process was a source of great tension between Namir 

and his mother. His application went through several iterations before it was finally 

submitted. The initial version of his New York City public high schools application listed 

a high school of business and a high school of technology as his top choices. Several 

general studies high schools were listed as his remaining options. When discussing the 

reasoning behind his top choice, Namir explained: “My cousin goes to the [business 

school], he's in the 10
th

 grade. He already has a scholarship to play basketball in college 

when he graduates”. However, Ms. Toussaint disagreed. “He wanted to get into the 

schools he wanted to get into because his friends were going there and I knew it wouldn't 

be a good thing.” Ms. Toussaint felt that Namir was not performing well in school and 

that his friends were a bad influence because they were not doing well in school either. 
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Namir disliked the school she eventually chose as his top choice on the final version of 

the application because its student population was all-male and none of his friends had 

applied to it. He was also aggravated with the ranking order his mother had chosen for 

the schools listed on the application because “You only get accepted to one. If you put 

the top schools [on your application] and they see they are number 4, they will not pick 

you.” When the application responses were returned, Namir was upset because he was 

indeed accepted to the all-male public high school his mother had chosen for him.  

Non-Public Schools 

 Kush and its surrounding neighborhoods offered residents 30 non-public school 

options (New York State Education Department, 2012). Parents who wished to send their 

children to local non-public schools could choose between 15 elementary schools, five K-

12 schools, one middle school, one junior high school, five junior-senior high schools, 

and three senior high schools. The student populations within each of the schools 

included local residents as well as children from outside neighborhoods. 

 Namir had no desire to attend the public school he had been accepted to. 

However, Ms. Toussaint was determined to send him to a school that would encourage 

him to take his academic life more seriously. She reviewed several non-public high 

school options and learned of Saint Auguste Academy, one of the three non-public 

Catholic senior high schools options in the local area around Kush (New York State 

Education Department, 2012). Its total enrollment in 2010 was 870 students and its 

average class size was 18-23 students. 

 Ms. Toussaint informed Namir that if he could pass the entrance exam for Saint 

Auguste Academy, she would allow him to enroll there. When he learned that four of his 
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friends also planned to attend the Catholic high school, he agreed. “My mom made me 

take the test to get in, and the admissions director said he would accept me but I had to 

get better grades.” He passed the entrance exam however, his junior high school grades 

negatively contradicted the score he received. “I started asking teachers for help and extra 

credit … They [his grades] went up from 70s to 79 and 80s.” Saint Auguste Academy 

finally accepted him however they also added an additional request. “I had to go to 

summer school to see what the high school thing would be like”, said Namir. After 

completing summer school, Namir began his high school career at Saint Auguste 

Academy in the fall of 2011. At our first session that September, he spoke highly of the 

school. Namir was happy that three out of four of his friends that had planned to enroll 

were attending the high school and he was also especially happy that he and his mother 

had found a high school that they both agreed on. 

Now that the contextual information about his life is set, I will provide further 

details about Namir’s experiences. The following section discusses his ideas about social 

success. The final section of this chapter will briefly introduce you to his media 

experiences in preparation for the following chapter where additional details will be 

provided. 

Social Success 

Namir defined successful people as wealthy individuals who “get paid for what 

they want to do.” He listed basketball players, comedians, and actors as the most 

successful individuals he sees in his media because of their ability to make large sums of 

money while working at, what he viewed as, exciting jobs. Various actors, professional 

basketball athletes, and musicians made it onto Namir’s list of successful individuals 
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during our initial semi-structured interview; however, he was mostly vocal about two 

celebrities in particular, comedians Dave Chappelle and Kevin Hart. He enjoyed Dave 

Chappelle’s cable television show, Chappelle Show, and he often watched reruns of its 

episodes. Likewise, he also enjoyed viewing Kevin Hart’ stand-up comedy films, I'm a 

Grown Little Big Man, Seriously Funny, and Laugh at My Pain. Namir especially 

appreciated the additional content shown before the Laugh at My Pain stand-up comedy 

film because it provided him with a better understanding of Kevin Hart’s long journey 

towards becoming a famous comedian.  

Dave Chappelle had previously been Namir’s favorite comedian. He liked the 

comedian so much that he occasionally jokingly suggested that Dave Chappelle might be 

his father. However, Kevin Hart’s celebrity status was on a continual rise throughout the 

time of this study and he eventually replaced Dave Chappelle as Namir’s favorite 

comedian. Kevin Hart’s influences over Namir’s thoughts about success and his career 

are explored and discussed in further detail in chapter 6. 

Unfortunately, finding examples of successful individuals in his life proved to be 

much more difficult for Namir. During the first interview, he was unable to think of any 

successful people within his inner circle of friends and family because they did not fit his 

definition for success. He defined success as “having alotta money, you gotta be able to 

make a lot of money.”  

 Additionally, since I had an understanding of Namir’s initial definition of success, 

I then wanted to know how the term “social” might influence his thoughts about success. 

I introduced the term “social success” (without defining it) to Namir during a portion of 

our initial semi-structured interview session and I asked him to provide me with his 
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thoughts on what a socially successful person was. While musing over the term he 

commented that socially successful individuals “might be… friendly, nice … smart—no, 

not smart … charismatic.” In addition, he clarified that social success skills were 

necessary “… so you can get a raise from your boss. You need to have a good 

relationship with people from your job … and in school.” He believed that these skills 

were important in different settings. 

Furthermore, success was discussed at various other times throughout the course 

of this study and I observed his definition for it evolve. He was aware that I had 

previously asked him for his definitions of success and social success because he jokingly 

told me during a session “we already did this, don’t you remember? [laughing]” But he 

also knew that his definition had evolved and we both agreed that the three times we had 

discussed it gave him additional time to reflect on the idea. Although Namir initially 

associated large sums of money with who he viewed as successful, he no longer 

automatically included it in his overall definition of success. His later responses revealed 

that his earlier narrow definition for success was now only attributed to those he viewed 

as the most successful individuals. His overall understanding of success now allowed for 

varying types of achievements. However, he was adamant about his expectation that one 

should complete their objective before it can be considered a success. “Accomplishing 

what I want to do” was his personal definition for what he would view as success for 

himself. Attaining “whatever your goal is” was how he similarly defined it for all other 

individuals. He was unclear about what he wanted to do professionally but at this point, 

he was open to the idea that some people he knew might be successful. However, he still 



144 

 

 

 

felt that he could not say with certainty that anyone in his inner circle was successful 

because he did not know their personal goals. 

 Even though Namir labeled various celebrities as successful and assumed that 

they were also financially free, he did not automatically agree with everything they 

presented to him. He considered some of the media he consumed on a daily basis as 

negative. Value judgments were also made about the media producers themselves. 

Namir’s comments during our interviews indicated that he occasionally reflected on the 

morality of decisions and actions taken by these producers. One of our discussions 

revolved around Seth MacFarlane’s television show, Family Guy. Namir indicated that he 

occasionally watched it but disliked, what he viewed as, MacFarlane’s disrespect of God 

and believed that the show, as a whole, was completely negative. This conversation had 

been initiated by my interest in the media he considered positive and negative:  

Me: So, for example, Family Guy. Do you watch it? 

 

Namir: Yeah 

 

Me: Do you think it’s positive, negative? What do you 

think about it? 

 

Namir: It’s both positive and neg—no it’s all negative ... 

You know Seth MacFarlane?  

 

Me: Yeah 

 

Namir: He … He makes fun of God. He's weird. He like, 

He draws God and stuff … and I don't think you should do 

that …  

 

Me: [The creators of South Park are Jewish and they do 

that.] Is he Jewish? What is he? 

 

Namir: He's an Atheist. 

 

Me: And what do you think about Atheist? 
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Namir: It's their life.  

 

Me: It’s their life? … So, it’s their prerogative? 

 

Namir: Yeah… Do what you wanna do. 

(Namir, Interview, Phase III, 2012) 

 

I found this conversation to be very interesting for several reasons. The first significant 

aspect was Namir’s critique of Seth MacFarlane’s irreverence when using God as a 

subject in his material. Namir did not attend Sunday service regularly; but, his moral 

values were influenced by a Catholic upbringing and reinforced by attendance at a 

Catholic high school. As a result, his views concerning Seth MacFarlane’s irreverence 

were influenced by his self-identification as a believer in his religion’s God. Secondly, 

although he disagreed with Family Guy‘s subject matter concerning God, he attributed it 

to MacFarlane’s Atheist beliefs and believed that all Atheist had the right to have their 

own views. His comment, “It’s their life”, was used during this interview and at various 

other times throughout the study whenever Namir wanted to indicate that he was okay 

with another person’s opinions. I discuss my participants’ views about the aspects that 

they believe to be positive and negative in their media content in further detail in 

upcoming chapters. 

 An additional important topic Namir and I discussed during our sessions were his 

future goals. He indicated that he planned to go to college however he was not sure what 

to expect: 

Me: Where do you see yourself in 5 years? 

 

Namir: I'll be in college. 

 

Me: What are you going to be doing when you're there? 
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Namir: I'll find out when I get there. 

 

Me: What do you think you want to do? Like, major in? 

 

Namir: I don't know yet. That's, that's ... that's what I'm 

trying to figure out. 

(Namir, Interview, Phase I, 2011) 

 

As the eldest child, he did not have any siblings to speak with about what he should 

expect in college. Likewise, he could not consult his parents for information about 

college life because neither his mother nor his father had graduated from college. He had 

simply decided he would determine what he needed to know once he arrived at that stage 

in his life. 

In addition to discussions about future collegiate goals, Namir and I also 

discussed his future professional goals. A career as either a comedian or a music sound 

engineer/producer was the two occupations he casually thought about pursuing. He 

viewed both as extremely difficult career options to pursue because of the limited number 

of people who achieve either objective but he commented “Maybe I could be a good 

comedian because I make people laugh.” He did not view himself as a class clown, but he 

liked to make his class laugh. He also informed me that he spent a great deal of time 

watching Dave Chapelle and Kevin Hart comedy performances. Namir studied their 

routines to learn why they were so successful at entertaining their audience and he 

attributed part of their success to their ability to narrate believable and relatable scenarios. 

“They tell jokes that make people laugh, like life stories, not like ... corny jokes.” 

 Namir also showed interest in becoming a sound engineer/producer but he was 

not confident in his musical abilities, “I don't think I could make beats.” He clarified 

further by expressing his frustration over his lack of knowledge about the production 
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process, “I tried before but… it doesn't come out right. Maybe it's because I don't know 

what I'm doing.” At one point he had a music studio internship working for an older 

relative, Marcus. Namir and I spoke about this experience and he explained how he 

traveled to Manhattan one Saturday and spent the day assisting Marcus with various 

errands: 

It was next to Madison Square Garden. Yeah a few Block 

away. And he made me go to that, uh... healthy shop. 

Wholefoods. And he made me get some … some, oil thing 

that he put in a spray bottle, and sprayed around the office, 

and sprayed around the studio. And, like, he made me get 

them food. Do all of that. (Namir, Discussion during 

Observation Session, Phase II, 2011) 

 

Namir enjoyed spending that day watching Marcus work as a sound engineer. He was 

told by his older cousin that it would be an ongoing internship but he was never invited 

back. “I was supposed to go to my cousin's music studio every Saturday. He just never 

called. He doesn't call anymore. And every time I call, he just doesn't pick up his phone. 

So I only went that one weekend and I never went again.” Moreover, after Namir first 

told me this he spoke to Marcus several more times throughout the study about coming 

back to the studio to work. Nevertheless, after each call Marcus once again promised that 

he would call him back. At the end of the study I inquired about this situation for the final 

time but Namir informed me that he still had not heard back from his cousin Marcus and 

he had never been invited back to the studio. 

 Nevertheless, although Namir was still exploring career options, he felt confident 

in saying that hand dexterity was an important skill all individuals needed in order to be 

successful in their professions. “You gotta know how to use your hands ... if you don't 

know how to use your hands you can't do anything.” He believed hand coordination to be 
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necessary across many professions, including the two that he showed most interest in at 

the time.  “If you're going to be producer you have to know how to use the buttons. You 

gotta know what you're doing.” In addition, he believed that as a comedian, “you need to 

be able to make motions”. He referred to the gestures made by comedians during their 

stand up shows as important parts of their comedy routines because they used it to 

communicate with the audience. 

 The connections between formal collegiate schooling and professional 

requirements were also discussed. Namir did not believe a college education was 

necessary for either of the two professions he showed most interest in. He assumed that 

Dave Chapelle had not gone to college. “I think he's just one of those funny guys off the 

streets.” But he was unsure about Kevin Hart's education level. “[Kevin Hart] said he 

[went to school] in one of his jokes but I don't know about college.” He was also unsure 

about his cousin Marcus' education level. In contrast, we also discussed professions that 

he believed did require a college education and he provided the presidency of the United 

States as an example. “You have to have a certain degree, diploma, something. You have 

to go to school for a certain amount of years. And you have to have … whatever qualifies 

you to be president.”  

Although Namir believed his top two occupational choices at that time did not 

require a college degree, he still planned on matriculating. His future plans revolved 

around going straight to college after he graduated from high school. Moreover, he 

expected to live in his own apartment or house upon graduation from college. These were 

ambitious goals at the time because the recession had contributed to an increasing 

number of young adults living at home with their parents (Nasser, 2012; Qian, 2012). 
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Additionally, the New York Metropolitan area was among the top areas in the country 

with a large number of young adults living in this predicament (Qian,2012). The next and 

final section of Namir’s half of this chapter provides a brief introduction to his media 

experiences in preparation for the detailed analysis I will present in Chapter 5. 

Media 

 There were three computers in the Toussaint home. They owned an iMac desktop, 

a Macintosh laptop, and a PC laptop. However, only two were in use at the beginning of 

the study because the PC laptop's power charger had been misplaced. The iMac desktop 

was considered the family computer and the Macintosh laptop was used only by Namir. 

Nate spent most of his time on web gaming sites. He listed mostfungames.com as his 

favorite. “There's always a whole bunch of games, there's arcade games, shooting games, 

puzzles, strategies...” He also enjoyed playing Disney's Toontown, a multiplayer online 

game that he downloaded to the iMac. Ms. Toussaint also spent time on the computer. 

The majority of her time was spent on the internet visiting fashion websites. “I'm always 

on [Retail Fashion Site] looking to see what's new because I used to work for them.” 

Namir often used his laptop to learn about the new video games he was interested in 

purchasing. Namir, Nate, and their friends also mentioned several sites that they often 

visited to learn about different video game cheat codes they enjoyed using to help them 

progress through games quicker. Some of the video game cheat codes they learned of 

also provided them with access to video game playing modes and features that would not 

be available through regular game play. Video game cheat codes and cheating in games, 

in general, are discussed in further detail in Chapter 5. 
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 At the time of this study, Namir owned the PlayStation3 and the Nintendo Wii 

video gaming consoles. Previously, he had owned the Sega Genesis, Nintendo64, and 

PlayStation2 consoles. He informed me that his father had purchased all of his video 

game consoles except for the PlayStation3 he currently owned. That system had been 

given to Namir and Nate by their mother and her fiancé, Mr. Grant. Occasionally, the 

boys still played with their Nintendo Wii during the earlier portions of this research 

study, however, their play time on that system tapered off because they did not purchase 

new games for it that year. Eventually they spent all of their video gaming time solely on 

their PlayStation3 because their favorite games at that time were their PlayStation3 

versions of the first person shooter game Call of Duty Black Ops and the professional 

basketball game NBA 2K11. 

 Namir had also owned multiple handheld video gaming devices. Throughout his 

childhood, he has faithfully purchased or asked for many that were created by Nintendo. 

“I had the first Nintendo DS, I had the fat one [nicknamed the DS Phat by gamers], the 

DSLite, and the DSi I have now.” Namir also owned Sony’s PlayStation Portable (PSP) 

at the time of this study. Previously, he also owned the Gameboy Advance, one of 

Nintendo's earlier handheld gaming devices. Nintendo’s Gameboy models had been 

available before the DS was first introduced to consumers. Although, the Nintendo DSi 

had lost its “newest device” status during this study, Namir did not ask his parents for the 

newly released Nintendo 3DS. He stated that he was unimpressed with its 3D technology 

because it did not match the 3D graphics that popped out at him in 3D movies. 

 As previously mentioned, Namir spent a great deal of time playing Call of Duty 

Black Ops with his brother. Call of Duty Black Ops is a first person shooter video game 
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created by video game development company Treyarch and it was the latest version in a 

series of games built for the Call of Duty gaming franchise. This was the seventh title in 

the series and during this study it became the best-selling game of all time with over 25 

million copies sold (de Matos, 2012). Namir often enjoyed playing the online multiplayer 

mode with his brother but he also played and successfully completed the single player 

story campaign game mode several times. As this research study progressed, Namir spent 

less time playing Call of Duty Black Ops and eventually, NBA 2K11 took up the majority 

of his game playing time.  

 Before owning the complete version of NBA 2K11, Namir first downloaded a 

demo trial version from the Playstation Online Store. It had been 10 years since he last 

owned a basketball video game and he was unsure if he would like it. Eventually he 

decided that he enjoyed the game demo enough to purchase it so he bought a copy from a 

local video game store. He liked many of NBA 2K11’s features but his favorite aspect of 

the game was its My Player game mode. This game mode allowed him to play through an 

entire basketball season while also building up the skillset and athletic ability of his 

basketball player character. In addition to the season full of games played, his character 

was also able to play for different types of teams, accept various endorsements offers, and 

decide on when to practice between games. Namir, Nate, their friends, and their cousins 

also really enjoyed the game’s Michael Jordan game modes because they were given the 

ability to play as the legendary professional basketball player. They also liked the 

competitive versus game mode that allowed players to choose between two teams and 

immediately play against one other. Furthermore, the PlayStation Online Store enhanced 

players’ experiences with NBA 2K11 by providing them with more competition in the 
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form of other PlayStation3 owners online. In addition to accessing online competition 

and playable game demos, the PlayStation Online Store also allowed PlayStation3 

owners to purchase and download fully playable games online, listen to music, watch 

movies, and use additional entertainment features that required connections to the 

internet. The following chapter includes more details about The PlayStation Online Store 

and its role in the video game playing experiences of Namir’s generation, the Internet 

Generation. I will also discuss additional details about NBA 2K11 in upcoming chapters. 

In addition to comedies and video games, Namir listed music as one of his 

favorite forms of media. “[Music] just makes me feel good.... puts me in a positive 

mood.” He often listened to Haitian music, Hip Hop, R&B, and Reggae but he was not 

opposed to listening to a variety of other music genres. Namir was familiar with many 

Haitian songs because he grew up listening to his parents playing it in their home. He 

also heard it played often at many family events. However, he mainly listened to Hip 

Hop, R&B, and Reggae because it was most popular amongst his friends. Namir enjoyed 

listening to his music while engaging in different activities such as playing video games 

at home, exercising during gym class in school, or traveling. He listened to music on his 

iPod, on various websites (e.g. YouTube.com, MTV.com), on his PlayStation3, and on 

the radio. There were two popular Hip Hop and R&B music radio stations in New York 

at the time of the study but Namir did not have a preference for either. He simply listened 

to whichever was playing a song he liked at the moment.  

 Namir’s interest in music also influenced his media viewing choices. He 

occasionally watched music videos on the MTV, BET, and VH1 cable television stations. 

However, he found it much easier to visit YouTube.com whenever he wanted to view a 
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music video because it allowed him to instantly search and play any music video. It also 

allowed him to watch the videos repeatedly, as many times as he wished. Furthermore, he 

enjoyed using video-to-audio conversion websites. These websites converted YouTube 

videos into low quality mp3 audio files. Once the conversion was completed, he 

downloaded the new audio mp3 file onto his computer and iPod. Lastly, he also enjoyed 

watching television shows, and basketball games with his mother and brother. As was the 

case with Mathieu, Namir's media experiences and social experiences were influenced by 

multiple factors. This section provided a glimpse into his life as a teenager growing up as 

part of what is often referred to as the Internet Generation. The next chapter will now 

delve deeper into the experiences of both of my participants as well as others who are a 

part of the Internet Generation. 
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Chapter V 

INTERNET GENERATION 

 

 

The principle goal of education in the schools should be 

creating men and women who are capable of doing new 

things, not simply repeating what other generations have 

done. 

- Jean Piaget 

 

 

 Namir, Mathieu, and Mustafa are part of the current group of teenagers born in 

the 1990s that are often referred to as the “Internet Generation” (Jayson, 2010). They 

were dubbed the “Internet Generation” because the World Wide Web has been 

commercially accessible to American households their entire lives (Jayson, 2010). The 

existence of the Web and the increasingly higher speed wireless internet access points 

available today have influenced their lives greatly and made it possible for many of the 

media formats and technologies they use today to exist. These new forms of media and 

technologies have also provided teens from the Internet Generation with experiences that 

were not available to teenagers from previous generations. This chapter uses the data I 

collected throughout this study as a starting point in my exploration of their experiences. 

The major themes present in the conversations with my participants about their media 

and the social aspects that exist during their experiences included the need to stay 

connected, the desire for entertainment, and the use of the internet as a source of 

information.  
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I need to stay connected! 

 Although each participant’s experiences with and around their media interactions 

were varied, they each shared the desire to stay connected. The need for connectivity was 

a pattern that appeared throughout their descriptions and responses to various situations 

with their media. This section captures the three sub-themes that appeared in the data 

collected relating to their discussions about their need to stay connected. Those sub-

themes are Expected Connectivity, Connected with Others, and Connected when Free. 

Expected Connectivity 

 In addition to traditional desktops and laptop computers, the Internet Generation 

owned or lived in families that owned various internet ready enabled devices. Smart 

phones, tablets, high definition televisions, and the many newer technologies that were 

released annually, connected to the internet without reliance on traditional computers. 

The internet generation grew accustom to these many internet connected media devices. 

They were a major part of their media experiences and the teens were very disappointed 

whenever disruptions to their internet connections occurred. 

 Today's video game consoles are among the long list of media devices with 

persistent internet connections. While seated in his living room during one of our 

interview sessions, Namir thought back to the day when his online game account was 

among the 77 million accounts, worldwide, that had been suspended due to an online 

attack on Sony's online gaming service, Playstation Network (PlayStation, n.d.). He often 

described Sony PlayStation Network's free online access as a huge advantage to 

Microsoft's XBox Live online service because XBox 360 owners were required to pay an 

annual subscription. This experience was the first time he found himself disappointed 
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with the PlayStation Network. The transcript below includes the details from our 

conversation which was prompted after I asked for an example of a memorable media 

experience: 

Me: Talk about a media experience that you will always 

remember. 

 

Namir: “When the PS... the Playstation Network went 

down.” 

 

Me: When the Playstation Network went down? When did 

that happen? I did hear about that. 

 

Namir: During spring break. 

 

Me: Spring break? That was in March? 

 

Namir: Ummm... 

 

Me: April? 

 

Namir: May. 

 

Me: And how long was it down? 

 

Namir: Like, 3 weeks. 

 

Me: And it was free too… so you-- 

 

Namir: It's supposed to be free – yeah, it is free. But it, the 

Playstation Store hasn't come back on yet, so when it 

comes back online, stuff in the Playstation Store will be 

free and you'll have free PlayStation games. 

 

Me: Oh. So, it's not even back up yet? 

 

Namir: It is. I can play online. But the Playstation Store, 

where you download stuff, it's not back on. 

 

Me: Ok, and they said “to make up for it they're giving 

you”-- 

 

Namir: --free stuff. 
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Me: Free stuff. And everything is going to be free? 

 

Namir: I'm not sure [inaudbile]. 

 

Me: Wait … what? 

 

Namir: Certain stuff. 

 

Me: Certain stuff online will be-- 

 

Namir: I don't think all of them … it's only gonna be free 

for thirty days. 

 

Me: And why do you think [this experience] stuck with 

you so much? 

 

Namir: Because I didn't play online that whole spring 

break. 

 

Me: Ohhhh, that was a bad slip up ... Did you feel like they 

owed you? 

 

Namir: Yeah, because I didn't switch to XBox. 

 

Me: Do you feel like loyalty is important? 

 

Namir: No, I just want to play my video games. A lot of 

people switched to XBox 360. Like, every time -- everyday 

I would check the [PlayStation Blog] to see if it was back 

on, and people would comment and say “I don't care, I got 

an XBox 360 so I'm just gonna fire this up.”   

 

Me: So, they're just “gonna fire this up”? 

 

Namir: Yeah, that means you're gonna start playing it 

(Semi-Structured Interview, Phase I, 2011) 

 The persistent internet connections available on the latest media devices provided 

media companies such as Sony, Microsoft, and Nintendo with the opportunity to 

introduce online features that often led to purchases from consumers. These monetization 

features stored sensitive information such as credit card numbers, consumer names, and 

consumer contact information. Media companies made attempts to protect private 
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customer data, but as is the case with all banks that attempt to protect their customers’ 

money from bank robbers, criminals still find a way to bypass security. 

 Personal information was stolen from 77 million registered Sony PlayStation 

Network accounts (Kazuo Hirai's Letter to the House of Representatives, 2011b, p. 4, 

Question 4, para. 1) sometime between April 17, 2011 and April 19, 2011 (Seybold, 

2011b, Valued PlayStation Network/Qriocity Customer section, para. 1). In response, 

Sony disabled their online entertainment network on April 20, 2011 (Seybold, 2011a) but 

did not make an official statement confirming that sensitive information had been stolen 

until May 3, 2011 when they officially informed the House of Representatives (Kazuo 

Hirai's Letter to the House of Representatives, 2011a; Seybold, 2011c).  Several 

announcements were posted on the PlayStation blog site on May 14, 2011 announcing the 

commencement of PlayStation Network's restoration (PlayStation.Blog, 2011).  

 Unfortunately for Namir, his spring break week was within the PlayStation 

Network blackout period. As was revealed in the transcript above, Namir viewed his 

gaming experience during spring break as limited because the online gaming component 

was missing even though his PlayStation3 console was fully functional. Solid game 

mechanics, clearly defined rules and challenging but enjoyable goals were several 

components that might have been considered sufficient for a well-designed game built for 

earlier generation consoles. However, Sony’s PlayStation3 games, along with games built 

for several other sixth and seventh generation video gaming consoles, were often 

expected to also include online connectivity features many from the Internet Generation 

have grown accustom to. Games for these consoles often included gaming modes that 

allowed for play with or against other co-players across the internet. These co-players 
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included friends, family members, and strangers residing in local areas or foreign 

countries.  

 On the other hand, monetary transactions made in the Sony PlayStation online 

store were not limited to credit card purchases. Namir informed me that players could 

also make purchases from the online store with Sony Playstation Network Cards, “You 

need a card and then you can redeem a code and put that money in your account.” He 

usually asked family members to purchase the cards for him but his classmate, Lei, often 

gave him these cards at school for free as well.  Namir became friendly with Lei because 

they both owned the PlayStation Portable (PSP), Sony's handheld mobile gaming 

console. “I ask him for it. He just buys them and he gives it to me... He's at GameStop a 

lot. He just buys [a lot of PlayStation Network Cards].” GameStop is a large international 

chain of video game stores that Namir and his friends often purchased video game items 

from. GameStop's corporate website describes their company as “the world's largest 

multichannel video game retailer. GameStop's retail network and family of brands 

include 6,627 company-operated stores in 17 countries worldwide and online at 

www.GameStop.com.” (GameStop, 2012).  

Connected with Others  

Mathieu and Mustafa also expressed a need to stay connected to others via the 

internet. Although they did not display the same amount of enthusiasm as Namir for 

online gameplay on their PlayStation3 gaming console, Mustafa stated 

I can’t live without Facebook and sports from day to day… 

I kinda want to know how everyone is doing because I feel 

kind of isolated if I don't have Facebook. So, if my friends 

want to reach me and they don't have my phone number, 

they can just tell me on Facebook… I change phones a lot. 

I changed phones like twice in the last two or three years. 

http://www.gamestop.com/
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So [they can contact me on Facebook] if they need to reach 

me and they don't have my phone number.” (Interview, 

Phase I, 2011) 

 

They stated that they had first begun using the social networking site, Facebook around 

the ages of 12 or 13. They were unable to estimate how much time they devoted to this 

site, however they informed me that they each visited the site on a daily basis. In fact, 

when I first asked Mathieu to describe what a typical online experience for him might 

look like, he began his description with the phrase “Well, when I’m not on Facebook …” 

because Facebook had been a consistent part of his daily routine. 

 My participants’ desires to stay connected with others are consistent with results 

from various studies. An unidentified male participant in a study conducted by a London-

based non-profit organization remarked, “Without the internet? Yeah. I’d be destroyed” 

(YouthNet, 2009a, p. 48). An additional unidentified male stated: 

If you couldn’t get around places, and you only knew 

people in Pensford, you’ve lived here all your life, you’d 

only know people in Penfsord, and people through friends 

of friends. Whereas on MSN, you meet people – you might 

go out to a party or whatever, and you speak to someone. 

And then find them on Facebook and add them on 

Facebook, on MSN. And you keep your mates that way. 

You might meet them one day, and then go 

on the net – or you’d never meet them again. It’s like 

Facebook and MSN is free, you can talk to anyone. So you 

can talk to people you wouldn’t normally talk to. But 

texting, and ringing people up is normally the same 

people…” (YouthNet, 2009a, p. 48) 

 

In an additional study, a survey of 994 young people between the ages of 16-24 found 

that “75% of young people claimed they could not live without the internet while 86% 

loved how new technology helps them communicate with people” (YouthNet, 2009b, pg 

4). Respondents from this survey also expressed the same confidence that Mustafa 
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showed in Facebook’s ability to help him and his friends keep in touch with one another 

because “76% felt the internet ensured their friends were available whenever and 

wherever they needed them” (YouthNet, 2009b, pg 5).  

Additionally, YouthNet (2009b) reported “Of those with a profile on a site (54% 

have a profile on more than one site), close to half (48%) say their profile can be seen by 

anyone rather than limited to friends” (pg. 12). Mustafa’s was also appreciative of these 

Facebook features, “You're not limited to your friend list because you can find people. 

You can find people you haven't seen in a while.” An unidentified 17 year old female 

from the YouthNet (2009b) study mentioned above provided further thoughts about the 

social interactions made available by this social media feature, “You don’t have to find 

something to strike up a friendship or find something in common. Just have a general are 

you alright type conversation.” Furthermore, some young people found it difficult to 

explain to their parents why they enjoy social networking sites and the various features 

that allow them to view others profiles. Pam, a 17 year old from a separate study 

conducted by boyd (2007), explained the confusion that occurred when her mother 

confronted her about her online activities one late night: 

“Just because I’m on the computer at 2:30am, doesn’t mean 

I’m up to no good. Like last night (my mom) comes in and 

yells at me to go to bed. When I don’t, she is all ‘well what 

are you doing, show me what you’re doing.’ Of course I 

was lurking MySpace profiles, cause there is nothing better 

to do, but that’s annoying to explain, she wouldn’t 

understand.” – Pam, 17 (p. 10) 

 

Texting was an additional form of communication media used by my focal 

participants. They used it regularly to stay connected with friends and family. Mathieu 

specifically expressed his preference for cell phone plans and phones that made texting 
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easier for him. “I'd rather have a keyboard and rather have it from Verizon, since you can 

have an unlimited texting plan, so you can have contact with your friends … so you can 

have a keyboard that makes texting quick.” Nielsen’s study “How Teen’s Use Media” 

also provided feedback from other teens that further complemented Mathieu’s thoughts 

about text messaging usage. “More than half of all U.S. teen mobile subscribers (66%) 

say they actually prefer text-messaging to calling. Thirty-four percent say it’s the reason 

they got their phone” (Nielsen, 2009, p. 8). 

Connected when Free. 

 The Internet generation’s desires to stay connected with others might 

mislead us to assume they automatically spent more time on the internet than all 

other generations; however a Nielsen (2009) report, “How Teens Use Media” 

refutes this claim:  

Even with this high degree of access and much-vaunted 

digital acumen, teens actually spend less time on computers 

and the Internet than others. As Nielsen’s Q1 2009 Three 

Screen Report revealed, the typical U.S. teenager spends 11 

hours and 32 minutes a month on the Web, less than half 

the U.S. average of 29 hours and 15 minutes per month. As 

with online video, this is due largely to the fact that teens 

are less likely than working adults to spend their day with 

broadband connections and have more time constraints in 

their day than we often imagine. (p. 6) 

 

The time they spent at school in classes that did not require and/or did not allow 

use of computers and other internet enabled devices, greatly reduced their 

opportunities for browsing and communicating with others over the internet. 

Those who engaged in extracurricular activities would not have as much time for 

connecting with social media sites and playing online video games. This was 

especially true for Mathieu and Mustafa. At the beginning of this study, they 
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informed me that they were part of a traveling youth soccer club that played 

against other youth soccer clubs in the New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut 

tri-state area. In addition, they played on St. Yves’ Junior Varsity soccer team. 

They were also members of their school’s concert and jazz bands. At the end of 

the study they were in their junior year of high school and Mustafa moved up to 

the varsity level soccer team at St. Yves. Mathieu did not make the varsity soccer 

team but he joined St. Yves’ varsity Track & Field team. 

Likewise, Namir’s descriptions of his experiences revealed that his 

internet connectivity hours were not endless; however he has several examples 

that show that his hours may not have been as limited as assumed in the Nielsen 

report. Namir was not engaged in all of the extracurricular activities Mathieu and 

Mustafa participated in, yet he informed me that his mother often limited his 

video game playing time as punishment whenever he misbehaved in school or at 

home. Oftentimes this contributed to a reduction in his internet connectivity hours 

through the PlayStation3 console but Namir often substituted some of his non-

video game playing time during the punishment periods with time spent 

connecting with others via his computer internet connection. Additionally, Ms. 

Toussaint actively limited their time in front of the computer and video games by 

often encouraging Namir and Nate to play in the nearby parks with their cousins 

and friends on the weekends. Lastly, Namir’s school also limited accessibility to 

the internet by setting up software blocks that required passwords on their school 

computers. But Namir informed me that “everybody knew how to get past it.” 
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I just need entertainment! 

My participant’s use of media as a source of entertainment was also a major 

theme. The need for entertainment during various times of their lives was a trend that 

appeared throughout their descriptions and responses to various situations with their 

media. Entertainment when Bored, Is Cheating Fun? and Mature Entertainment  are the 

three sub-themes that emerged from the data collected concerning their need to be 

entertained.  

Entertainment when Bored 

 They were vocal about their desire for “fun” activities that kept them occupied 

when they were “bored”. They each listed video games as one of their favorite forms of 

media entertainment. Mathieu stated “video games are just fun… just a good way to have 

fun with your friends.” Nate’s friend, Franky, had a similar remark about video games 

and explained that he enjoyed them “because they are fun to play and you can always 

play with your friends.” This transcript excerpt from a focus group discussion includes 

additional reasons why videogames and comic books were their favorite forms of media: 

Me: Why are these your favorite forms of media? 

 

Franky: Well, I have sports to do but sometimes sports 

gets boring and you just want to go inside and you can't just 

sit there. So video games would be much more fun than just 

sitting there twiddling your thumbs. 

 

Nate: I just need entertainment 

 

Me: Okay, why do you need entertainment? 

 

Nate: Because if I don't, I'll probably faint 

 

Me: [laughing], no for real. Why? 
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Nate: Because there's nothing else to do 

 

Franky: Sometimes we get bored  

 

Nate: Or you could do -- all you could do is write 

something  

 

Franky: Read a book 

 

Nate: Draw, and reading’s kind of boring 

 

Me: Reading is kind of boring? It's boring to you too? [to 

Franky] 

 

Nate: Sometimes 

 

Franky: Yeah it's kind of boring. It depends on what type 

of reading it is, if it's a comic book. I really like it.  

 

Me: Okay, so uh, what are your favorite comic books? The 

ones you like? 

 

Franky: I like mangas, I like superhero comic books, 

Marvel 

 

Nate: And Wolverine 

 

Me: You have comic books too? 

 

Nate: No but I read comic books 

 

Franky: I have comic books. My dad buys me like, X-Men 

and Spiderman comic books-- 

 

Nate: --and Simpsons. 

(Group Observation Session, Phase I, 2011) 

   

This study’s participants’ responses concerning their need for entertainment from media 

are similar to the responses from participants in other studies. An unidentified male from 

London who participated in a YouthNet (2009a) study stated “My little bit of the internet, 

I just limit it to music or Football Manager, or something like that. Entertainment stuff. 

And that’s how I look at forums – as entertainment in themselves” (pg. 49). In an 
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additional study, responses from youth surveyed about their usage of the popular video 

sharing site, YouTube, revealed that entertainment was their top reason for visiting the 

site. “Teenagers visit YouTube to be entertained (79 percent), pass time (71 percent), 

watch videos (61 percent), see what others are talking about (56 percent), and follow up 

recommendations from friends (53 percent)” (Chau, 2010, pg.66). 

Sports games were also a large source of entertainment for all of the participants. 

Mathieu and Mustafa’s enjoyment of soccer influenced them to purchase the annually 

released FIFA Soccer games regularly. All of the participants stated that they were big 

fans of video games from the annually released NBA2K basketball franchise. Franky 

commented that he found it very enjoyable because of the multiple game modes 

available. “You can play [as] your favorite basketball team. You can play against 

somebody that's, that's playing. You can play the computer.” They appreciated the 

multiple gaming modes available in the NBA2K games because each additional option 

decreased the chances that they would become bored with the game. These gaming 

modes also included the ability to replay famous historical NBA matches, slam dunk 

contests, all-star championship game events, and 1-on-1 basketball matches. Nate added 

that he also really enjoyed playing the annually released Madden NFL videogames.  

The first-person shooter video game genre was also popular amongst my 

participants. Titles from the Call of Duty series were their favorites from this genre. 

Mathieu and Mustafa recollected the times they had spent playing Call of Duty: Modern 

Warfare, and considered it a memorable experience because it was the first PlayStation3 

game they had ever purchased. They also recalled having a lot of fun playing the game 

even though it was their first experience with first person shooters. Originally, the game 
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was very difficult for them to play. It took them some time to familiarize themselves with 

the first person perspective but their initial frustrations were gradually replaced by 

enjoyment as they got better at the game.  

Is Cheating Fun? 

Cheating was a topic my participants discussed various times during this study. 

Related matters included hacking, cheat codes, fairness, and fun. These sub-themes came 

up often during discussions about their games and the participants’ responses about these 

cheating aspects varied.  

Mustafa discussed cheating in relation to various titles in the Call of Duty series 

he and Mathieu have played. He enjoyed improving at the games when the competition 

against other online opponents was fair but he became disappointed with “the hacking 

and cheating” he believed had occurred during some of his online gaming sessions. He 

complained that it ruined the online gaming experience for him and his brother. The boys 

were not alone in their disgust for the “hacking and cheating” that occurred in the Call of 

Duty games. Other gamers have posted numerous complaints on various online forums 

(Call of Duty: MW3, 2012). In contrast, there were also a great number of posts from 

other gamers refuting complaints and accusations about the hacking that was supposedly 

occurring (Steam, 2012). The naysayers instead suggested that a majority of the alleged 

victims of hacking were losing simply because they had not yet mastered the game or 

because of technical glitches (e.g. slow internet connections). Several online posts 

confirmed that hacking did actually happen however they also suggested that it would be 

difficult to judge when a user had truly been hacked during various games if you were not 
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an expert at the game. Nevertheless, Activision took action against hacking by 

implementing various software updates (Activision, 2012). 

Likewise, my participants also expressed their frustrations with what they labeled 

as cheating when competing against players in the same room, specifically their siblings. 

I observed several arguments between Namir and Nate during their NBA 2K matches 

where one would accuse the other of secretly enhancing their team’s abilities. Enhancing 

a team’s abilities is a feature many sports video games provide. They often give players 

the option to alter the athletic abilities of their teams by raising or lowering various 

sliders for attributes such as speed, agility, and strength. Both players had the option to do 

this; however, a game could easily become mismatched when only one player changed 

the values of their attributes. If both players were in the same room while changes were 

being made to the attributes, both sides were aware because they were viewing the same 

television screen. However, there were scenarios where one player could make changes 

to their team without the other player knowing and those are the instances Namir and 

Nate were referring to in their accusations. In one scenario, a competitor would be 

unaware of improvements to their opponent’s team’s attributes if the opponent made the 

changes during a previously saved game session and purposely chose not to reset it back 

to its default values at the start of another game. In another scenario, the changes could 

have been made during the game if one of the players needed to leave the room for a 

bathroom break, because a parent had called them into the other room, or some other 

reason that required them to get up from the game and exit the room. Sometimes the 

cheating was done in jest but there were moments when one player purposely tried to 

steal a win from their opponent. Additionally, there were also circumstances when 
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attributes’ sliders had been previously altered but one player simply forgot to reset the 

values back to their default settings. Whenever this was the case the players usually 

agreed to restart the game. On the other hand, there were also times when both players 

discovered that the sliders had not been tampered with at all and instead the defeated 

player had simply lost the match. 

Besides a player’s skill level, there were several more factors that could influence 

the final outcome of a game between two opponents. Many of the teams included in 

sports games were setup to model the varying strengths and weakness of the real-world 

teams they represent, by default. The likelihood for success with each sports team varies 

greatly because of their respective strengths and weaknesses. This was done in an effort 

to simulate the varying possibilities for success with each team. My participants were 

aware of the differences in each team’s default ability because they were clearly 

displayed when choosing sides at the beginning of a match. However, my participants felt 

cheated whenever they each picked identical teams with what appeared to be the same 

default ability level on display but then found out that their opponent had secretly 

increased various slider attributes in the settings menu for their players. 

Discussions about cheating were not limited to video games. Mustafa laughed 

during an interview session as he described the experiences he had while collecting 

Pokemon cards when he was younger. He remembered trading different sets of cards with 

his friends at school and with his sister Elise. When he thought back to those moments, 

he remembered that some trades were unfair and he felt that he was unfairly taken 

advantage of because he did not fully understand what he was doing. 
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On the contrary, my participants did not always view cheating as a negative part 

of their gaming experiences. They often enjoyed using cheat codes to enhance their 

gaming experiences. About.com (2012) defined cheat codes as “a button combination or 

password which triggers an event or affect within a video game. Cheats can be as 

simplistic as adding ammunition to a gun, or increasing a character's health, or changing 

the character to a completely different character.” Sezen and Isikoglu (2007) wrote 

“‘cheat codes’ are actually semi-official codes created by the designers and hidden in the 

game-code” (p. 8). Nate and Franky expressed that these were the features that made 

using cheat codes enjoyable for them. 

Me: So do you feel like you're really cheating with those 

cheat codes? 

 

Nate: Yes. 

 

Franky: Sort of. 

 

Me: [Laughing] 

 

Nate: But it’s fun to cheat. [Laughing] 

 

Franky: Cause you get all the stuff before you really get it. 

(Group Observation Session, Phase I, 2011) 

 

During one of our group observation sessions, Namir showed me a cheat code that 

allowed him to change his Saint’s Row default male character into a hopping toilet 

character (Smith, 2011). Nate and Franky also discussed a cheat code for NBA 2K11 that 

allowed them to play as Michael Jordan. Franky stated “It's really hard and you have to 

unlock it. But I just unlocked it because my friend told me the cheat code. It's called ‘MJ 

Creating A Legend.’” Without the cheat code, players were required to complete 10 game 

mode challenges before having access to the Michael Jordan character. They often 
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searched Google to learn of the different cheat codes that might be available for their 

games but gamefly.com was the site they most frequently visited for cheat codes. Similar 

to Franky, the other participants in this study mentioned that they also learned of many 

cheat codes through word of mouth.  

Mature Entertainment 

The type of entertainment my participants enjoyed during the course of this study 

comprised of content for a wide range of ages, including content rated as not suitable for 

individuals their age. They informed me that they watched movies with “R” and “NC-17” 

ratings, listened to music with parental advisory warnings, and played video games rated 

“Mature”.  Examples included movies such as Project X, rap music from Eminem, and 

games in the Call of Duty series. 

The Project X movie was released in 2012. The official Project X movie website 

provided the following description of its story: 

“Project X” follows three seemingly anonymous high 

school seniors as they attempt to finally make a name for 

themselves. Their idea is innocent enough: let’s throw a 

party that no one will forget… but nothing could prepare 

them for this party. Word spreads quickly as dreams are 

ruined, records are blemished and legends are born. 

(Project X, 2012, About The Film Section) 

 

Nate and Namir both watched Project X at a movie theater but they were both 

disappointed because they expected it to be funnier and more entertaining. Namir 

expressed that he and his friends were excited about the movie because the commercials 

made it appear as if it was going to be a comedy. Nate informed me that his mother 

allowed them to watch Project X because he told her it was going to be the same as The 

Hangover, a comedy movie she had previously watched in the movie theaters with him. 
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Television commercials advertised that both movies had the same producer, Todd 

Phillips, so Mrs. Toussaint assumed that Project X would be appropriate for them to 

watch because she was comfortable with the content in The Hangover movie. But Nate 

complained that Project X was not as funny as The Hangover and seemed to be more 

about sex and partying. 

All of my participants were music fans who enjoyed listening to various music 

genres. Mustafa said “I like Jazz, because I play saxophone… hip hop, rap, r&b, kinda 

like the soul thing … neo-soul … and some rock songs.” They also informed me that they 

listened to all types of songs, including those labeled with the Parental Advisory logo due 

to explicit content. They were not overly concerned about the explicit content in some of 

the songs they listened to because they viewed it as entertainment but they did feel that a 

song needed to sound good to them or else they would not be interested in it. Alisha, a 

student from a separate study also expressed her enjoyment of music regardless of the 

value judgment made about its content when she wrote “I like some negative and positive 

songs because I can dance to them” (Alisha’s Student Journal, June 2001 as cited in 

Mahiri & Conner, 2003).  Namir especially enjoyed listening to songs from his favorite 

rapper, Fabolous, but he also listed lil Wayne, Kanye West and Jay-Z as additional rap 

artists he liked. Each of them was well known for the mature content they included in 

their lyrics. Mathieu listed Eminem, YelaWolf, Outcast, and DMX as artists who 

produced songs with mature content that he also enjoyed listening to. Nate was the only 

one of my participants who was not a fan of songs that were considered inappropriate for 

him. He could not articulate why. He simply stated “I don’t know. I just don’t like it. I’m 

not really into it.” 
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Although the participants enjoyed music produced by the various artists they 

listened to, they were also vocal about different aspects of songs and artists that they did 

not like. During our discussions about rap music, Mathieu once stated, “Rappers, I don't 

think that their lifestyle is the way to go. It shouldn't be, at least I don't think it should 

be.” Additionally he added, “[a rapper] is exactly what my mother doesn’t want me to 

be.” Previously, he viewed Eminem as his overall favorite rapper but Mathieu felt that his 

latest songs had become less funny and less entertaining and were instead more negative 

and less artistic than his earlier albums. “Before, when [Eminem] started out I thought he 

was really good but, like now, I don’t really like his music anymore.” Mustafa also 

complained about the materialism in some of the music. “I don't like the kind of hip hop 

we have now, like lil Wayne and Young Money. All they talk about is money and girls 

and stuff. I would like that too, but it's all they talk about.” Stacia, an additional student 

participant from Mahiri & Conner’s (2003) study also made similar comments about the 

materialism in Lil’ Wayne’s song “Lil One”. “All they talk about through the song is 

selling drugs and making money” (Stacia’s Student Journal, June 2001 as cited in Mahiri 

& Conner, 2003). She also provided additional commentary on the music business:  

I think the music industry needs to change some of their 

lyrics because they send negative thoughts to kids  minds 

[sic]. For example the video Lady Mamalad [sic]. The song 

has . . . Lil’ Kim and Cristina Angulara in the video half ass 

naked. (Stacia’s Student Journal, June 2001 as cited in 

Mahiri & Conner, 2003).  

 

Call of Duty was an extremely popular title among my participants and it was also 

the bestselling game at the time with over 25 million copies sold (de Matos, 2012). Yet, it 

had a “Mature” rating and was considered inappropriate for the boys participating in my 

study. Nevertheless, they all played it very often. Namir stated that he enjoyed Call of 



174 

 

 

 

Duty because “I like shooting … I like to customize my guns, it's like real war. [Except] 

… It's not like war because you can't respawn [in real life].” He explained further that he 

enjoyed the war-like aspects of the game because no one was truly hurt while playing the 

game. Nate and Franky also provided additional perspectives about why they enjoyed 

games from the Call of Duty series: 

Me: Why do you two like Call of Duty: Black Ops? 

 

Franky: Because they are fun to play and it kind of teaches 

you about history, a tiny bit. And it’s also fun because you 

get to shoot people.  

 

Nate: And the people blow up. 

 

Me: So what does it teach you about history? 

 

Nate: There's a campaign mode. [inaudible] future and a 

past, so like, it teaches you about the wars and John F 

Kennedy and other stuff. 

 

Me: Which wars specifically? 

 

Franky: Um, in Call of Duty: World at War, I think they 

talk about WWII. And I never played it before, but my 

friends tell me about it... 

 

Me: Modern Warfare, you said? 

 

Franky: No, Call of Duty, World at War.  

 

Me: World at War, oh. But what about Black Ops? 

 

Franky: Black Ops? I don't know it's just kind of fun 

 

Nate: It’s fun to kill people, shoot.  

 

Me: So why do you guys like killing people? 

 

Franky: Well, it’s not really killing people in real life. It's 

killing people in the game because … I don't know, we just 

think it’s fun.  

 



175 

 

 

 

Me: It's more fun than just running around- 

 

Franky: -yeah 

 

Me: -and putting your fingers like this and saying 'pow 

pow'. [mimicking a gun with my hand and fingers] 

 

Both: yeah, [laughing] 

(Group Observation Session, Phase I, 2011) 

 

Grand Theft Auto: Vice City was another popular “Mature” rated game that my 

participants enjoyed playing. During an earlier interview, Nate referred to one of his 

Grand Theft Auto: Vice City game sessions as a game experience that always stood out 

for him. Overall, he enjoyed playing this game “because you can use tanks, you can, um, 

steal helicopters.” But he also remembered one game session in particular where he 

successfully completed a mission even after breaking its rules and not following the 

instructions that were explicitly given to his player. Various missions required players to 

spend money on guns from different gun shops in order to successfully carry out heist 

and/or murder different individuals in the story. In this particular session he chose to keep 

his money and not pay for any weapons. Instead Nate told me that “you can go to the gun 

shop and shoot the, um, person and take all the guns.” 

In most circumstances my participants were unable to personally purchase many 

of the “Mature” rated games from official game store franchises such as GameStop. 

Instead, they often asked their parents or older family members and friends to purchase 

the games for them as a gift. However, they informed me of several stores that did allow 

them to purchase “Mature” rated games without any parental authority. Namir revealed, 

“I go to the place where they let me buy it, even though I'm not old enough…across the 

street from GameStop.” Although they clearly had access to these “Mature” rated games, 
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youth in a Nielsen study revealed that they “are as excited about play-along music games 

and car-racing games as they are about violent ones: Just two of their top five most-

anticipated games since 2005 were rated “Mature.” 

Information Resource 

 The World Wide Web was an important source of information for the Internet 

Generation. This study's participants used it to find data on all sorts of topics. Nate voiced 

what many of them believed when he stated “you can search the web and if you, like, 

need to know something, like, it’s on the internet. Everything you need to know is on the 

internet.” Google and Wikipedia were commonly referenced as favorite sources of 

information amongst the participants. Additionally, although YouTube was a source of 

entertainment for this generation, it was surprisingly also referenced as a resource they 

frequently used to seek answers. The subthemes I used to describe their use of the 

internet as an information resource included Fact Searching, Product Research, and 

Reliability/Validity. 

Fact Searching 

 Each of my participants often mentioned that the internet was their destination 

when researching information. Fact checking information during friendly debates with 

friends and family often resulted in internet searches. When asked for an example of what 

type of information someone might be able to research on the internet, Nate stated “So, if 

you want to know how many teams are in the NBA, you just go [to Google] and type 

‘how many teams are in the NBA?’.” Similarly, Mathieu often searched for information 

that would help him improve his physical fitness. He was most interested in learning 
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about proper weightlifting form and increasing his endurance while running in the hopes 

that it would improve his soccer playing ability. He also mentioned that he found online 

content easier to read. “I don't really like to read books but I like to read articles on the 

internet. ...I'm kinda interested in health and working out and fitness. So that's really what 

I look at, like MensHealth.com” Furthermore, results from a YouthNet (2009b) survey 

showed that the majority of its respondents felt the same. “82% of young people surveyed 

said they had used the internet to look for advice and information for themselves, with 

60% stating they had looked for information for someone else” (p. 6).  

 Furthermore, Mathieu and Mustafa’s deep enjoyment of sports on the high school, 

college, and professional levels influenced the amount of attention they gave to sports 

statistics, match results, and overall sports news. They were particularly interested in the 

online data available concerning high school sports on the local, regional, and national 

rankings. They both spent large amounts of time reviewing and discussing the most 

recently updated nationally ranked listings of high school sports teams on several major 

websites. Mathieu and Mustafa often frequented ESPNrise.com and MSGVarsity.com for 

information about their school’s current national rankings in addition to how their school 

matched up to other schools in the region. Mathieu mentioned that he first searched for 

these sites during his high school freshmen year because the St Yves varsity soccer team 

members were often “saying how, um, they were ranked … and stuff, so I was looking 

around to see like, what, what site ranks them and stuff and I think I found ESPN Rise.” 

Interestingly, high school students often authored articles on the MSGVarsity.com site. 

The transcript from one of my observation sessions below reveals the conversation the 
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boys and I had after Mathieu discovered that one of the students from his school was an 

author of an article he had read:  

Mathieu: Yo, Mark Downey wrote the uh, the article for 

um, Varsity. 

 

Mustafa: Oh he did? 

 

Mathieu: Yeah. 

 

Me: Who's that? 

 

Mustafa: Classmate. 

 

Mathieu: One of the guys in Mustafa's class last year. 

 

Me: He graduated? 

 

Mathieu: No, he's still—uh he's my age. 

 

Me: So wait, how is he writing for MSGVarsity.com? 

 

Mustafa: They probably took the uh, cause, there's, there's, 

there's a newspaper for the school. Like, you know, did you 

have that too? [directed to me] I guess they took it off our 

website, maybe?  

 

Mathieu: It's either that or they'll take our report of it, or 

something like that. I don't know, it's weird.  

 

Me: It's cool. 

 

Mathieu: Yeah. 

 

Me: It's good experience. 

 

Mathieu: And Connor Gray wrote the Football [article]... 

We better beat Spring Valley. 

(Observation Session, Phase II, 2011) 

 

The young boys in my study often found various online videos about topics they 

were interested in. “I just stay on YouTube because I like watching game videos and 

HowTo’s and stuff. Like how to hack an iPod”, said Namir. He searched YouTube for 
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instructions on how to hack an iPod because his next door neighbor, a 17 year old girl 

named Tanesha, once asked him to “Jailbreak” her iPod. Jailbreak is the term used to 

describe when an individual “unlock[s] the full potential of your iPod and install[s] 

custom applications, ringtones, etc…” (eHow.com, 2012, How to Safely Jailbreak an 

iPod Touch section). Although Namir did not know how to Jailbreak an iPod when 

Tanesha first asked, he felt confident in his ability to find the instructions for how to do it 

online. After finding the video instructions on YouTube, he spent approximately 30 

minutes trying to follow the instructions. Eventually, he gave up and stated “I got close to 

it but the iPod was messing up. It didn't go into the mode it was supposed to.” YouTube’s 

potential as an instructional tool was understood even before it become as popular as it is 

today. The news article excerpt below from the Star Phoenix provided a detailed example 

of how a nine year old’s use of YouTube in 2009 foreshadowed how it is used today: 

Faced with writing a school report on an Australian animal, 

Tyler Kennedy began where many students begin these 

days: By searching the Internet. But Tyler didn't use 

Google or Yahoo. He searched for information about the 

platypus on YouTube. "I found some videos that gave me 

pretty good information about how it mates, how it 

survives, what it eats," Tyler said. Similarly, when Tyler 

gets stuck on one of his favourite games on the Wii, he 

searches YouTube for tips on how to move forward. And 

when he wants to explore the ins and outs of collecting 

Bakugan Battle Brawlers cards, he goes to YouTube again. 

While he favours YouTube for searches, he said he also 

turns to Google from time to time. "When they don't have 

really good results on YouTube, then I use Google," said 

Tyler, who is nine and lives in Alameda. Calif. Tyler's way 

of experiencing the web -- primarily through video -- may 

not be mainstream, at least not yet. But his use of YouTube 

as his favourite search engine underscores a shift that is 

much broader than the quirky habits of children. (Helft, 

2009) 
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Similar to Tyler, my participants also made use of YouTube to learn more about different 

products. The next section delves into this topic in more detail. 

Product Research 

 My participants used the internet to learn about various types of products. They 

watched many YouTube videos to learn about upcoming video games. YouTube was also 

their destination for uploaded user generated content demonstrating the newest features 

and functionalities of new technologies such as the latest iPhone. Besides digital 

technology, they also used the internet to learn about non-digital products such as the 

Adidas’ Jabulani soccer ball that was first introduced during the 2010 FIFA Soccer 

World Cup.  

 Namir regularly visited YouTube channels to learn about games that were slated 

for release in the near future. The channel he frequented most often during the time of 

this study was hosted by a popular video game promoter named Chris Smoove. “Chris 

Smoove is a guy who makes, like, videos… basketball, Call of Duty … he has somebody 

make intros for him and then he does his own gameplay. He edits stuff”, explained 

Namir. Namir also explained that Chris Smoove used video captured from other game 

scenes (e.g. Grand Theft Auto IV) and video recordings of his gameplay to create 

montages to tell stories of his accomplishments in the games. The videos were also 

primarily used to introduce players to features that would be available in the newest 

games.  

Namir first learned of Chris Smoove while learning more about the NBA 2K11 

videogame.  

I know about him because when I wanted to get NBA 2K11. 

I was watching My Player videos, and I, like, copied off of 
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him. Like, I was trying to make [My Player] better. Trying 

to make my person like him … when I first got it.  

(Namir, Observation session, Phase II, 2011) 

 

My Player is a game mode introduced in NBA 2K11 that allowed players to create avatars 

(referred to as My Player) of themselves. Their avatar (My Player) starts off with various 

skills and attributes that could be improved over time. Namir stated “they have like 

different player styles, like, 3 point specialist, um … scoring, passing-first, athletic.” He 

also revealed that he initially struggled with the My Player game mode. “When I first got 

NBA 2K11, it was hard. So I kept on messing up and going to the D-League. ” But he 

eventually improved after spending countless hours playing and became an expert at the 

game. Furthermore, he had spent so much time playing NBA 2K11 that he began to form 

his own opinions about what the game was lacking. When NBA 2K12 promotions began, 

Namir once again searched for Chris Smoove videos to learn about what new features 

would be introduced. He was excited about NBA 2K12 and felt that NBA 2K11’s 

limitations, (e.g. a basketball career with an endless goal), would be resolved in this latest 

version of this franchise game series: 

My person is on the Bulls and he averages, he averages 

almost 30 points a game… I wanted to get 2K12 because 

there’s more features, cause in 2K11 there was um, there 

was like, there was no point to My Player…You make your 

own player, you take him to the NBA … you could do 30 

seasons and there’s no retirement or hall of fame. But in 

2K12 there’s uh, you can retire, you can go in the hall of 

fame. The goal is to get into the hall of fame. 

(Namir, Observation session, Phase III, 2012) 

 

 YouTube videos that demonstrated humorous ways Apple’s latest technology, 

Siri, could be used were also popular during the period of my study. At the time, a visit to 

Apple’s online site provided the following description of their Siri technology:  
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Siri lets you use your voice to send messages, schedule 

meetings, place phone calls, and more. Ask Siri to do 

things just by talking the way you talk. Siri is so easy to use 

and does so much, you’ll keeping finding more and more 

ways to use it. 

(Apple, 2011) 

 

Numerous videos of users asking Siri an assortment of silly questions had been uploaded 

by visitors to YouTube. Namir showed me videos of iPhone owners asking Siri questions 

such as “Will you marry me?”, “Will you murder somebody for me?”, and “Who’s your 

daddy?” Each time Siri responded with a comical response. Several videos also revealed 

users instructing Siri to “talk dirty to me” or telling Siri ridiculous things such as “I need 

to dump a body.” She had humorous comebacks to each of the questions. Namir 

explained how he first discovered the iPhone videos about Siri: 

I just wanted to see what the new iPhone 4 was like, what 

the new one was like. And it [YouTube] said “Siri”. So I 

typed in “iPhone 4 Siri”… and [I saw] “Who’s your 

daddy” so I clicked on it and it was funny … there’s a guy 

who does a whole bunch of videos on this. (Namir, 

Observation session, Phase II, 2011) 

 

 Lastly, the Jabulani soccer ball developed by Adidas was a non-digital product 

Mathieu had learned a great deal about from personal research he conducted on the 

internet. He read various articles about the design aspects of the new soccer ball and he 

provided me with details on how it affected the game play. “[The Jabulani’s] flight [is] 

really hard for goalkeepers to, uh … to determine ‘cause the ball is so light and the 

materials are really light.” Mathieu informed me that sports companies were often 

involved in developing new versions of soccer balls and he held strong opinions about 

how these new products were affecting game play on soccer fields: 

Companies like Nike and Adidas try to make the ball 

lighter because fans love to see goals scored, so it’s really 
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in um, in favor of attackers more than the defenders… but I 

think that these companies should just get back to making 

regular balls ... because if you, if you compare, I mean, it’s 

just too easy to kick the ball really far and stuff, you know? 

(Mathieu, Interview Session, Phase I, 2011) 

 

In addition to internet articles, Mathieu also learned more about the Jabulani ball during 

conversations with his soccer teammates and coaches. He also credited the commentary 

he heard during the many professional soccer matches he watched on television:  

I watched a lot, in the past 5 years. Like, every … Saturday, 

Sunday, I watched a lot of soccer, and then during the week 

there would be old games going on, I would be watching 

and I’d be on the internet … searching about these things. 

(Mathieu, Interview Session, Phase I, 2011) 

 

The validity of the data they accumulated on the various topics they collected and 

researched was also discussed during this study. I reveal their thoughts about this in the 

next section. 

Reliability/Validity 

The boys all spoke of the internet as a storehouse of information they could 

always refer to when they were curious about a topic but they also mentioned that they 

did not trust some of the internet content they came across. Yet, their distrust in media 

content was not confined to the internet. It also extended to other forms of media. At 

times, they showed some concern over what they believed was an inaccurate 

representation of some groups of people. They also understood that sites such as 

Wikipedia gave them the ability to edit the data presented, but my participants were 

uncomfortable with the idea of changing the information themselves. 
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Every participant informed me that some of the content available on the internet 

was incorrect. With this in mind, Mustafa mentioned that he made an attempt to access 

data from objective sites: 

I don’t read books much, so… I find out most of my 

information… from, the internet. ‘Cause I’ll just go on 

Google, I’ll go to, like… I guess, maybe not certified, but 

you know, sites that I think, like, and I know that they’re… 

they know what they’re talking about. And they’re not just 

a bunch of people who are biased. 

 

Their mistrust of some of the content on the internet was shared by participants in other 

youth focused studies. A YouthNet (2011) survey of six European countries reported 

“With the exception of English respondents, overall the majority of the young people 

surveyed were aware of the difficulty of finding accurate information online, 70% of 

respondents agreeing with the statement “I am wary of the information I find online”. 

Although it was not the only place they searched for answers to questions online, 

Wikipedia.com was frequently visited by each of my participants. Frankie mentioned that 

he was especially a big fan of the site. The boys were all aware that everyone with access 

to the internet had the ability to create a Wikipedia account. Yet, they also informed me 

that they would not feel comfortable correcting any of the entries themselves. Mathieu 

said “I don't really like going and messing with those. Even if I did know, I don't really… 

I'm not knowledgeable enough to update stuff.” Mustafa added that he believed 

Wikipedia.com should only be updated by “adults or really smart people.” He was 

partially concerned about some of the data on this site. I asked Mustafa to further clarify 

on whether or not he trusts the content on Wikipedia and he responded: 

Most of the time. But sometimes, it depends on my topic. 

Like, if you’re talking about a lot of, uh… a lot of, uh … 

what do you call it… historical stuff… I don’t think you’ll 
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find some--a regular person trying to uh, you know, edit 

that. But if it’s a lot of pop stuff… very, like, strong 

topic… then I probably wouldn’t believe it because, you 

know, there are a lot of rumors about people. 

(Mustafa, Focus Group Session, Phase III, 2012) 

 

The rumors he referred to include the daily gossip news often reported on internet 

paparazzi sites such as TMZ.com, MediaTakout.com and PerezHilton.com. The boys 

were also aware of the daily television episodes of TMZ that delivered gossip updates on 

actors, musicians, athletes and reality show celebrities. 

The participants were each very familiar with the numerous forms of reality 

television shows airing during the time of this study and they had strong opinions about 

which portions of the content shown on each show was, in fact, “reality”. Mustafa 

commented “I don’t think all of it is true. There's definitely stuff that happens out of TV, 

out of, um, the camera.” Mustafa believed that paparazzi and reality television were very 

similar because they both essentially focused on following people’s lives. However, he 

believed that the paparazzi were more focused on the drama that occurred in people’s 

lives. “Paparazzi is following people's lives and finding out the worst of it for people 

because [the audience] find it entertaining.” They considered the majority of reality 

television programming to be negative and often referenced Jersey Shore as an example. 

However, they also provided 16 and Pregnant as an example of a positive form of reality 

television programming because it focused on revealing the difficulties of teenage 

pregnancies to its viewers. 

 The boy’s distrust of media content was also reflected in their comments 

concerning two hip hop inspired toys. The first toy, The Hip Hop Man, was a singing and 

dancing novelty item I received as a gift in 2009. The second toy, Blak, was a statuette I 
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had previously purchased several years before this study. It was modeled after a character 

from Blokhedz, an independent hip hop inspired comic and cartoon. I presented both toys 

to each of my participants during separate interview sessions. Their reactions and 

comments were observed and recorded. Overall, they each felt very negatively about 

what they felt the toys represented. They did not like The Hip Hop Man because they felt 

it misrepresented Black people. Mathieu commented “I don't think this would be a good 

toy for kids… I feel like if you gave this to, like, any other ethnicity, they would make 

judgments based on this.” Namir pointed out that he did not like the large red lips. He 

also did not enjoy the rap song that played while the toy danced and felt it was a poor 

attempt at a hip hop song. Mathieu also felt negatively about the second figurine, Blak, 

and stated “This is pretty stereotypical … This one is worse because the sagging of the 

pants, du rag and chain… I understand the du rag because of the hair but not all Black 

people are like this.” Nate also felt that the Blak toy was worse than The Hip Hop Man 

toy. “He looks like a gangster, because he has baggy pants, a du rag … and he didn't even 

tie his shoes.” However, Franky disagreed and felt that the first toy was worse. Franky 

picked up the Blak toy and said “I don’t like the first one. At least this one has style.” 

In conclusion, the information presented in this chapter was delivered from the 

perspectives of the Internet Generation as a group. A discussion of Namir Toussaint’s and 

Mathieu DuBois’ experiences would be incomplete without an understanding of the 

generation they are a part of. Overall, the major themes present in the conversations with 

all of my participants included the need to stay connected, the desire for entertainment, 

and the use of the internet as a source of information.  
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Although each participant’s experiences with and around their media interactions 

were varied, they each shared a desire to stay connected. It was a trend that revealed itself 

in their expectations that they always have a resource that would allow them to connect to 

the internet, their desire to be connected to others, and their wish that they have the 

freedom to connect whenever they are free from other responsibilities. The need for 

entertainment during various times of their lives was a pattern that existed throughout 

their descriptions and responses to various situations within their media content. They 

used media to combat boredom, cheating existed in various forms while also providing 

them with added enjoyment, and they were regularly exposed to mature forms of 

entertainment that they often critiqued. Lastly, they also viewed the internet as an 

important source of information. They often engaged in fact searching on the internet 

during debates with friends and family. They also conducted research about the various 

products they were interested in learning more about. However, they also mentioned that 

they did not trust some of the internet content they came across 

The next chapter will present my perspectives as a phenomenologist and discuss 

the various ways my participant’s definitions of social success were shaped by their 

experiences. Sociocultural theory will be the theoretical framework utilized as I examine 

their responses to determine what skills and traits they believed were needed to achieve 

social success. 
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Chapter VI 

PHENOMENOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

We do not learn from experience … we learn from 

reflecting on experience. 

- John Dewey 

 

 

 This chapter provides a phenomenological perspective on the media experiences 

of the two focal participants. I offer my viewpoint on how their definitions of social 

success were shaped by their experiences. I also examine their responses to determine 

what skills and traits they believed were needed to achieve social success. Sociocultural 

theory is the theoretical framework used as the focus for this phenomenological lens. I 

discuss my analysis of (1) the participant’s media experiences, (2) their perspectives on 

their individual media experiences and what it means to be socially successful, (3) the 

social aspects of their media experiences with others and (4) the environment in which 

they experienced their media and learned about social success.  

Phenomenologist Perspective 

Sociocultural theory’s overarching idea is that all minds are mediated. I use this 

main concept to study my student participants’ perspectives about their media, their 

society, and how each influences the development of skills they believe are needed to 

achieve social success. Vygotsky believed that we all “use symbolic [psychological] 

tools, or signs, to mediate and regulate our relationships with others and with ourselves 

and thus change the nature of these relationships” (Lantolf, 2000, p.1). I believe that the 

symbolic tools my participants used to mediate their thoughts about their relationships 
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and social success came in three forms: social role models, social success narratives, and 

social communities. I examined the data collected throughout this study for these three 

types of symbolic tools in their lives and used each as an analytic category to determine 

how their relationships influenced their understanding of success. 

Sociocultural theory is also “concerned with how the different types of symbolic 

tools developed by human cultures throughout the course of their respective histories 

affected the kinds of mediation favored, and with it the kinds of thinking valued, by these 

cultures” (Lantolf, 2000, p.3). The various symbolic tools that were present in the form of 

social role models, social success narratives, and social communities in my participant’s 

media experiences and social interactions helped transfer messages about what and whom 

society values to them. These messages are often tied to particular definitions of social 

success and can be influential over the value judgments made about various skillsets. 

This was an important factor during many discussions with my participants about their 

social success expectations. Additionally, these messages have the potential to influence 

media audiences’ assumptions concerning which roles are available to them as 

individuals and which are not. With this in mind, I examined the data for examples of 

social role models, social success narratives, and social communities that were present in 

my participant’s media experiences and social lives. This chapter will now continue with 

a brief description of each. Next, it will follow up with a discussion of how these symbols 

played a role in Namir’s experiences and then it will conclude with a description of their 

presence in Mathieu’s life. 
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Social Role Models 

There were numerous social role models present in my participant’s media 

experiences and social interactions. They comprised of various fictional characters, 

actors, celebrities and hosts they have come to know in their media content. Also 

included are their family, friends, teachers, and other individuals that they see in different 

social contexts. The boys spoke of several players (protagonist, antagonist, supporting 

casts, and background characters) in their media content and an assortment of individuals 

in their communities that they identified with particular traits, personalities, and 

tendencies. Each of these individuals aided them in coming to an understanding of their 

lives with others as well as an understanding of themselves as individuals. This 

discussion will not include an exhaustive detailing of every social role played by 

everyone in their lives. Instead, the conversation will be narrowed to include an analysis 

of my focal participant’s relationships with key individuals who played significant roles 

in their understanding of social success.  

Social Success Narratives 

Social success narratives are an additional symbolic tool used by the boys to 

mediate their understanding of success within their interpersonal and intrapersonal 

relationships. They are interactions between individuals that can be described in story 

form. They are also various experiential moments for one or more individuals that can be 

pondered over during intrapersonal reflections. Social success narratives exist in 

storylines found in all types of media and they are experiences individuals live through 

every day. The participants in this study referenced social success narratives at different 

times during their daily lives as they made sense of how their previous decisions and 
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actions affected their relationships and their goals. Social success narratives from media 

were also juxtaposed with their own experiences as they made sense of similarities and 

differences. 

Lantolf (2000) writes “As children develop they gain increasing control over the 

mediational means made available by their culture, including language, for interpersonal 

(social interaction) and intrapersonal (thinking) purposes” (p. 6). This idea can be 

similarly applied to the media experiences and social interactions of my participants. 

Media experiences and social interactions were both social narratives made available by 

their cultures and each acted as mediational means for the boys. Social narratives were 

stored by the boys for use as references during the moments when they chose to act out 

different behaviors during their social interactions (interpersonal). The different 

behaviors they acted out communicated varying messages to the receivers and observers 

of the actions they performed. However, the messages received by onlookers may not be 

at all linked to the desires, thoughts, or expressions they wished to communicate through 

their behaviors. Miscommunication can be caused by messages that are received out of 

context, cultural differences, preconceived misconceptions, prejudice, and numerous 

other reasons. This study did not examine every social narrative in my participants’ lives. 

Instead, it focused on the social success narratives between them and their social role 

models. The analysis will only cover the narratives that helped them develop their 

understanding of social success and the paths taken by their social role models to achieve 

social success. 
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Social Communities 

Social Communities can also be used as symbolic tools. They can take on certain 

characteristics and personalities in our minds when we associate certain groups of people, 

specific weather patterns, various flora, unique animals, specific emotional memories, 

and numerous other idiosyncratic properties with a particular environments. 

Neighborhoods, institutions, cultures, and digital spaces are all examples of social 

communities that exist in the social narratives we reflect back on at various times in our 

lives. Social communities help us reconcile our relationships with social role models 

because we can view them through the additional perspective of the environments that 

helped shape them. Lantolf (2000) writes “individuals move through stages in which they 

are controlled first by the objects in their environment, then by others in their 

environment, and finally they gain control over their own social and cognitive activities. 

These stages are usually referred to in sociocultural theory as object-, other-, and self-

regulation” (p. 6). Similarly, understanding social communities can also help us better 

understand how we fit into various environments, it can help us picture ourselves in those 

spaces, and it can help us work on our overall relationships with the communities 

themselves. The social communities I examine in this dissertation will only include 

examples of social communities that were present in the social success narratives I 

discuss. There are countless social communities that can be analyzed and discussed in 

their lives but I only have space to discuss those that are immediately relevant to their 

understanding of social success. 
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Social Success for Namir 

Before continuing with our discussion, we must remind ourselves of Namir’s 

personal definition for success on the individual level. Namir believed that successful 

people are wealthy individuals who “get paid for what they want to do.” While the phrase 

“get paid” literally means “to receive payment for services rendered,” he was actually 

using an informal sense of this phrase which meant “to make a lot of money.” I did not 

find it surprising that Namir's criteria for success included how much money someone 

makes because success is often portrayed in terms of how much a person is financially 

worth. Additionally, as their salary increases, the amount of success they appear to have 

as an individual also increases. However, this specific criterion for financial wealth 

earned while working in a profession you most enjoyed only applied to those individuals 

he identified as most successful. Additionally, Namir believed that success could also 

apply to non-financial objectives and did not always require you to be the best. He 

believed that an individual’s own measure for success was dependent on attaining 

whatever goal they had set for themselves. Lastly, he commented that socially successful 

individuals “might be… friendly, nice … smart—no, not smart … charismatic” and he 

felt that social success skills were necessary “… so you can get a raise from your boss. 

You need to have a good relationship with people from your job … and in school.” 

Social Role Models, Social Success Narratives, & Social Communities in Namir’s 

Media 

Television, movies, and video games were a source for much of Namir's media 

social role models. We often discussed the various television actors and comedians he 

watched on television as well as the ways they helped him to form his understanding of 
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successful individuals in our society and what it takes to become successful. National 

Basketball Association (NBA) players were also important media social role models for 

Namir. He viewed NBA players, along with actors and comedians, as the most successful 

professions because he believed that they all made large amounts of money while doing 

what he believed they enjoyed most. I asked him if knew of any actors, comedians, and 

NBA players who were not making large amounts of money and he informed me that he 

did not. He understood that some individuals in these professions were better paid than 

others but he also assumed that even the lowest paid individuals amongst them were still 

financially well off compared to the average person. He was still undecided as to what he 

would pursue as a profession in the future, however his media experiences presented him 

with numerous social success narratives about the paths his social role models had taken 

to reach their goals. 

Comedian/actor Kevin Hart was a major influence over Namir’s understanding of 

what it takes to reach your goals and become a success. Namir enjoyed watching the 

comedian’s stand-up comedy films but he also appreciated learning about Kevin Hart’s 

journey to reach his goal of becoming a successful comedian. Namir learned a great deal 

about the comedian’s social success narrative while viewing video interview footage of 

the comedian in the stand-up comedy film Laugh at My Pain. Kevin Hart spoke of 

various home and work settings from his past that can be viewed as important social 

communities in his social success narrative. Video footage of him and his family 

members interacting played in the background while he explained the ways his home and 

the support he received from his family were major reasons for his success. Namir often 

encouraged me to watch Kevin Hart’s comedy shows so I also took the time to view this 
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video footage at home on Netflix, an online video rental service. I believe that it was the 

genuineness Kevin Hart portrayed that most effectively connected with Namir. Kevin 

Hart’s self-deprecating humor kept viewers entertained as he took you along on a trip 

through the various social communities that were an important part of his journey. In 

addition to his family’s home, he also included footage of his old Philadelphia 

neighborhood and his former high school. Kevin Hart’s social narrative also included 

explanations of how he developed his stand-up comedy routine act and the mistakes he 

had to overcome to become successful. The descriptions were further enriched by 

interviews from his managers and former associates. They provided their unique 

perspective on the comedian’s journey and struggles. 

Kevin Hart was especially significant for Namir because he often considered 

becoming a comedian. He told me that he regularly watched comedy skits and 

concentrated closely to aspects of the experience that made the comedians funny. Namir 

believed that it was best when a comedian focused on real life situations in their routines 

because it made their skits more effective. I believe he was trying to explain that real life 

stories were more entertaining and easier to laugh at because the audience could better 

relate. Interestingly, Kevin Hart and several of his associates in the video admitted that 

the comedian had not truly matured as a professional until he began to include real life 

situations into his skits. They explained that Kevin Hart’s later comedy content was more 

honest than what he had delivered in previous routines and this resulted in an 

immediately favorable response from his audience. Additionally, the video footage 

showed Kevin Hart handing out free money to individuals from his old neighborhood 

when he treated a large group of Philadelphians to cheesesteak sandwiches and left a 
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large tip for the store. Scenes like this may have further influenced Namir’s belief that the 

comedian was financially free because he was able to spend his money on strangers 

without worrying about any financial repercussions. 

There were several more examples of media social role models from television 

and movies that played a significant role in helping Namir make sense of social success. 

The portrayal of different races in televisions and movie content influenced Namir’s 

beliefs about the levels of success achieved by members of different racial groups. He 

believed that members of all racial groups had the potential for success yet he considered 

Asian people to be the most successful racial group. Namir commented “I think Japanese 

people are most successful because they have a lot of technology and we get most of our 

stuff from them.” Namir referenced his many Sony and Nintendo game devices as 

examples of Japanese products imported into the United States. This comment may have 

also been influenced by the many Japanese anime-styled cartoons that have been popular 

in recent decades. His comments about this racial group were also interesting because he 

used the terms Asian, Japanese, Chinese, and Korean interchangeably throughout our 

discussions and readily admitted that he was unable to see the difference between the 

individual groups. This is not surprising because many people of all races cannot see 

immediate physical differences between cultural groups that they are not familiar with. 

But it appears as if the media social narratives he often viewed were not helping to 

encourage recognition of differences between them either. Namir expressed that when he 

viewed Asians in the content he watched on television and in movies “they’re shown as 

people with accents. Like that guy from Hangover [Ken Jeong] … He’s shown as a crazy 

guy with a crazy accent.” The media social narratives he viewed often made use of strong 
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stereotypes that mainly served to further the monolithic Asian foreigner stereotype social 

role model in his mind. However, examples of social success narratives that also further 

reinforced his belief that Asians are the most successful racial group also existed. For 

example, although Ken Jeong played a comical foul-mouthed Asian character, Mr. Chow, 

in The Hangover movie, his character was also wealthy. 

NBA players were additional social role models for Namir because they also 

provided him with a perspective on the process some individuals take to achieve their 

goals. Some of Namir’s family members and close friends were basketball fans and 

regularly watched matches between the professional NBA teams with him. Occasionally, 

interviews of various NBA players were aired during the games but Namir did not 

indicate that the games themselves were a source of information for him about paths to 

success for basketball players. Instead, he pointed to his NBA 2K11’s My Player game 

mode as his main source for this information. 

NBA 2K11’s My Player game mode provided Namir with a unique media 

experience. It allowed him to create a basketball avatar of himself and live through the 

career of an amateur basketball player attempting to make it into the NBA league. The 

first aspect of this game mode that I found interesting is that you are not automatically 

placed in control of a team of NBA players, as in most NBA video games. Instead, you 

are placed in what I view as an interactive social success narrative. You began as an 

amateur basketball player taking part in numerous practice sessions, scrimmage games, 

drills, and exhibition games in order to convince an NBA team to draft you. The NBA 

league can be seen as a social community that you, as the player, aspired to become a part 

of. It was a difficult but attainable goal that required a lot of hard work to achieve. If you 



198 

 

 

 

remained undrafted at the end of the tryout period, you were automatically placed on a 

lower ranked D-League team. However, the game did not end at this point. The D-

League was an additional virtual social community in the game that included many other 

players who were also in the same circumstance. They all coveted a spot on an NBA 

team and their skill levels were roughly at the same level as yours which allowed for 

scaffolding experiences that could help you improve your skill level without frustrating 

you with opponents that were too challenging. The social narrative continued with you 

playing for the D-League team, attending practice sessions, playing scrimmage games, 

and practicing your drills. All throughout the game you worked to improve your skill 

levels in areas such as shooting, rebounding, speed, strength, and more. Once you had 

proven yourself to a team, they offered you a temporary contract. If you played well 

during the short 10-day contract, it was extended to the end of the season. Additional 

possibilities included being traded to another team, playing through injuries, sitting out 

games to heal from injuries, getting cut from your team because of poor play, and many 

more situations that are faced by NBA players. Each of these features provided Namir 

with detailed examples of the steps taken to become and succeed as an NBA player. 

Although the entire social narrative was purely a simulation, I believe it was an excellent 

substitute to something the majority of us would never have the chance to live through in 

real life. It gave its players a unique glimpse into a social community they are very 

interested in. It also reinforced the idea that hard work and preparation are needed in 

order to become and stay successful. These are important parts that can be found in the 

social success narratives of many accomplished individuals. Namir also showed me that 
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the game explicitly stressed the importance of practice, hard work, and mental toughness 

through a mentor/guide character that regularly spoke to your player between games. 

Namir’s time spent playing NBA 2K11’s My Player game mode inspired him to 

have several thoughts about himself in relation to basketball and success. Namir 

explained that he never really considered becoming a basketball player because he felt he 

was not tall enough. Although he had already made up his mind about it, I believe the 

game reinforced this belief. Although Namir was 5’ 4”, he created a 6’6” NBA 2K11 My 

Player avatar for himself. He chose this height for his avatar because certain skill 

attributes for taller players were higher than those attributed to shorter players in the 

video game. Interestingly however, increasing your avatar’s height to the highest possible 

value did not maximize its potential and instead began to negatively affect its skills points 

once your player’s height passed a certain point. I assume the game was suggesting that 

there was an optimal height for basketball players. Also interesting are the additional 

game features unlocked as Namir progressed through his seasons. In addition to 

achieving success by becoming an NBA player, winning games, and winning 

championships, bonus unlocked features included becoming a member of Michael 

Jordan’s group of elite players in the league, collecting multiple pairs of Jordan sneakers, 

and picking up endorsements. Each bonus feature provided Namir with examples of how 

increasing levels of success can be achieved for professional basketball players even after 

they successfully join the NBA.  

Social Role Models, Social Success Narratives, & Social Communities in Namir’s 

Real Life 
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The media social role models, narratives, and communities I provided as 

examples helped Namir mediate his understanding of success; however real life examples 

of these symbolic tools played a unique role because they were truly accessible and 

tangible. His mother and his sound engineer cousin were two examples of social role 

models in his real life that were truly important in his understanding of social success and 

what was needed to achieve it. His classmates and their families were also important 

because they served as real life social role models he could compare to his media social 

role models. His formed understandings of social success were not always due to social 

success narratives that involved positive interactions between individuals. At times, 

Namir’s understanding of what was needed to attain success resulted from negative 

circumstances in the social success narratives he reflected back on. Furthermore, his 

understandings did not always form from continuous interactions with a social role model 

either. However, these instances always revolved around a social role model who played 

a major role in an important social narrative he used to understand his circumstances. 

Namir’s mother was an important social role model in his life. She was extremely 

concerned about his academic success and this was displayed during their discussions 

about his high school application process. Namir’s high school application process was 

an important social success narrative and Ms. Toussaint played the role of a concerned 

mother trying to mediate his understanding of what is needed to become a successful 

student. Her main concerns included finding a way to enroll Namir in an academically 

reputable high school and distancing him from any negative influences on his 

schoolwork. Although the application process was a source of great tension between 

them, they were both happy with the high school Namir eventually enrolled in. The many 
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debates they had during the application process were the result of Ms. Toussaint’s 

struggle to have him understand that he needed to focus more on his academics and less 

on the friends she felt were bad influences. Ms. Toussaint viewed Namir’s circle of 

friends as a negative social community and she informed me that she had often 

complained to Namir about them. While it is true that Namir did perform poorly in junior 

high school and did not fully display an appreciation for the importance of academics for 

his future successes, he did show some understanding of a college degree’s importance 

when he stated “you need to go to college … you, you have to have a certain degree, 

diploma, something.” He also stated with certainty that when he looks to the future, he 

sees himself as a college graduate. 

Ms. Toussaint strived to make her home a social community that supported her 

children’s academic success. She informed me that she stressed to them about the 

importance of having “respect for your teachers and doing their homework and keeping 

up with their tests scores, [and] getting to school on time.” However, I observed that it 

was an ongoing struggle for her to communicate this to Namir. She informed me that he 

was repeatedly late to school and often reprimanded by his teachers for misbehaving in 

class. One might think that Namir was just unaware of what was expected of him; 

however this belief would contradict the responses he provided during our discussions 

about skills he believed were needed to achieve social success in various social 

environments. Namir mentioned the need for “good relationships with people from your 

job and in school.” Examples of traits he believed students needed in order to have good 

interactions with their teachers included the need to be “respectful [and] ask questions.” 

Additionally, he also recognized the need for good social success skills on the part of the 
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teacher and listed patience and calmness as traits needed from teachers. Namir stated “If 

a student is talking while she's talking, she should calmly ask them to stop … not start 

yelling.” 

Ms. Toussaint also stressed the importance of having a presentable appearance in 

public. “Having a nice appearance counts”, she said. She was concerned that Nate and 

Namir would always be judged by the clothes they wore and she wanted them to 

understand this. This was an especially sensitive topic for her during one of our 

discussions because she was saddened by the Trayvon Martin shooting that had occurred 

during the year of this study. Trayvon Martin was a young Black teenager shot to death in 

Florida by a neighborhood watchman named George Zimmerman. George Zimmerman 

was not initially arrested because he claimed that it was done in self-defense. The 

incident quickly became a national event sparking up an already contentious debate about 

racial profiling in America (Delinda, 2012; Hancock, 2012). Different groups throughout 

the country took sides about who was at fault. An intelligence report from the Southern 

Poverty Law Center (2012) discussed the most extreme of these groups: 

The Feb. 26 shooting death of Trayvon Martin inflamed 

extremists of many stripes, as groups on both sides of the 

racial divide threatened armed protests and radical black 

separatist leaders suggested vigilante justice for the 

neighborhood watch volunteer who shot the unarmed 17-

year-old in Sanford, Fla. (para. 1) 

 

Furthermore, members of White supremacists groups applauded George Zimmerman and 

labeled him a hero (Sterling, 2012) while many more of his supporters donated to his 

legal defense fund (GZDEFENSEFUND, 2012; Weigel, 2012). Additionally, a large 

number of Trayvon Martin’s sympathizers included individuals of all races and some 

considered Zimmerman a racist. A number of individuals in this group were also 
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disturbed by the local authorities’ initial decision not to arrest Zimmerman. Television 

personality, Geraldo Rivera, was particularly significant in this debate because he made 

specific remarks about Trayvon’s hoodie sweatshirt. He stated “I am urging the parents of 

black and Latino youngsters particularly to not let their children go out wearing hoodies. 

I think the hoodie is as much responsible for Trayvon Martin’s death as George 

Zimmerman was” (as cited in Fung, 2012).  He believed that a hoodie sweatshirt 

communicated negative messages to onlookers even if those messages were not at all 

linked to the desires, thoughts, or expressions the person wearing the hoodie sweatshirt 

wished to communicate. His comments sparked outrage in many communities. Many 

individuals, including celebrities, showed their support for the Martin family by posting 

photos of themselves online wearing hoodies. This shooting incident also led to marches 

that were referred to as the “Million Hoodie March” in cities across the country (Hajela, 

2012). These ongoing debates concerning who was to blame for Martin’s death 

strengthened Ms. Toussaint’s wishes that her boys understand why she was concerned 

about how they dressed in public. 

Ms. Toussaint was not Namir’s role model for someone who had achieved 

financial and professional success. The part she played as a role model in Namir’s life 

was mainly that of a concerned parent. Namir was often unable to articulate his feelings 

about his relationship with his mother yet he believed that she was genuinely concerned 

about his overall well-being. Although they had moments of tension between them, I 

observed many moments where they shared smiles and laughs. Namir was especially 

reticent whenever the topics of deportation and his father came up so I can only speculate 

how he felt about that period of his life and how it influenced his views about his 
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family’s potential for success. However, the following excerpt from an interview with 

Ms. Toussaint reveals the initial goals she had set for herself when she was younger as 

well as the sociocultural factors that influenced how she valued certain professions: 

Me: … when you [immigrated] here and you were twelve, 

you knew you wanted to do fashion? From when you were 

younger? 

 

Ms. Toussaint: No, no, I wanted to … I think I, my friend, 

she always wanted to be a doctor and she accomplished 

that. And I wanted to be a lawyer, and I didn't do it. I guess 

it's because I got pregnant at such an early age. So I didn't 

want to go to college and stuff [inaudible] to do all that? 

Cause that's really what I really wanted to do, but I didn't – 

I guess it's because I was young, and I would say “oh this is 

what I want to do”. You know, when you're in Haiti 

everybody wants to be a doctor, everybody wants to be a 

lawyer. So those are the things I really wanted to do.  

 

Me: How old were you when you got pregnant? 

 

Ms. Toussaint: I got pregnant at 17. 

(Interview, Phase III, 2012) 

 

Ms. Toussaint did not transfer the expectations she previously had for herself onto Namir 

and she also did not insist that he choose any one specific industry to work in. She was 

mainly concerned with his current academic career. She often reminded him about the 

sacrifices that she had made and requested that he improve his grades as a show of 

appreciation. 

Although Namir’s time as an intern only lasted a day, I believe that his cousin 

Marcus was an important social role model in his life because Namir’s reflections back to 

his experience at the sound studio showed that he had learned several lessons from it. The 

social narrative that describes this experience included Namir’s observations of his 

cousin Marcus at work in the studio. This social narrative gave him a better sense of the 
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expertise needed to work as a sound engineer. He developed an appreciation for the 

knowledge needed to correctly work the buttons and settings on the studio equipment. “If 

you're going to be a producer you have to know how to use the buttons. You gotta know 

what you're doing.” However, he also learned about the importance of accessibility to 

these types of opportunities. The sound studio was a social community Namir had access 

to for one day and he was now trying to re-enter it. I do not pretend to know the whole 

story about why he never received a call back to the studio; however he expressed that he 

tried again multiple times to reach his cousin so that he could return and for some 

unknown reason, he was never asked back again. These types of invaluable experiences 

are rare and are often major influences on the career paths of many future professionals. 

Additionally, while discussing college education and different professions, Namir stated 

that he did not know if his cousin Marcus was a college graduate however he expressed 

hope that he had completed a college music degree. I believe this was additional evidence 

of Namir’s belief that an undergraduate degree should be a part of one’s future goals. 

Social Success for Mathieu 

Let us begin with a review of Mathieu’s thoughts about social success. He 

described those who are socially successful as “people who can just live their life … and 

not get in trouble, and provide for their children … be able to have friends and just enjoy 

[their life].” His description included having the means to live comfortably while 

supporting your children and also having the ability to experience happiness in your life 

with others. Mathieu personally believed that athletes and business professionals were 

portrayed as the most successful professions in the media he consumed. I believe this is 

why Mathieu had aspirations to become a professional soccer athlete. He stated that he 
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wanted to take his soccer career as far as possible. However, he was not completely 

confident in his ability to become a professional soccer player. If he did not become a 

professional soccer athlete, Mathieu said “I'd probably be a health trainer, or somewhere 

around sports medicine.” He also listed President Obama, Warren Buffet, and Bill Gates 

as some of the most successful people he has seen in his media. 

Social Role Models, Social Success Narratives, & Social Communities in Mathieu’s 

Media 

There were several media social role models present in Mathieu’s video games, 

websites and television content. Each played a role in helping him mediate his 

understanding of social success. Their social success narratives provided him with 

examples of paths taken by individuals to achieve their goals for success. American 

President Barack Obama and professional soccer players were the most significant 

examples that appeared in Mathieu’s data. This section focuses on how they each played 

a role in helping Mathieu mediate his understandings of social success. 

President Obama was a prominent media social role model for Mathieu because 

he saw the president as one of the most successful individuals in his media content. The 

president’s social narrative is that of a half-Black/half-White African American politician 

who was constantly asked to prove that he was indeed a true member of a social 

community that consists of native-born citizens who are eligible to become president of 

the United States. For instance, President Obama was repeatedly asked to prove that he 

was indeed born in Hawaii. Furthermore, individuals who were part of a social 

community known as Birthers were united in their goal to prove that President Obama 

was not a natural born citizen (Birthers, 2012). Mathieu informed me that Donald Trump, 



207 

 

 

 

a television personality and businessman, was also a part of the Birthers social 

community. Mr. Trump used several media outlets (Good Morning America, the View, 

NBC, etc…) to repeatedly send out requests for the president to reveal his birth certificate 

(Huffington Post, 2012; Hughey , 2012; Kreisman, 2013). However, Mathieu’s 

impression of the president remained positive throughout the situation because he was 

happy with the president’s response to it. He believed that the president handled the 

situation well and was most impressed with the president’s jokes concerning the events 

surrounding it. Additionally, Mathieu did not believe he would have personally handled it 

as calmly as the president did. “I think it was good that he took it lightly, ‘cause knowing 

how Donald Trump talks a lot of crap, I would have fired back at him.” I believe this was 

significant for Mathieu because it was an excellent example of an individual who fit 

especially well into his understanding of a socially success person. President Obama was 

still able to appear as if he was enjoying his life and even found reasons to laugh at the 

repeated accusations that he was not a United States citizen. 

Furthermore, accusations that President Obama was a Muslim and therefore unfit 

to lead the United States, a social community where affiliation with Christianity was an 

unofficial additional prerequisite for this leadership role, were also an important part of 

the president’s social success narrative. Mathieu did not believe that the President was 

Muslim, but he displayed confusion over whether a Muslim should ever be allowed to 

become president: 

Me: Do you think there should ever be a Muslim president? 

 

Mathieu: Probably, well… we have a lot of discussions 

about that at school and I think that … probably not, 

because… well their religion, uh… the Qur’an … there’s, 

there’s a lot of violence in it. Like, Mohammed… like, 
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based on Muslims early history. They conquered all their, 

their uh… other lands. They said uh, change to our religion 

or, like, give us a, give us a tax… or we’ll kill you. 

(Interview, Phase I, 2011) 

 

The discussions at Mathieu’s school happened within a Catholic social community 

setting and I believe it was partly to blame for the confusion. Mathieu’s statements about 

the contents within the Qur’an could easily be said about the contents of many other 

religious texts but Islam had become the focus of increased scrutiny during this time. I 

also believe this distrust was partly influenced by the many Muslim stereotypes that were 

present in American media. Mathieu did not explicitly refer to any media content 

concerning Islam and terrorism during our discussions about his media experiences; 

however, I believe his confusion was indirectly influenced by media social success 

narratives that often pitted stereotypical Muslim antagonists against American 

protagonist. These stories often showed Muslim villains threatening the safety of 

Americans. 24 and Homeland are two of the most popular examples of television shows 

that reflected, supported and increased the many negative views about Muslims held by 

some American social communities (Halse, 2011; Hussain, 2009; Wall, 2008). Moreover, 

many American social communities that might have been unfamiliar with Islam became 

familiar with Al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden after the September 11
th

, 2001 attacks on 

America. Al-Qaeda’s association with Islam further hurt how the small population of 

Muslims in America were viewed and portrayed in the media by many non-Muslim 

American social communities. According to a Pew Research Center report, there were 

only 2.6 million Muslims (0.8 % of Americans) living in the United States in 2010 (Pew 

Research Center, 2011). Furthermore, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan continued while news 

sources kept Americans frequently updated about the ongoing struggle to protect them 
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against terrorism. These factors kept the threat of terrorism alive in the minds of many 

American social communities. I believe Mathieu’s non-familiarity with Muslims, the 

Catholic social community he lived in, the many stereotypes of Muslims in the media, 

and the ongoing struggle to protect Americans from terrorism each played a part in 

having Mathieu develop the idea that a Muslim should not become president of the 

United States. The social success narratives circulated throughout his social communities 

often portrayed the winning side and those who would be considered a true member of its 

community, i.e. an American, as a non-Muslim. 

Professional soccer players also existed as social role models in Mathieu’s media. 

His media experiences surrounding these professional athletes taught him much about 

various technical aspects relating to the sport of soccer. He learned about the different 

rules, special plays ran during various game situations, the makeup of the teams in 

numerous international leagues, and player salaries. Mathieu spent a great deal of time 

visiting soccer news websites and reading the blogs of many professional soccer athletes. 

He stated, “In order for me to get better I go on these sites so I can get some extra tips 

from pros ... who sometimes have blogs.” Similarly, he often learned more about 

professional soccer players while watching soccer matches on television. “Like, every … 

Saturday, Sunday, I watched a lot of soccer, and then during the week there would be old 

games going on, I would be watching and I’d be on the internet … searching about these 

things.” In addition to the time he spent between the television soccer matches and 

various soccer related internet sites, he also found time to play soccer video games. 

Likewise, Mathieu observed several sociocultural aspects that were present within 

the social success narratives of many professional soccer players. He described some of 
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the discrimination players have faced from soccer fans as an example. In one instance, 

Mathieu stated “they kept on throwing bananas at one of the players and calling him 

monkey.” The player he spoke of was Brazilian professional soccer player, Neymar da 

Silva Santos Júnio. We viewed several YouTube videos of the incident and found 

multiple versions available. They included television sports news coverage from different 

networks and video footage from the perspectives of several fans in the stadium audience. 

We also read several online articles about the controversy. Unfortunately, the list of 

perpetrators who had performed racist acts in the past was not limited to fans in the 

stadium. Coaches and television sports announcers have also been guilty offenders. Wall 

(2008) writes: 

Black English football players were racially abused while 

playing in a ‘‘friendly’’against the Spanish national team 

(whose coach had earlier referred to the Arsenal player 

Thierry Henry as ‘‘a black shit’’); TV pundit Ron 

Atkinson, thinking his microphone was turned off, called 

the French football star Marcel Desailly ‘‘a fucking lazy 

nigger’’ live on air; 

(p. 1033) 

 

Generally, the racism present in the professional soccer social community was widely 

recognized and these incidents were not uncommon. Müller, van Zoonen and de Roode 

(2008) wrote “Nowadays the problem of racism is increasingly regarded as an intrinsic 

aspect of contemporary soccer cultures. To effectively eradicate racism, soccer culture as 

a whole will need to be transformed” (p. 23). 

Mathieu and I also discussed his thoughts about the different international soccer 

teams that represented their countries in the world championships and in the Fédération 

Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) World Cup every four years. His soccer 

related media experiences led him to have different thoughts concerning why the talent 
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levels between countries from different continents differed. Mathieu ranked them in 

following order: “Europe would probably be the best, followed by South America. But 

Africa and Asia aren’t up there yet. And neither is North America.” He assumed Europe 

and South America’s dominance was directly related to higher levels of interest in the 

sport within their countries. “I think they’re more passionate about the sport. Cause like 

in Asia, it’s more about Baseball and Basketball. And in Africa … I don’t know what 

they play, honestly.” His beliefs concerning how the amount of passion displayed by each 

of area of the world directly related to their level of success in soccer may be subjective, 

however the number of FIFA World Cup championships won by countries in Europe and 

South America confirm his statements about their dominance. 

Mathieu occasionally watched American Major League Soccer (MLS) club 

matches but he preferred to follow the progress of soccer clubs in Europe’s top tier 

leagues. His favorite soccer clubs, England’s Arsenal and Spain’s Real Madrid, were 

among Europe’s top tier teams. He rarely watched matches among the soccer clubs in 

lower tier European leagues and he hardly ever viewed games from international leagues 

outside of Europe and Spain. The international teams that represented an entire country 

were restricted to only citizens of their country during world championships and the 

FIFA World Cup. However, professional soccer clubs were free to employ professional 

soccer athletes from anywhere around the world. As a result, they had a larger pool of 

talent to choose from and some of the wealthier teams took advantage of this by 

attracting the best players away from other teams by offering them higher salaries. 

Although Mathieu preferred to watch the most talented teams, he mainly rooted for teams 

that worked to improve their players over time. “Like, I don’t really like Barcelona 
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because they buy their players. Well, they develop their players but they mostly pay a lot 

of money to buy their players.” Mathieu’s strong feelings about the use of money to build 

a team signified an appreciation for a sports social community that prioritizes 

relationships and continual growth over instant gratification and financial power. 

Additionally, Mathieu had strong opinions concerning the interpersonal 

relationships between players during matches. He disapproved of players who cheated 

and conned other players in order to win matches. For example, although Italy won the 

2006 World Cup, Mathieu did not respect their win:  

I think that the… Italians are soft, and they dive a lot and 

stuff. But I think that if the Italians had not like … cause, 

the guy who got head-butt talked, uh, to the French guy 

about his family and said something about his sister. So I 

think that the Italians are just, like, the Italians tried to, uh 

steal the game away, if you know what I mean. Like, scam 

the French. 

(Mathieu, Interview, Phase III, 2013) 

 

He felt that the Italian international team had cheated their way to a win by diving 

(flopping, faking injuries) throughout the game in order to draw foul calls against the 

French international players. Although Mathieu was not French and did not directly 

identify with them physically or culturally, he sided with them because he preferred what 

he viewed as fair play. He valued a successful win accomplished through fair play over a 

successful win by any means necessary. 

Although multiple media sources provided Mathieu with information about 

professional soccer players, I believe the annually released FIFA soccer video games he 

purchased and played each year were the most unique. These games gave him the 

opportunity to role-play through the social narrative of a soccer player with aspirations to 

become a professional soccer athlete and play for his national team. Mathieu showed me 
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the avatar he had created of himself in the 2009 version of the game. It was taller and 

more muscular than he was, however, weight and height did not appear to have an 

immediate effect on the abilities of his avatar. In FIFA 09, you first began your career as 

a player for a reserve team. As you progressed through your reserve games, you were 

expected to improve your chances of getting noticed by the starting team and your 

national team by earning experience points that could be applied to various skill 

categories (speed, dribbling, scoring, intelligence, etc…) on your avatar. These skills 

appeared to be the only traits that affected the success of his avatar. Eventually as a 

player progressed they were rewarded for good play by getting appointed as captain of 

their reserve team, getting placed on the starting squad, and eventually being picked for 

their national team. However, if you were unable to successfully prove yourself, you 

could be dropped from your current club or sent back to the reserve team. Injury risks 

were always possible as well. Progress after each game was always presented in the form 

of a newspaper headline with a brief summary. 

In addition to his FIFA 09 avatar, Mathieu had also created avatars of himself for 

FIFA 10 and FIFA 11. FIFA 11 included updated features that I felt better represented the 

lives of youth from the Internet Generation. It included an updated menu interface styled 

to appear similar to an ESPN branded homepage. Players also received emails from their 

coaches, journalists, and other teammates. The content in each email furthered the social 

success narrative of your avatar by presenting information about their playability status, 

the state of their team, their likelihood of being cut or promoted to a higher ranked team, 

and much more. 
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Interestingly, an effort to combat racism was visibly present in each of the FIFA 

games. This gave further credibility to the belief held by many that a persisting racist 

culture was present within the professional soccer social community. Fortunately, the 

developers of the FIFA games, Electronic Arts Sports found it worthwhile to address the 

problem through their game. I first noticed that there were many “SAY NO TO 

RACISM” signs along the stadium walls in the FIFA 09 video games during one of our 

earlier observation sessions so I asked Mathieu if they were based off of actual signs 

posted in the stadium. It was at this moment that we had the first of several discussions 

about the many racist incidents that have happened to several players. He told me “It is a 

real thing, with FIFA… They're trying to stop racism… because there's still stadiums, 

like … especially like places in Europe where [racist things happen].” The “SAY NO TO 

RACISM” message was also visibly present in FIFA 11 and was prominently displayed 

in the newsfeed on the ESPN styled homepage menu in the game. Selecting it displayed 

the following message: “Football clubs around the world have united in a joint effort to 

say no to racism.”  

Social Role Models, Social Success Narratives & Social Communities in Mathieu’s 

Real Life 

The real life social role models that were most influential to Mathieu’s thoughts 

about social success included his older brother Rene, his parents Mr. and Mrs. DuBois, 

and his peers. Mathieu frequently spoke of his oldest sibling as a source of guidance 

about many topics because Rene had lived through many of the experiences that were 

immediately relevant to Mathieu at the time of this study. Mr. DuBois’ experiences 

working in a hospital were a great source of information about the health field for 
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Mathieu. Mrs. DuBois was most influential over his academic life. Lastly, Mathieu’s 

peers were also influential over his thoughts about social success because they were 

immediate references that he could use to gauge his abilities and his potential to achieve 

the goals he had set for himself. 

Rene played a large role in Mathieu’s understanding of success. Rene had 

previously attended St. Yves Preparatory High School and the social community he left 

behind at this high school held on to fond memories of him. Becoming a part of the St. 

Yves social community allowed Mathieu to discover how much his older brother was 

respected and liked by the school. Rene’s old instructors had still remembered the 

DuBois last name many years later when Mathieu first enrolled in their classes. They 

immediately asked him if he was Rene’s brother and often spoke highly of him. The 

social success narrative of Rene’s experiences at St. Yves included accounts of an elite 

scholar athlete with many trophies, countless records, and an impressive winning streak 

who had gone on to an Ivy League institution and continued to succeed. Rene’s social 

success narrative at this school was still alive when Mathieu arrived many years later 

because Rene’s athletic records remained unbroken. Besides Rene, Mathieu informed me 

that many other successful individuals had graduated from St. Yves. Additionally, he also 

mentioned that his instructors often spoke of several individuals in this group of 

successful alumni that had gone on to become accomplished politicians, media 

personalities, and professional athletes. He also showed me that Wikipedia was available 

as a reference whenever he wanted to review a list of famous alumni that had graduated 

from his high school. However, Rene was the most tangible and accessible real world 

example of a successful St. Yves alumnus available to Mathieu.  
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Mr. DuBois also influenced Mathieu’s evolving thoughts concerning social 

success, particularly as it related to his possible future in the health field. His father was 

an important immediate representation of an individual in this field and Mathieu enjoyed 

discussing various medical topics with him, especially those related to situations he 

experienced at work. However, Mr. DuBois also helped Mathieu think through several 

non-technical aspects related to the health field. They often discussed Mathieu’s concerns 

about how pursuing different positions in various health-related fields might affect his 

social life. Mathieu was stubbornly opposed to pursuing any career that might cut into or 

eliminate the potential for a life outside of work. Additionally, Mathieu was concerned 

about the student loan debt many medical students accumulate while in school. His father 

was currently still paying back his student loans from medical school but Mathieu looked 

to Rene as an example of financial success: 

It sucks. It's like you'll be paying back loans into your 

40s… I just don't want to ever be in that situation. Rene … 

the fact that he's already done paying his [loans] is actually, 

is pretty cool. Because he doesn't even have to worry about 

it until he buys a house or something. (Mathieu, Phase III, 

2013) 

 

Mrs. DuBois’s concerns for her children’s safety and her desire to provide them 

with high quality education led her to enroll them in private schools when they reached 

high school age. She wished to improve their chances of getting into a top tier college 

and her initial research into different schools for Rene had shown her that St. Yves was a 

well-recognized high school. She said “The school name, when you mention it. I think it's 

worth it.” Mathieu’s mother was especially satisfied with her decision to enroll Rene in 

St. Yves because of his later successes. She was extra appreciative of the St. Yves student 

experience because Mathieu’s cousin, Abel, also a St. Yves alum, was enrolled in an Ivy 
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League institution at the time of this study. Mrs. DuBois believed that the success many 

St. Yves students achieved was directly influenced by the fraternity-like social 

community the school provided. “They say, from St. Yves, it's like... a brotherhood.” 

Rene also confirmed this by providing a real world example. “That's the thing that Chris, 

my last boss, told me. He was like, ‘yeah we're both St. Yves' men, we gotta look out for 

each other.’ He was all about that.”  

Mathieu’s peers were an ethnically diverse group of classmates, neighborhood 

friends, and individuals he met at sporting events. The majority of his friends at school 

were White but his neighborhood friends were a mixture of Black and White kids. When 

describing the activities they engaged in, he said “We either walk around the park, you’ll 

see people who are there, play basketball, soccer, because I have a lot of friends who play 

soccer, and video games… or just watching TV.” He acknowledged that his group of 

friends had their faults. “I don't hang out with kids who do bad, uh, like smoke and drink. 

I mean, I do hang out with kids who get in a lot of trouble. But not as, but who don’t 

really, who aren't bad people, not shallow”.  

Mathieu also spoke of several successful peers he respected and admired. His 

longtime neighborhood friend from kindergarten, Jack, was an excellent musician. Jack 

played music from various genres but Mathieu was most impressed with Jack’s ability to 

play multiple instruments well. He explained that Jack’s success was due to his ability to 

focus the majority of his time on his music. Jack was not interested in video games or any 

other distractions that did not align with his music goals. However, Mathieu and some of 

his other friends felt differently about video games and viewed them as more than 

distractions. He listed his schoolmate and soccer teammate, James, as one of the most 
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successful individuals he knows because of the success he achieved playing video games. 

James spent so much time playing a popular video game that he eventually succeeded in 

becoming one of the best players in that game around the world. A third example of 

success amongst his peers was Ricardo. He was the best soccer player Mathieu had ever 

played against and he played for an out of state semi-professional American soccer club 

even though he was only a year older than Mathieu.  

He played for the senior team [20 years old and up] and he 

scored the winning goal ... And we played against him. It 

was so… he's so good. It was incredible because, he was, 

like, he literally looked like he just woke up and started 

crossing us up.  

(Mathieu, Interview, Phase III, 2013) 

 

Ricardo was especially significant because he gave Mathieu a sense of how much talent 

was needed in order to make it on to a semi-professional team. He was a real world 

example comparable to the FIFA video game career mode players. Unfortunately, 

Mathieu failed to make it onto the Varsity soccer team during his junior year at the end of 

this study. But he was not unprepared for the idea because he had already been open to 

the idea of a health sports related field. 

 In conclusion, this chapter provided a phenomenological perspective on the media 

experiences of Namir Toussaint and Mathieu DuBois. I offered my viewpoint on how 

their definitions of social success were shaped by their experiences and I examined their 

responses to determine what skills and traits they believed were needed to achieve social 

success. Sociocultural theory was the theoretical framework used as the focus for this 

phenomenological lens. I used it to help me uncover the social role models, social success 

narratives, and social communities that were present in the boy’s media experiences and 

social interactions. The next chapter will depart from the academic approach I have taken 
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thus far. Instead I will use a producer’s perspective to examine the processes involved in 

the development of two of my participants’ media products. I am choosing to conduct a 

document analysis of multiple information sources (promotional material, interviews, 

news, testimonials, etc…) that will help me examine Kevin Hart’s Laugh At My Pain 

comedy film and 2K Sports’ NBA 2K11 video game because they stood out as two 

products that could inspire the development of social success skills in my participants. 
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Chapter VII 

Producer Perspective 

 

 

Pe wisaka ubitile kya ng'ani gende vwiyena; pe wisaka 

ubite pawutali ugende navangi. 

When you want to go fast, walk alone; but when you want 

to go far, walk with others. 

- Bena peoples of Tanzania 

 

 Although this dissertation study has a mainly academic focus, I chose to also 

include a chapter that presents my perspectives as a media producer and the viewpoints of 

other producers as well. I believe it is important to view this study from a real world 

production view that also takes into account dialogue from the non-academic world. This 

lens is framed by my desire to understand how my participants’ media content may or 

may not have successfully provided them with the experiences each product’s creators 

had in mind. Furthermore, I also reviewed the products’ objectives and compared them 

with findings from my observations and my participant’s responses. 

Additionally, media content that can assist consumers with the development of 

their social success skills already exist. Some may have been created with this specific 

goal in mind but that alone does not guarantee a media experience that can positively 

influence social success skills development in consumers. Sometimes poorly planned 

strategies can ruin projects with great goals. Moreover, even with a well-planned 

strategy, you are not guaranteed success without an equally well-planned execution. On 

the other hand, the products that could successfully fulfill this objective may not have 

necessarily had this goal in mind. Most products are not built with prosocial agendas in 
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mind because business motives are the driving forces behind the development of 

commercial products. Positive sociocultural aspects are rarely included in a product’s 

design specifications if it does not support investors’ for-profit objectives. These are facts 

that need to be acknowledged in order to begin having honest discussions about how the 

development of social success skills in consumers can become a primary objective for 

future commercial media products. This chapter examines two of my participants’ media 

products, Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain comedy film and 2K Sports’ NBA 2K11 

videogame. They were two salient products from my participants’ media experiences that 

show great potential for the promotion of social success skills development even though 

they were not built with that specific goal in mind. Document analyses of multiple 

information sources (promotional material, interviews, news, testimonials, etc…) 

provided me with information about the development of each product. I pored through 

each in an attempt to better understand the processes that were present during the 

development stages. Since social success skills development was not a primary objective 

for the products that were chosen, they are not included in this chapter’s discussion about 

the product development process. The conversation about each product will focus on 

detailing the producers’ real world objectives and experiences. 

Furthermore, I feel it is important to understand the media production process 

from within the context of the social world of the producers. With this in mind, I will 

now continue with a sociocultural view of the media production process. Once it is 

established, I will use this view to analyze Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain comedy film 

and 2K Sports’ NBA 2K11 videogame.  
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A Sociocultural Perspective of the Media Production Process 

 In order to better understand how the media production process works within a 

social context, I have chosen to use a sociocultural theoretical lens. When one produces 

media, they are creating a product or experience that is meant to either entertain and/or 

inform one or more individuals. Communicative media tools are the means through 

which messages are transferred. These tools are used during the pre-production and 

production stages of the creation process. They also deliver messages to consumers 

during media consumption experiences. There are various types of communicative media 

tools and they can each be used for one or more of the following types of communication: 

 Intrapersonal processing 

 Interpersonal communication 

 Broadcast communication.  

Intrapersonal Processing 

Communicative media tools that allow for intrapersonal processing are those that 

provide users with mechanisms for thinking, organizing thoughts, and reflection. Writing 

instruments, such as pens, pencils, and sheets of paper, are clear examples because we 

use them when writing down thoughts, ideas, and questions we may want to explore. We 

also use them to break down large problem (e.g. math problem solving) into smaller 

easily readable portions that we can better understand in order to determine solutions. 

Some may also find it helpful to draw out a plan when trying to determine how they want 

to tackle a personal project. The various note-taking apps that are available on many 

mobile devices are additional examples. Users of these apps can transfer thoughts and 

ideas onto virtual pages stored within the app for later reference. A to-do list is another 
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example of a virtual page that might be created with such an app. Concept mapping 

software is an additional form of technology that can be used for intrapersonal 

communicative purposes. It helps users visually connect concepts as they work to better 

understand how multiple items, subjects, topics, and ideas might relate with one another. 

Intrapersonal communication with media is possible on various levels and by many 

individuals however some tools are more accessible than others. For example, writing 

instruments, such as pencils and papers, are accessible to more people than are 

technology writing applications. 

 Intrapersonal processing tools may be used in multiple scenarios during the pre-

production and development phases of a product’s life cycle. They can help producers 

develop their ideas for a product. These tools are valuable when an author is first inspired 

to create a new product and needs to capture and store their ideas for later reference. 

They can also be used during the research of any background information that is needed. 

For example, if a producer were interested in filming a movie about the life of Taínos 

during the 15
th

 century, they would need to find and collect historical data about this 

culture. Next, they could break down large amounts of research data into simplified 

readable portions. These portions would include information they could make sense of 

effortlessly and easily access during their screenwriting phases. And finally, these tools 

come in handy when an aspiring producer studies the media content that inspires them. 

They can take notes about the media itself and the experience it provides as they attempt 

to better process what approaches they might want to pursue during the development 

phases. The internal processing conducted during the planning phases of most media pre-

production processes can be done with varying levels of success by most individuals.  
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Interpersonal Communication 

Media communication tools used during interpersonal communications enables a 

person to communicate with one or more other individuals. Writing instruments are used 

for this purpose when an individual writes letters to others and writes notes on a board in 

front of an audience at school or at work. Phones, emails, and video chats are also 

included in this grouping because they allow for messages to be transferred from one 

person to another. Additionally, interpersonal communication requires that the sender and 

receiver(s) of messages both agree on the method of transfer. They must both use the 

same language and follow the same protocol for receiving messages (e.g. asynchronous 

yet almost instantaneous email, asynchronous and manually delivered daily post office 

delivery, synchronous telephonic voice delivery, synchronous electronic chat, etc…). As 

is the case with intrapersonal communication, interpersonal communication is also 

possible for all as long as they have access to the tools. However, they must also have 

access to at least one other individual who wishes to participate. 

 Interpersonal communicative tools are used during the pre-production and 

production phases to communicate with other team members. These tools are used when 

the designer/developer wishes to communicate their design ideas or development 

instructions to at least one other individual. Let us continue further with our idea for a 

movie about Taíno life in the 15
th

 century. In the case of this movie, the story written by 

the screenwriter would be presented as a script to anyone she or he was interested in 

producing the film with. The script would include industry standard terminology that 

clearly describes the protagonist, antagonist, and supporting players. It would also 

include terminology about background settings, camera angles, time of day, and anything 
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else required to clearly communicate the scenes to everyone involved. An artist on the 

team could then create a storyboard for each scene that translates the script into a visual 

format that the team can then further discuss and make edits to when required. The 

interpersonal communications made possible by these types of tools are not developed as 

often as the ideas that inspire them. It often requires specific professional skills to 

develop the tool and it requires knowledge of how to use it as well. In addition, it requires 

a team of individuals who are willing to work towards the same goals. 

Broadcast Communication 

Communicative media tools are used to broadcast messages from a small number 

of people to massively large amounts of people. Once again, writing instruments also fall 

under this category. The content written using pens, typewriters, or computer keyboards 

are made available for enormous numbers of readers to view in daily newspapers. 

AM/FM radio stations are also examples of these types of media tools. The number of 

individuals listening to the radio station’s content is much larger than the number of 

people broadcasting the messages. Television is also an excellent example. Large 

numbers of people tune in to watch comedy, news, drama, and much more of the content 

that is available on the various local, cable, and satellite television channels. Access to 

the tools that allow small numbers of individuals to successfully broadcast messages to a 

massively large number of persons is limited. The possibility that one would receive the 

messages broadcasted varies depending on an individual’s circumstances. For example, 

the likelihood that an individual would be able to view content from a cable television 

network that requires you to pay a subscription fee is lower than the likelihood that an 

individual would see a large billboard advertisement alongside a road.  
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 After the final product is released and ready for consumption, the media 

experience it provides can be presented to a vast audience if the producers have access to 

broadcast communicative tools. Once again, let us continue further with the Taíno 15
th

 

century movie example. Once the production team has finished and the final version of 

the movie is sent back from the post production team, it will be ready for viewing. 

However, if the executive producers do not have the necessary relationships and 

agreements required to widely distribute the film, the movie viewing audience will be 

extremely limited and small. Equally important is a successful marketing and advertising 

campaign that will generate sufficient interests in the topic and inform the public when it 

will be available for viewing. 

Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain 

 Kevin Hart’s film, Laugh at My Pain, was a unique example of media content I 

believe has the potential to assist viewers with the development of their social success 

skills. In previous chapters, I analyzed Namir’s perspectives on this comedy concert and 

provided details about the various features in the movie that promoted the development 

of these skills. In this chapter, my goal was to present Kevin Hart’s perspective as I 

reviewed various sources for information about his experiences during the pre-production 

and production stages of its creation. I also analyzed these information sources for details 

about the intrapersonal processing, interpersonal communications, and broadcast 

communication methods relevant to its planning, development, and deployment.  
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Intrapersonal Processing 

 Prior to the planning of his comedy concert, Laugh at My Pain, Kevin Hart had 

already accumulated entertainment media experience in multiple areas. The comedian 

had appeared in numerous movies, television talk shows, television sitcoms, and comedy 

shows. Additionally, he had also starred in two previous comedy concert shows titled I’m 

a Grown Little Man and Seriously Funny. Although I cannot list a complete list of all 

media recording tools (pencil, pen, paper, laptop, tablet, voice recorder, video recorder, 

etc…) Kevin Hart used while composing the content he would perform in Laugh at My 

Pain, I do know he drew from the experiences each of his previous performances had 

provided him and referenced them as social success narratives. Reflecting back on these 

experiences during periods of intrapersonal processing allowed him to critique himself 

and aspire to surpass the previous successes he had already achieved. During a short 

video interview, he revealed one of the critiques he had for himself. “You know, uh, 

when I was first doing stand-up comedy, I was being a character of who I thought I was 

… it wasn’t who I was. Now I realize that, I can be funny by being myself” (Hailey, 

2012).  

Kevin Hart also learned of the importance of being true to himself during his 

performances by watching and comparing himself to older comedians who played the 

role of social role models for his career. When asked for comedians he viewed as 

influences, he stated “Richard Pryor, Eddie Murphy of course, Chris Rock, Martin 

Lawrence, and the Kings of Comedy” (King, 2011). He wanted to achieve the same 

levels of success they had achieved and he believed that it was the genuineness they 

portrayed in their routines that helped them succeed.  
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When you look at all the greats from Pryor, Murphy, 

Cosby, the list can go on and on… they get so personable, 

you know. And, and, and, nothing is held back. It’s, it’s 

‘hey this is my life, this is who I am’. And sometimes you 

have to address the things you don’t want to address, 

because it’s bottled up inside you. And, and… we don’t 

figure it out ‘til it’s too late but, we use comedy as therapy, 

like, this is my therapy.  

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 

 

For Kevin Hart, being true to himself meant using his real life as inspiration for 

the content he would discuss during his performances. He reflected back on various 

incidents in his life and composed a performance that would invite the audience into his 

world. Although intrapersonal processing led him to include vulnerable aspects of his life 

experiences within his comedy material, he mulled over how to best present it. 

I didn’t talk about my mom passing away, I, I never talked 

about my dad being on drugs. I didn’t talk about my 

relationship status and me going through a divorce. I, these 

are all things I held in and I was very, very reserved about. 

And it got to a point, I was like … you know what? I’m a 

comedian. My fans will respect me more… when I’m 

honest, like, the more honest I am with them, the more of 

an open book I am, the more they can relate to me and the 

more they can say “hey, you know what, dude, I like this 

guy, I, I, relate to this guy, he doesn’t care, nothing’s held 

back. It’s funny but at the same time it’s real.” And by me 

putting my real life out there, I think I got the best of me. 

Like, in this particular special, I went dark. And like you 

said, talking about laughing at my pain. It was pain! This 

shit hurt man! Okay? But I still talked about. I talked about 

it. I said ‘you know what’ I had to do it in a way that came 

across smart. It’s not, It’s not stupid. it’s not forced. It’s 

genuine, smart, and you’re not laughing at the particular 

situations in my life. You’re laughing at my reaction, to the 

situation.  So, it, I--I feel like I found a really clever way to 

bring it across.  

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 
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Interpersonal Communications 

Interpersonal communication between Kevin Hart and other individuals was 

exhibited in multiple ways during the pre-production and production phases of Laugh at 

My Pain. He used social media sites as interpersonal communicative tools to interface 

with his fan audience when he was interested in trying out new comedy material he was 

preparing.  

…for some comedians they feel that maybe their fan base 

isn’t strong enough. Um, for me, I’m so confident in my 

fan base because I’m so, because of my social media. From 

Twitter and Facebook, I’m, I’m in their faces on a day to 

day basis. I get an immediate reaction from my fans.  

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 

 

In 2011, Kevin Hart had more than 2 million Twitter followers, greater than 4 million 

Facebook fans, and over 23 million YouTube views (KevinHartLaughAtMyPain.com, 

2011). Twitter was helpful in providing Kevin Hart with initial fan responses to the idea 

of a cinematic theater release of Laugh at My Pain instead of the traditional television or 

direct to DVD releases. He believed that a theatrical release of a new comedy concert 

film might help him reach higher levels of success in his career. 

…my last, Seriously Funny, did so well, it was like 6x’s 

platinum, I said, the next one I need to be bigger. I feel like 

it shouldn’t just be on television. I feel like I should make 

this a concert, an event. I should go theatrical. And in doing 

it, I put out test tweets. Like, ‘hey guys, what do you think 

about my movie? Like, do you think my next should go to 

theaters? What do you think?’ Ohhh! And the reaction I got 

was big I said ‘you know what, this is the route I want to 

take.’  

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 

 

Kevin Hart’s professional peers were also valuable sources of feedback for him. 

They often watched videos of previously performed shows and critiqued each other. 
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Comedian’s Patrice Oneal and Jim Norton often took part in what they referred to as 

“Hack Court” with him. 

We would go and just basically watch each other’s acts and 

when that person was done we would go sit at a round table 

and just give each other shit. “Who all votes on the first 

joke, that [it] was awful? Can we get a raise of hands for 

who thinks that joke should be thrown out immediately?” 

“Yes.” “Yes.” “Yes.” “Yes.” It was just basically a way to 

give each other shit, but it was good. It was really good. 

(King, 2011) 

 

Broadcast communications 

As previously mentioned, Kevin Hart was comfortable with the idea of releasing 

Laugh at My Pain in theaters after receiving positive responses to the idea from his fans. 

He was especially interested in the idea because he aspired to reach the levels of success 

his comedic influences had achieved with their theatrical comedy concert releases. 

The concerts that happened on the big screen… are so huge 

because of the people that did them. So, you know, when 

you think about the ones that actually went to the, to the 

main screen, I mean, for me, Richard Pryor, Eddie Murphy, 

Martin Lawrence, and then you had the Kings of Comedy 

do it. I mean, these are all … monumental moments in 

comedy. Like, everybody can talk about these particular 

films. These particular films went to DVD and are quoted 

on a day-to-day basis. Uh… to do that you want to know 

you have the following and support. Because, you know, to 

put, to put a film in theaters is not easy. You know, it, it can 

get a little expensive. You need the backing and you need 

the promotion behind it. And you want to know you have 

the fans… to come out and actually support your film. 

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 

  

Once the movie was ready for release, Kevin Hart had access to a large audience because 

of the agreements and relationships he had in place. His company, Hartbeat Productions 

partnered with independent distributor, Codeblack Entertainment, to release Laugh at My 

Pain. Codeblack Entertainment initially launched in 2005 as an entertainment distribution 
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company and states that their passion is “helping its content and brand partners access the 

power of the $1-trillion African American consumer market” (Codeblack Entertainment, 

2012, Company Bio section, para. 3). They understood his professional goals and 

developed a plan to help him attain them.  

Codeblack Entertainment deployed its ‘Transmedia’ 

concept to help comedian and actor Kevin Hart create a 

multi-channel revenue generating strategy for his brand and 

product “Laugh at My Pain”. Essential to the success of 

this effort, CB was able to establish an overarching brand 

narrative that was imbedded into a portfolio of customized 

Kevin Hart products to be leveraged across multiple media 

platforms. The product portfolio consisted of; a live 

performance tour, a smart phone mobile game application 

“Little Jumpman”, apparel products, a feature film, an 

animated web series, a social media eco-system and DVD, 

digital and mobile products. These products were then 

monetized through live concert venues, Facebook and 

Twitter, Apple and Android mobile devices, YouTube, 

movie theaters, traditional retail stores, digital internet 

retailers, gaming consoles and cable broadcast platforms 

(Codeblack Entertainment, 2012, Company Bio section, 

para. 5) 

 

Codeblack Entertainment signed an exclusive deal with AMC Theatres and the film was 

distributed in its theaters throughout the United States. They also partnered with 

Silverbird Cinemas to release the film in various locations throughout Western and 

Eastern Africa (Lisa Sorensen Public Relations, 2011). Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain 

was additionally successful because it was the first American comedy concert to be 

distributed in West Africa (Celebregion, 2011). 

Results after Release 

Kevin Hart’s reflections on Laugh at My Pain revealed that he was happy with its 

release. He looked at the success of the movie from a historical point of view by 

comparing it with past comedy concert films but he also viewed it as successful because 
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of its accomplishments when compared to the majority of other comedians in his 

generation. He provided his perspective on the reason many comedians have not released 

theatrical comedy concerts and have instead chosen to broadcast their shows on television 

or release straight to DVD: 

I think some people fear, fear it not going well. For you to 

go theatrical and your film not do well as a comedian, it’s 

like ‘aw man did I fail?’ There’s no failing, like, there’s no 

failing, you did what hasn’t been done, it’s not like this is 

done every day. You know, so for me to be a part of a 

group that was only 4, from my generation and make it 5, 

It’s huge, I won already. This is big. It’s huge for me.” 

(AMC Theaters, 2011) 

 

 Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain originally opened on April 27, 2011 in a select 

number of theaters. He had high hopes for this film but its first week performances 

exceeded his expectations. 

We didn’t know the magnitude of success that we were 

dealing with. I’m taken aback by the support of my fans — 

to be literally be in 97 theaters and do the numbers that we 

did. That means that damn near every show was sold out.  

(Wete, 2011, para. 4) 

Its initial success led to screenings in additional locations. A week after its opening in 97 

theaters, Hart explained “This week we go up another 58. And the week after we plan on 

going up another 100. Our goal is to get to 300 screens independently” (Wete, 2011, para. 

10). 

Laugh at My Pain was financially successful in several ways. The first weekend 

of its American release, it bested all box office releases that weekend in the “per screen 

averages” category. Reports revealed a $20,619 average per engagement 

(KevinHartLaughAtMyPain.com, 2011). Its $1.9 million for its first weekend was also 

revealed to be the best for a comedy concert theater film since Martin Lawrence’s Live: 
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Runteldat (KevinHartLaughAtMyPain.com, 2011). At the time of this writing, it was the 

7
th

 highest grossing comedy concert film with $7,706,432 made (Box Office Mojo, 

2012). 

My Participant’s Responses 

 Hart wanted his audience to understand that he was sincere in his portrayal of 

himself and his family during his comedy routines. This was successfully communicated 

to Namir. He was among the many fans that enjoyed Laugh at My Pain and he attributed 

its success to Kevin Hart’s willingness to be open about his life experiences. 

Kevin Hart was a particularly significant media figure for Namir because he was 

personally interested in becoming a comedian in the future. He viewed the comedian’s 

work as an example of the type of work he might like to one day engage in. Additionally, 

the footage explaining the journey he took towards becoming a successful comedian was 

important in several ways. It helped to provide Namir with a view of the world Kevin 

Hart would be discussing in his comedy material. It established the trust he needed from 

Namir and the rest of his audience. The footage strengthened the reception his comedy 

material would receive because his audience was already familiar with it. It was also a 

major influence over Namir’s understanding of what it takes to work towards a goal and 

achieve it. 

2K Sports’ NBA 2K11 

 2K Sport’s NBA 2K11 videogame was an additional example of media content I 

felt could assist players with the development of their social success skills. In previous 

chapters, I analyzed Namir’s perspectives on the 2K11 version of this game and outlined 
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the various features that promoted the development of these skills. This discussion 

revolved mainly around his experiences in the My Player mode of this game as it taught 

him about the paths many basketball players take in order to successfully make it into the 

National Basketball Association (NBA) league. In this chapter, I present perspectives 

from 2K Sports producers about their experiences during the pre-production and 

production stages of this game. I also analyzed multiple information sources for details 

about the intrapersonal processing, interpersonal communications, and broadcast 

communication methods relevant to its planning, development, and deployment. 

Intrapersonal Processing 

 In this instance, the intrapersonal processing that occurred during the planning of 

NBA 2K11 does not refer to the thought processes of one individual. This videogame was 

an established product with a large team that continually worked together to improve 

each annually released version. 2K Sports was the game’s publisher, Visual Concepts 

was the studio responsible for developing and marketing it and they were both 

subsidiaries within their parent company, Take Two Interactive Software, Inc. (2K 

Sports, 2012). I view 2K Sports, Visual Concepts, and Take Two Interactive Software, 

Inc. as one entity. I will discuss the communications that happened amongst personnel 

within the organizations during the initial planning phase of NBA 2K11 before design and 

development had officially begun. 

Before planning had even begun on NBA 2K11, this 2K Sports series had already 

been known as the #1 rated NBA videogame franchise. This title had been previously 

held by Electronic Arts Sports’ NBA Live franchise. The rivalry between these two 

basketball franchises was so competitive that Mike Wang, a senior gameplay designer 
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who was considered to be one of the major reasons for 2K Sport’s successes on NBA 2K8 

and earlier versions, was lured over to EA Sports to work on the NBA Live franchise 

(Robinson, 2010; Stellmack, 2010). Yet, NBA 2K9 impressed fans so much that it was 

still the top rated NBA game the next year and it outsold NBA Live 2009 to become the 

top selling professional basketball game of the year. Their sales dominance continued 

into the next year with NBA 2K10. 

However, 2K Sports was not satisfied and looked to achieve even higher levels of 

success with their NBA 2K11 version.  

When you’re the #1 selling NBA videogame two years in a 

row, the #1 rated NBA videogame 10 years in a row*, and 

have collaborated with back-to-back NBA champions, 

Kevin Garnett (2K9) and Kobe Bryant (2K10) – what is 

NBA 2K11 to do for the next act? Simple: Michael Jordan. 

(2K Sports, 2010a, Overview section) 

 

2K Sports made it their mission to convince Michael Jordan, often referred to as the 

greatest NBA player ever, to become a part of their NBA 2K11 version of the franchise. 

Information about their pursuit of the basketball legend eventually leaked to videogame 

news media outlets but attempts to receive official comments about this quest were 

originally met with silence (Good, 2010). Initially, all communications about 2K Sports’ 

plans for their 2K11 version remained internal. 

 Interestingly, the 2K Sports/Visual Concepts team had also begun to hear that 

Mike Wang, the lead gameplay designer who had previously left 2K Sports for EA 

Sports, was looking to return to 2K Sports. Greg Thomas, 2K Sports senior vice president 

of sports development, said “When I heard there was an opportunity that Mike might be 

interested in coming back, I sat in my office behind a closed door for a good long while 

thinking about what to do next” (Good, 2010c). Thomas was concerned about how the 
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NBA 2K team would respond to this news. “He was a key member of our team, and now 

he was going and building a competitive product. I started talking to our team about it, 

not at all sure how they'd react” (Good, 2010c). Fortunately, for everyone the team 

responded positively to the idea of his return and Mike Wang was brought on for NBA 

2K11. Thomas stated "Every one of them were open, they took the angle of ‘Mike's a 

talented guy, we can always use talented guys, let's bring him back to the team … It 

really is a double win for us" (Good, 2010c). 

Interpersonal Communications 

In this instance, the interpersonal communications I discuss include the 

interactions employees under the 2K Sports, Visual Concepts, and Take Two Interactive 

Software, Inc. umbrella had with individuals outside of their group about plans for NBA 

2K11. I also include communications amongst themselves and others during the design 

and development of the game. 

Once they were ready, 2K Sports pitched their NBA 2K11 game ideas to Michael 

Jordan and explained that they were interested in making him the newest star of their 

game. Jordan reviewed the concepts and consulted with others who were more familiar 

with videogames before agreeing to a partnership. In an interview with USA Today’s 

Game Hunters, Jordan stated  

I haven't done a game like this in such a long time and they 

proposed certain ideas and concepts and what they thought 

they could implement into the game. Obviously, my kids 

are so wrapped up into this stuff. I went to them as 

consultants and they said it would be cool. That led to me 

actually getting involved. 

(Snider, 2010) 
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Jordan stated that he also viewed it as an excellent opportunity for him “to connect to this 

generation, when in essence a lot of these young kids never saw me play” (Associated 

Press, 2010). 2K Sports also presented plans for concepts and features in the game that 

appealed to his competitive nature. They proposed game features that would allow him to 

compete against today’s top players in the NBA.  

Who doesn’t sit here and think ‘what if’? … Guys like 

myself wish that, you know, we could have played against 

the Kobe Bryants of this era … from a competitive 

standpoint, I think, uh, uh, it would be a lot, lot, different… 

I’m a competitive guy and, you know, I like to play against 

competitive players and, you know, we’ll see what happens 

there.  

(XBOX360ACHIEVEMENTS, 2011, Jordan Interview 

section) 

  

Once Jordan agreed to work with 2K Sports on NBA 2K11, they began official 

development on the various features and design elements they had pitched. Jordan was 

impressed with their demos of the ideas from the initial proposal. 

That's one good thing about the whole project. They had a 

concept of how they wanted to utilize me in certain games 

and certain highlights. And all of them were great 

highlights, obviously. So it didn't take much for me to say, 

let me see how that plays into the whole scenario and once 

they showed it to me I thought that it was cool. (Jordan, as 

cited in Snider, 2010) 

 

Jordan was consulted for input at various times throughout the design and development 

of the game. Jason Argent, 2K Sports vice president of marketing, commented on 

Michael Jordan’s involvement and said “…the length of which he is focused on 

authenticity was very eye-opening. He had approval obviously on all the in-game models 

of him and that was something very close to him” (Snider, 2010). 
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 The developers at 2K Sports understood that their large audience of players had 

different expectations for the type of gameplay they wanted to experience so they made 

an attempt to please everyone. Mike Wang stated “We have a huge team here and we all 

have a different perspective for how a basketball sim should be played/tuned, much like 

our ever-growing consumer base” (Wang & Sapida,  2010). With this in mind, they 

collaborated on the development of several gameplay options that would help satisfy their 

customers’ many preferences.  

Game Style options 

 

Default: Kind of a hyper-realism. Shooting %’s will be slightly higher than real life, there will be 

fewer fouls, slightly more dunks, more and 1’s, etc. “Let ‘em play hoops” so to speak. 

 

Casual: This is the setting you want if you like up and down play with lots of dunks and 

highlight moments. There won’t be a whole lot of stoppages and you’ll see higher scoring across 

the board. Arcade-style play is probably the best way to describe it. 

 

Simulation: Real life stats. This is my game style of choice. With 12-min. quarters, you will 

easily see NBA averages across your stat lines. Don’t expect anything easy in the paint, you’ll 

have to work a lot harder and execute good basketball strategy to be successful in Sim. 

 

Custom: If you manually modify sliders and settings on your own, the game slider will 

automatically change to Custom. 

 

Source: Mike Wang (from Wang & Sapida, 2010, NBA 2K11 Making a Smarter Game) 

 

In addition, Mike Wang wrote “when we all got together to discuss upgrades for this 

year’s game, there were a lot of things that we wanted to see improve on the offensive 

end” (Wang & Sapida, 2010, Offense section, para. 2). This led to discussions amongst 

team members about the artificial intelligence used to simulate the actions of the players 

on the court. The team worked closely together to resolve issues that existed in past 

games that often ruined the illusion that you were playing with NBA professionals. Mike 

Wang wrote  
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One of the things we felt that needed improvement is what 

we call offensive teammate support. That is, whenever the 

user is actively “doing something” the AI needs to do its 

best to support that action. So, for example, if you break 

down your initial defender and drive the lane, your bigs 

should give you space inside, while your perimeter players 

look to spot up for jumpers or trail you in for a dish off or 

offensive board. (Wang & Sapida, 2010, Offense section, 

para. 5) 

 

They also held discussions about the improvements needed on the defensive side of NBA 

2K11’s gameplay. Jerson Sapida explained that “revamping the defensive movement 

model was one of our top priorities - from both user-control and AI standpoint” (Wang & 

Sapida, 2010, Defense section, para. 2). 

 Interestingly, the sportswear company, Nike, was also an important part of the 

conversation. They held discussions with 2K Sports about the Jordan brand sneakers that 

would appear in the game (Robinson, 2010b). These sneakers have a large fan following 

and many fans were very aware of the multiple generations of Jordan brand sneakers that 

have been sold throughout the years. Nike worked with 2K Sports to integrate 40 pairs of 

the sneakers into the game. At first glance this may appear insignificant but producer 

Erick Boenisch clarified the importance of this feature in the game.  

There are two legacies of Michael Jordan, his playing and 

his brand. The Jordan brand guys at Nike were finally 

asking for us to incorporate all of their shoes into our game. 

This is something we wanted for years, so we were really 

excited that this year with Michael, they really got on board 

with us.  

(Robinson, 2010b) 

 

 

Broadcast Communications 

 Prior to its official release on October 5, 2010, 2K Sports promoted NBA 2K11 to 

the masses in multiple ways. They announced official word of Jordan’s involvement and 
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inclusion in the game (2K Sports, 2010b; Allen, 2010; Gaskill, 2010; Rovell, 2010; 

Sinclair, 2010; Snider, 2010). They participated in media discussions and interviews 

about the ongoing rivalry between them and Electronic Arts and comparisons between 

the games they have both released over time (Bertz, 2010; Good, 2010c; Robinson, 

2010). Mike Wang’s return to 2K Sports from EA Sports was also made into a 

videogame news media event with employees broadcasting information about it through 

social media (Becotte, 2010). News of the features and game modes that would be 

available were also heavily promoted. Examples included President Barack Obama’s 

appearance in the game during your players visit to the White House after winning the 

championships (IGN, 2010b; Robinson, 2010e), the multiple Jordan brand sneakers 

available (Robinson, 2010d), and various ways you can play as Michael Jordan (2K 

Sports, 2010c; Good, 2010d; Robinson, 2010c). YouTube videos previewing demos of 

gameplay were also posted prior to its official release (Smoove, NBA 2K11 Demo – 1st 

Game, 2010). 2K Sports also partnered with Duck Down Records, a hip hop music 

production company, to hold a music contest for those interested in having their music 

included in the game’s soundtrack (2K Sports, 2010d).  

NBA 2K11 was available to a large number of videogamers when it was first 

released on October 5, 2010. The game was distributed on the top 3 video gaming 

consoles of that time (Sony’s PlayStation 3, Microsoft’s XBOX 360, and Nintendo’s Wii) 

and the top 2 mobile gaming consoles (PlayStation Portable and Nintendo DS). It was 

also made available for play on personal computers through purchase of game discs or as 

downloadable content from the Onlive and Steam videogame cloud platforms. 
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Results after Release 

NBA 2K11 was a huge success. D’Alonzo (2010) wrote “NBA 2K11 is quite 

simply the best basketball videogame to date” (NBA 2K11 review section, para. 2). 

Gonewldstein (2010) believed “NBA 2K11 has the greatest feature set of any basketball 

game ever made” (para. 1). It was even labeled “the greatest basketball videogame of all 

time” (Good, 2010e, The Bottom Line section, para. 1). Players were also impressed by 

its soundtrack with many commenting that it was the best soundtrack they had ever heard 

in a game. For example blogger, DevsterPS3LEGEND, on ign.com wrote “BEST NBA 

2K Soundtrack EVER - The GREATEST soundtrack to date featuring an eclectic mix of 

upcoming breakout bands and highly acclaimed hip-hop artists such as Big Boi, Drake, 

and even an original, exclusive track from 12 time Grammy nominee, Snoop Dogg” (IGN 

, 2010). 

NBA 2K11 was also financially successful. It sold faster than all previously 

released games from the NBA 2K series (Curtis, 2011) and it also became 2K Sports’ 

best-selling game ever (Fletcher, 2011). Take Two Interactive, 2K Sport’s parent 

company, saw its profits rise thanks to NBA 2K11 (Brown, 2011). Final sales totals for 

this game were approximately 5.5 million copies (Magrino & Makuch, 2011).  

Interestingly, Electronic Arts initially downplayed the significance of Michael 

Jordan’s partnership with 2K Sports. Electronic Arts President, Peter Moore, stated 

I’m not quite sure what [Jordan on the cover] signifies, 

quite frankly … We haven’t announced our player yet, but 

we tend to be forward thinking about our franchises. I 

mean, I’m a huge Michael Jordan fan, but in the same way 

that I don’t put Pelé on the cover of FIFA, we have the 

young up and coming stars. You’re going to see that again 

from us with NBA. We never went after Jordan. They have 

done it; it’s an interesting marketing move to use a retired 
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player. I don’t know how they intend to use it. Michael 

Jordan? Well yeah, greatest player to ever play the game. 

[At the] same time, it's strange for the consumer... what 

does it signify? 

(Brightman, 2010) 

 

Yet as previously discussed, NBA 2K11 went on to break sales records. Moreover, 2K 

Sports officially beat Electronic Arts that year once EA Sports announced that their NBA 

videogame title for that year, the newly named NBA Elite 11, had been cancelled and 

would no longer be released (Good, 2010b). 2K Sports’ successes with NBA 2K11 

continued into the next year with the release of NBA 2K12. They continued to be known 

as the best professional NBA videogame series. EA Sports repeatedly attempted to 

release their own version of an NBA simulation that could stand its own against the NBA 

2K franchise but 2K Sports continued to dominate. Two years passed before Electronic 

Arts announced that they were working on a new release from their basketball franchise 

with a return to the original name, NBA Live 13 (Electronic Arts, 2010). Unfortunately, 

this version was also canceled and NBA Live 10 remained as the last title released from 

this EA Sports series (Gera, 2012). Meanwhile, NBA 2K had gone on to be considered 

“quite possibly the best franchise overall in this generation” (Wells, 2010, III. NBA 2k 

section, para. 1).  

My Participant’s Responses 

 One of Michael Jordan’s main reasons for agreeing to partner with 2K Sports for 

the production of 2K11 was the opportunity it gave him to connect with the younger kids 

of this generation who had never seen him play in the NBA. Discussions with this study’s 

participants gave me the impression that this did occur. Some participants listed Michael 

Jordan as one of the most successful people they know from their media. Additionally, 
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Mustafa stated “He said he wanted to be number one player in the world and he achieved 

it.” Franky also responded “Jordan used to be the best player in the NBA, and probably 

still is.” The participants’ also believed that Michael Jordan’s inclusion in the various 

game features was one of the major reasons they enjoyed it. Some viewed Jordan’s 

inclusion in NBA 2K11 as a major improvement over the previous version of the game, 

NBA 2K10. 

 Namir and I also discussed his thoughts about the NBA 2K11 producers. He 

believed that throughout the development of this game the producers were thinking “I 

want it to be the best game … I want to make money.” He also assumed that the 

designers and developers were all basketball fans and had attempted to make the game’s 

graphics as realistic as possible. Namir believes the games producers were targeting 

“kids, teenagers, and basketball fans” as their major audience. He was also under the 

impression that 2K Sports had a long history of developing basketball games. He 

assumed the NBA 2K series was better than the NBA Live series because 2K Sports had 

begun their franchise before Electronic Arts started making their NBA Live games. 

However, Namir was unaware that the NBA 2K series began in 1999 (Stroh, 2000) and 

that the NBA Live series began much earlier (Chapman, 1995). Additionally, Electronic 

Arts had already gained much experience during the development of their basketball 

videogame series titled NBA Playoffs. Several versions of this series were released 

between 1989 and 1994 before the launch of NBA Live (Wikipedia, 2013, NBA Playoffs 

section). I believe that Namir’s false impressions of the history of these franchises reveal 

yet another win for the 2K Sports team. Although he was mistaken about the true history 
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of these franchises, the impressions he had of the brands were important because it can 

influence his decisions during future purchases. 

Considerations 

My analyses have led me to believe that the following factors each contribute to a 

product’s potential to support social success skills development:  

 Producer’s goals  

 Preliminary Content Research  

 Audience Research 

 Available Resources 

 

They were each important in my analysis of Kevin Hart’s Laugh at My Pain and 2K 

Sports’ NBA 2K11. I will now briefly describe the various ways these characteristics are 

important. 

Producers’ Goals 

 If producers want to actively promote social success skills development in their 

audience they should make that an explicit goal. Their financial and creative goals should 

be aligned with the improvement of their consumers’ social success skills in order to 

successfully achieve this objective. During communications about the various features 

and aspects of the product, designers and developers should constantly confirm that they 

are promoting this goal. 

Kevin Hart wished to make a large profit from this film but he also wanted to 

create a product that was superior to his past performances. He wanted to connect with 

his audience and also push the message that he had worked hard for his success. However 

he also wanted them to understand that they too can become successful if they work for 
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it. His main objective was to find comedy in the hardships he had experienced throughout 

his life. Yet he also learned of the importance of being true to himself during his 

performances and aspired to achieve the same levels of success as “Richard Pryor, Eddie 

Murphy of course, Chris Rock, Martin Lawrence, and the Kings of Comedy” (King, 

2011).  

 2K Sports’ producers had two main goals. The first goal was to outsell all other 

NBA simulation titles during the 2010-2011 season, most notably Electronic Art’s NBA 

Live. The second goal was to convince Michael Jordan, often referred to as the greatest 

NBA player ever, to become a part of their NBA 2K11 version of the franchise. When 

Jordan agreed he stated that he viewed it as an excellent opportunity for him “to connect 

to this generation, when in essence a lot of these young kids never saw me play” 

(Associated Press, 2010). 

Preliminary Content Research 

Preliminary content research is important when developing material that can 

promote social success skills development. Poorly designed products that lack depth and 

originality are often the result of projects that did not benefit from preliminary content 

research. These types of products can quickly lose the attention of consumers. Producers 

should conduct quality research and collect any information that can be used to help 

create a meaningful media experience for their audience. This will require them to truly 

understand the content they wish to communicate so that they can break it down into a 

simplified version that can be easily communicated to their audience using the resources 

available (time, designers, developers, technology, etc…). In addition, producers should 

also study media content that inspires them. They can take notes about the media itself 



246 

 

 

 

and the experience it provides as they attempt to better process why it may or may not be 

successful at promoting social success skills development in their consumers. 

Kevin Hart reflected back on the various incidents in his life that he found 

interesting and composed a performance that would invite the audience into his world. 

Although the main theme throughout the film included finding comedy in the hardships 

he had experienced on his journey to success, an additional important theme also 

included being true to himself and reflecting back on what made him successful. Kevin 

Hart reflected back on the experiences he has had since becoming famous and decided on 

how to best incorporate it into his act. 

The 2K Sports producers and designers conducted a great deal of research for 

their 2K11 game. They studied the different tendencies of the various players throughout 

the league and simulated their habit during the gameplay. They also included additional 

subtle aspects such as the tendencies for some stadiums to fill seats slowly throughout a 

game and incorporated this into the simulations as well. Additionally, the game updated 

the team rosters, and the abilities of the players so that it would accurately simulate their 

abilities.  

Audience Research 

 Audience research is necessary because it allows you to understand your 

consumers and determine how to best tailor your product for them. This can be achieved 

through direct communication with the target audience or through user experience 

testing. Understanding what works for your audience is absolutely essential when 

attempting to create a product that will aid in promoting their social success skills 

development. 
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Kevin Hart often enjoyed testing out his material beforehand. He was aware of 

what had worked in earlier performances however he was always searching for feedback 

on new material. He was a fan of social media and made heavy use of it when trying out 

new comedy material. It was also very helpful because it provided him with initial 

responses to the idea of a cinematic theater release of Laugh at My Pain instead of the 

traditional television or direct to DVD releases. 

 2K Sports was aware of the complaints fans had about previous games. The 

producers understood the many different expectations players had and they tried their 

best to accommodate them. Mike Wang stated “We have a huge team here and we all 

have a different perspective for how a basketball sim should be played/tuned, much like 

our ever-growing consumer base” (Wang & Sapida, 2010).  With this in mind, they 

collaborated on the development of several gameplay options that would help satisfy their 

customers’ many preferences. 

Available Resources 

 The resources needed in order to successfully create products that are meant to 

promote social success skills development come in many forms. Subject matter experts 

and experienced designers are essential when developing quality content that can hold the 

audience’s attention and successfully communicate the appropriate messages to them. 

Distributors are needed so that the product can be available to a large number of people. 

Marketing and advertising resources are required in order to make many consumers 

aware of the product. Most important of all, interpersonal media tools that help the 

different groups communicate with one another as they work to achieve the same goal are 

required. These tools are needed at various times so that information can be translated 
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into the different forms needed by each group so that they can accomplish their specific 

tasks. Screenwriters translate stories into scripts that communicate background settings, 

camera angles, scenes and more to the various teams involved using industry standard 

terminology. Artists translate information from the script into storyboards in order to 

communicate the story visually for the team. In addition to these media communication 

resources, email, fax, phones, and other standard forms of communication are also used 

for direct communication with the various teams. 

Kevin Hart’s professional peers were valuable sources of feedback for him. They 

often watched videos of previously performed shows and critiqued each other. Kevin 

Hart’s partnerships with various companies during the development and distribution of 

the project were also extremely important to his success. Once the movie was ready for 

release, he had access to a large audience because of the agreements and relationships he 

had in place. They understood his professional goals and developed a plan to help him 

attain them. Codeblack Entertainment signed an exclusive deal with AMC Theatres and 

the film was distributed in its theaters throughout the United States. They also partnered 

with Silverbird Cinemas to release the film in various locations throughout Western and 

Eastern Africa (Lisa Sorensen Public Relations, 2011).  

2K Sports required a large team in order to successfully release annually. The 

knowledge resources acquired from the experience gained with each successfully 

delivered product carried from year to year. Michael Jordan was a valuable knowledge 

resource in addition to video footage reference material from the games and events that 

were recreated for the game. Jason Argent, 2K Sports vice president of marketing, 

commented on Michael Jordan’s involvement and said “…the length of which he is 
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focused on authenticity was very eye-opening. He had approval obviously on all the in-

game models of him and that was something very close to him” (Snider, 2010). 

In this chapter, I provided the producers’ perspectives on two media products that 

I felt had large amounts of potential for promoting social success skills development. 

They were not built with the thought they would be used to promote social success skills 

development in players, however, various aspects and features of the experience they 

provided showed that they did have the potential to help my participant develop these 

skills. Nevertheless, there is a need for products that are built explicitly with this 

objective in mind. We need guidelines that producers who are interested in this sort of 

development can follow. With this in mind, I will present guidelines in the next chapter 

in the form of what I have labeled Culturally Relevant Media Production. Furthermore, 

Culturally Relevant Media Production will not only be applicable to social success skills 

development. It will also be available as a guide for the development of any media 

content that has positive sociocultural objectives. 
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Chapter VIII 

A NEW BEGINNING 

 

 

This planet does not need more successful people. The 

planet desperately needs more peacemakers, healers, 

restorers, storytellers and lovers of all kinds. 

- Dalai Lama 

 

Review of Previous Chapters 

This dissertation paper first began with a broad discussion about our society. The 

first chapter discussed the various reasons why non-Whites and individuals from lower 

income communities were less likely to achieve the same levels of academic and 

professional success as Whites and students who grew up in higher income families. This 

is a problem because the levels of success achieved by various groups in the American 

population do not reflect the makeup of the population itself. Media’s role as a 

communicator of society’s beliefs and values was explained as well. Producers often use 

media as a tool to push forward their own messages and agendas. Fortunately, the 

positive and negative aspects of these tools have been acknowledged by an increasing 

number of media producers and scholars. Furthermore, research has been conducted on 

the various ways different forms of media can influence society’s members. Social 

intelligence (Thorndike, 1920), interpersonal intelligence (Gardner, 2004), intrapersonal 

intelligence (Gardner, 2004) emotional intelligence (Payne, 2003), people skills, and 

noncognitive skills are some of the skills that have been attributed to an individual’s 

potential for success in our society. I group all of these skills under the term “social 

success skills” and I believe media plays an important role in our development of these 
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skills. I argue that media content producers need to recognize the influential power they 

have, understand the role these skills play in the success of all members in their society, 

and positively contribute to their development in all U.S. citizens. 

The second chapter continued with a broad overview of the inequalities that exist 

in our society. It began with a discussion about stereotypes and the various ways they 

represent media symbols that can influence our views of different cultures and races. 

Next, I focused on the history of African American stereotypes and the various ways they 

have appeared in American media as well as the role media producers played in 

perpetuating their use throughout the years. The various reactions African American 

communities had to these stereotypes were also reviewed along with the consequences of 

their responses. Afterwards, the discussion continued with a brief overall analysis of the 

stereotypes that exist in today’s popular entertainment media formats. Additionally, I felt 

it was important to note that the majority of past studies have focused on the examination 

of a single media format at a time while excluding others. However, a proper 

understanding of their potential as learning tools for the social development of youth 

requires a focus on the experience itself from within a social context while allowing for 

the possibility that multiple media formats may be in use. This is especially important 

now that there have been increasing amounts of entertainment titles designed and 

developed for distribution across multiple media formats. Next, a literature review on 

social success skills was presented. The various factors that can influence a student’s 

potential for developing these skills were discussed. If there is truly a desire to close 

academic achievement gaps between the various cultural and racial groups in our society, 

the development of social success skills needs to be equally encouraged and supported 
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for students from all groups. The final section included a literature review of culturally 

relevant pedagogy, a teaching method that aims to provide the missing aspects of learning 

that some educators believe are needed to help all students succeed. Ladson-Billings 

(1995a) wrote “a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy would necessarily propose to do 

three things – produce students who can achieve academically, produce students who 

demonstrate cultural competence, and develop students who can both understand and 

critique the existing social order” (p. 474). Three ideas form the theoretical perspective 

behind culturally relevant pedagogy. The first states that teachers who use culturally 

relevant pedagogy often see themselves as professionals and believe that their work is 

extremely important to their society. The second idea stresses the importance of social 

relationships in student’s learning environments. The third idea believes teachers using 

this pedagogy often see knowledge as a dynamic concept and believe that knowledge 

should be shared but consumed carefully. 

Chapter 3 provided details on the methodology I used to conduct my study of 

Black male student’s thoughts and perspectives about media’s influences on their identity 

and social skills development. I first began by explaining the phenomenological research 

approach I used while also providing explanations as to why I feel it is the correct method 

for this type of study. When considered from a sociocultural perspective, the mediated 

lives of youth can be better understood by learning about the social processes present in 

the environments in which they partake in their media experiences. I am interested in 

developing an understanding of the social processes that occur during each experience as 

well as each participant’s thoughts on how they made sense of the experiences 

afterwards. The internal processing that takes place in the mind of the participant as she 
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or he attempts to personalize and better understand the experiences for themselves are 

important to this study. Next, I provided information about the research participants, and 

their roles in this study. The final section of this chapter provided further detail about the 

data collection and analysis methods that were be used.  

In Chapter 4, the scope of the paper narrowed its focus to look at the lives of my 

two Haitian-American focal participants, Mathieu DuBois and Namir Toussaint. 

Descriptions of their media experiences, their opinions about social success skills and 

their thoughts on media's ability to influence them were presented in two individual 

sections. Each participant’s section began with a vignette that provided a snapshot of 

their home life. Next, I provided socioeconomic data about the Haitian communities 

within their particular sections of New York and compared it to the socioeconomic data 

of other racial communities within the same areas. Then I narrowed the scope further and 

provided details about each participant’s specific New York neighborhood. Afterwards, 

the discussion continued with an overview of the public and non-public schools around 

their neighborhoods. The following section provided details about each participant’s 

thoughts on social success skills. The last sections provided a brief introduction to their 

media lives. When appropriate, commentary and perspectives from secondary 

participants within their immediate social circle were also provided.  

The fifth chapter focused on the similarities between my participants’ media 

experiences and the media experiences of others from their generation. They were all part 

of the current group of teenagers born in the 1990s that are often referred to as the 

“Internet Generation” (Jayson, 2010). The voices of youth participants from previous 

studies were included in various parts of this chapter to further support the perspectives 
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of my participants. However, views of youth from past studies that differed from the 

perspectives of my participants were also incorporated in order to further add to the 

dialogue about the topics covered in this study. It was also done as an attempt to 

strengthen the understanding that the voice of the youth is not limited to one monolithic 

view. It includes multiple perspectives, as is the case with all individuals in all groups in 

all societies. The major themes present in the conversations with my participants about 

their media and the social aspects that exist during their experiences included the need to 

stay connected, the desire for entertainment, and the use of the internet as a source of 

information. 

My perspective as a phenomenologist was presented in Chapter 6. I analyzed the 

data collected throughout this study and offered my viewpoint on how my participant’s 

definitions of social success were shaped by their experiences. Sociocultural theory was 

the theoretical framework used as the focus for this phenomenological lens and its 

overarching idea is that all minds are mediated. I used this main concept to explore my 

student participants’ perspectives about their media, their society, and how each 

influences the development of skills they believe are needed to achieve social success. 

Vygotsky believed that we all “use symbolic [psychological] tools, or signs, to mediate 

and regulate our relationships with others and with ourselves and thus change the nature 

of these relationships” (Lantolf, 2000, p.1). I believe that the symbolic tools my 

participants used to mediate their thoughts about their relationships and social success 

came in three forms: social role models, social success narratives, and social 

communities. My participant’s social role models were individuals present in their media 

experiences and social interactions who each aided them in coming to an understanding 
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of their lives with others as well as an understanding of themselves as individuals. Social 

success narratives are specific forms of social narratives that help individuals mediate 

their understanding of success within their interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships. 

They can be described in story form and are also various experiential moments for one or 

more individuals that can be pondered over during intrapersonal reflections. Social 

success narratives exist in storylines found in all types of media and they are experiences 

individuals live through every day. Social communities are spaces that take on certain 

characteristics and personalities in our minds because of the groups of people or 

emotional memories we associate with it. Neighborhoods, institutions, cultures, and 

digital spaces are all examples of social communities that exist in the social narratives we 

reflect back on at various times in our lives. Social communities help us reconcile our 

relationships with social role models because we can view them through the additional 

perspective of the environments that helped shape them.  

In the previous chapter, I provided the producers’ perspectives concerning media I 

felt had the potential to promote social success skills development. This lens was framed 

by my desire to understand how my participants’ media content may or may not have 

successfully provided them with the experiences each product’s creators had in mind. It 

was important that I understand the media production process from within the context of 

the social world of the producers so I also used a sociocultural view to analyze the 

communicative media tools used during the pre-production and productions stages of the 

creation process. These tools allow for intrapersonal processing, interpersonal 

communication, and broadcast communication. Communicative media tools that allow 

for intrapersonal processing are those that provide users with mechanisms for thinking, 
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organizing thoughts, and reflection. Intrapersonal processing tools may be used in 

multiple scenarios during the pre-production or development phases of a products life 

cycle to help producers develop their ideas for a product. Communicative media tools 

used during interpersonal communications enable a person to communicate with one or 

more other individuals. These tools are used when the designer/developer wishes to 

communicate their design ideas or development instructions to at least one other team 

member. Additionally, communicative media tools are used to broadcast messages from a 

small number of people to massively large amounts of people. After the final product is 

ready for release to its audience, the media experience it provides can be presented to a 

large number of people if the producers have access to broadcast communication tools. 

Kevin Hart’s comedy concert Laugh at My Pain and 2K Sports’ NBA 2K11 were chosen 

as the two product examples I researched because I believed they both have the potential 

to assist viewers with the development of their social success skills. I reviewed the 

products’ objectives and compared them with findings from my observations and my 

participant’s responses. I also explained the various features of the products that helped to 

promote social success skills development. In addition, I provided examples of how 

developing for this goal can be aligned with the development of products that also need 

to be financially and creatively successful.  

Culturally Relevant Media Production 

Research and theories about the potential for products that can promote positive 

social development cannot help us solve existing social inequality problems unless they 

are used in real world situations. We need producers who have the desire and expertise to 

create products with positive social development goals and they need production 
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development guidelines that will assist them. With this in mind, I developed Culturally 

Relevant Media Production (CRMP), a set of criteria media producers can use to produce 

effective instructional entertainment content. It is not only applicable to social success 

skills development. CRMP can be used as a guide in the development of any media 

content with positive sociocultural objectives. Ladson-Billings’ (1995b) culturally 

relevant pedagogy (CRP) was used as a blueprint in the development of CRMP. She 

defines CRP as “a pedagogy of opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically 

committed to collective, not merely individual empowerment” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, 

p. 160). Culturally relevant pedagogy aims to fulfill the following three criteria “1) 

Students must experience academic success; 2) students must develop and/or maintain 

cultural competence; and 3) students must develop a critical consciousness through which 

they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 

160). I believe a similar approach can provide children with the ability to develop 

positive self-identities and acquire the social success skills needed to help them navigate 

through the many messages found in the media they consume. Each of its three objectives 

can be transferred to the production of educational entertainment media. A Culturally 

Relevant Media Production (CRMP) approach would consist of the following three 

criteria: 

1. Instructional Methods and Theories: Make use of proven educational methods 

and theories. The methods and theories chosen by the producer should be those 

that are most appropriate for the specific media format the product will be 

delivered through. 
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2. Culturally Conscious Content: The content presented should be accurate and 

respectful of all cultural groups (and when possible, multiple cultural perspectives 

should be provided in a story) 

3. Critical Thinking Skills Support: Include content that supports the development 

of critical thinking skills and helps promote positive self-discovery. 

The following sections provide details on how the three Culturally Relevant Media 

Production criteria can be applied to your media product during the design and 

production stages. 

Instructional Methods and Theories 

 Media producers who wish to create culturally relevant products should use 

proven instructional media methods and theories that are grounded in solid research 

design and experience. An exhaustive list of the many theories that could fit under this 

category is out of the scope of this study. However, I briefly introduce Fisch’s (2004) 

Capacity Model for educational narratives as an example. I also include a similar 

discussion from Meadows (2003) that addresses important design considerations when 

creating interactive media narratives. In addition to becoming familiar with many other 

established theories that exist, I recommend that producers also seek to learn of the many 

innovative techniques and models that are regularly introduced by media scholars, 

researchers, and practitioners.  

Fisch’s (2004) Capacity Model for children’s comprehension during the viewing 

of educational content on television addresses what happens when instructional content is 

included alongside narrative content. This theory argues that the two content areas 

compete for the viewer’s limited working memory resources and that instructional 
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content is best understood when it is designed into narrative content. When instructional 

content is intertwined with narrative content and included as a vital part of the story, the 

two parallel processes of comprehension become cooperative and the educational content 

becomes easier to understand. However, when the educational content strays from the 

focus of the narrative, the two parallel processes compete for space within the viewer’s 

memory banks. This makes it harder to comprehend and retain the educational content 

presented. 

Likewise, since many products now include a great deal of interactive content, 

producers also need to be thoughtful about how they introduce interactive features into 

their products. Meadows (2003) wrote “the less the story and the interaction design are 

separated, the better the end result will become” (p. 230). In addition, this idea can be 

combined with Fisch’s Capacity Model to aid producers of educational interactive 

content. Similar to how educational content needs to be interwoven into narrative content, 

interactivity also needs to be made into an essential element that further supports the 

story and the instructional components of the media experience. This approach will 

ensure that interactive features do not hinder the processing of educational and/or 

narrative content.  

Producers interested in learning about innovative media research, theories, 

models, and strategies have several options. A growing community of media scholars, 

researchers, and producers are actively providing resources in numerous forms. A small 

sampling of the many variations these instructional media related resources come in are 

nonprofit media organizations such as Common Sense Media, research centers such as 

Sesame Workshop’s Joan Ganz Cooney Center, publications such as Future Publishing’s 
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EDGE magazine on video games, online video shorts such as Penny Arcade’s Extra 

Credit episodes, and published writings delivered as books and journal articles. Producers 

interested in the practical, theoretical, and innovative uses of media as well as its role and 

potential within society, education, culture and entertainment have these resources to 

refer to. However, it should be understood that there is no one answer to the creative and 

social problems media producers have encountered and will continue to face during the 

design and development process. Every theory, model, strategy, idea, and research result 

we come across must be seen as part of an ongoing conversation about how to tackle the 

problems and issues and not as the panacea for our sociocultural issues.  

Culturally Conscious Content 

 Culturally conscious content attempts to address the social problems perpetuated 

by media stereotypes of ethnicities, races, genders, and many other social cultures. 

Content produced with this objective should aim to be accurate and respectful to all 

groups portrayed. Additionally, some culturally relevant media products can better 

combat media stereotypes by viewing a scenario from multiple cultural perspectives. 

Doing so may help the audience understand that an accurate, honest, and respectful 

portrayal of multiple cultures experiencing the same phenomenon can often mean 

different things to those different groups. Several examples of media products containing 

culturally conscious content exists but attempting to discuss a number of them in this 

section would be too ambitious at this time. Instead, I provide Nickelodeon’s Avatar: The 

Last Airbender cartoon as an example and I briefly explain how it fits this criterion. 

 Nickelodeon’s Avatar: The Last Airbender is an excellent example of a product 

designed to offer its audience a culturally conscious media experience. Co-creators 
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Michael Dante Dimartino and Bryan Konietzko provided a product that contains a 

balanced female to male ratio amongst its characters. They incorporated their character’s 

perspectives into the narrative in meaningful ways that were not overly dependent on 

stereotypes and creatively allowed each character to play a significant role in the story’s 

progression.  

However, they did not initially plan to do this. Michael Dante Dimartino stated “It 

was gonna be a … action adventure kind of, boy-centric… sort of program, but we 

wanted to have a, uh, a strong female presence as well, so, that’s where Katara’s 

character came in” (Avatar: The Last Airbender – The Complete Book Three Collection, 

2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The Women of Avatar: The Last Airbender interviews). 

Bryan Konietzko explained that Katara would be “the person who the story is being told 

through. And, um, it’s all from her point of view. And so, she was really important, to us, 

she’s just as important as Aang, she’s sort of, the other main character” (Avatar: The Last 

Airbender – The Complete Book Three Collection, 2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The 

Women of Avatar: The Last Airbender interviews). Yet, they were originally 

unconvinced of the need for any additional central female characters aside from Katara 

and had to be gradually persuaded by their persistent head writer, Aaron Ehasz: 

We always knew Toph was gonna to be a main character. 

We had the idea very early on, in development, that in 

season 2, there would be an earth bender that would join 

their group, and become the teacher for Aang’s earth 

bending. What we didn’t know was that she would be a 

girl. Uh, from very early on, Toph was gonaa to be blind 

and uh, we even had the name picked out. But our original 

plan was a big muscly kinda jock guy who was sorta gonna 

be a foil to Sokka’s, like, nerdiness. And Aaron Ehasz, head 

writer, was just adamant that Toph was a girl. And um, we 

had a lot of long discussions, and you know Aaron made a 
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very good argument for it. And I was admittedly resistant 

and she just came out to be one of my favorite characters. 

(Avatar: The Last Airbender – The Complete Book Three 

Collection, 2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The Women of 

Avatar: The Last Airbender interviews) 

 

The inclusion of a large number of female characters resulted in an unexpectedly 

spectacular display of support from their viewing audience: 

No one thought girls would watch the show, and Mike and 

I, we’re like, “we’re telling you, they’re gonna watch the 

show.” At the conventions it’s like 50% or more women. 

Uh, young, you know, our age, older, just … women just 

love the show. And um, sadly I think there aren’t a lot of 

shows that treat female characters with respect and 

complexity. Avatar wouldn’t be the same without all of 

these main characters who are women. Um, I think it’s 

added, just a great, uh, variety to the show to the characters, 

to the character relationships. And uh, you know, I think it 

would have just been a <<caveman grunting sounds>> 

show with a bunch of guys. And it’s been nice to see these 

kinda fresh character types and I hope more shows have 

them. 

(Avatar: The Last Airbender – The Complete Book Three 

Collection, 2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The Women of 

Avatar: The Last Airbender interviews) 

 

Moreover, Bryan indicated that the appreciation and positive responses towards the 

quality female characters on the show were displayed not only by the large number of 

females in their viewing audience but also by many male supporters: 

We hear from the fans, um… you know, young, old, male 

female, they just love Katara. Whenever we have a 

convention and we show some clip that they haven’t seen 

and she’s doing some water-bending move, they go crazy. 

It’s like, it’s like she’s the hero, you know. (Avatar: The 

Last Airbender – The Complete Book Three Collection, 

2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The Women of Avatar: The 

Last Airbender interviews) 

 

No single set of rules could be applied to a narrative to ensure that its author does 

not use gender stereotypes; however the Bechdel Rule has been used as a guide to 



263 

 

 

 

identify poor usage and/or lack of female characters in media for over 25 years (Bechdel, 

2008; Harris, 2010; Portnow, Floyd, & Theus, 2011b; Ulaby, 2008). The original form of 

this rule first appeared in a 1985 Alison Bechdel Dykes to Watch Out For comic strip 

titled “The Rule”. The strip began with two female characters discussing their plans for 

the night as they are walking past a movie theater. As they walk alongside the theater, 

several movie posters are shown advertising the following faux movies: “The 

Mercenary”, “The Vigilante”, and “The Barbarian”. It is during their discussion that The 

Rule is first presented: 

Character 1: Wanna see a movie and get popcorn? 

Character 2: Well, … I dunno. I have this rule, see … I 

only go to a movie if it satisfies three basic requirements. 

ONE, it has to have at least two women in it … who, two, 

talk to each other about, three, something besides a man. 

… 

Character 1: Pretty Strict, but a good idea.  

Character 2: No kidding. Last movie I was able to see was 

Alien… the two women in it talk to each other about the 

monster. 

… 

Charater 1: Wanna go to my house and make popcorn? 

Character 2: Now you’re talking. 

(Bechdel, 2008) 
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Although Allison Bechdel is credited with presenting this rule to the overall population, 

she has repeatedly acknowledged that the idea was given to her by a friend. She credits 

that friend, Liz Wallace, in the first panel of the comic strip that made it popular. 

The Bechdel Rule is a simplistic metric that can be used as an initial test for 

gender bias but it is just an initial small step. Simply deciding to follow these steps and 

include women (or any other minority) in all media content created is not the answer. 

This approach often results in the creation of token characters. The goal should be to 

create meaningful characters that are well developed and truly a part of the narrative just 

as the Avatar: The Last Airbender team did. The Bechdel Rule is simply a guide as are all 

other models, theories, and strategies that are recommended for use under the 

Instructional Methods and Theories category of Culturally Relevant Media Productions. 

Critical Thinking Skills Support 

 The benefits of educationally effective media that contain culturally conscious 

content are limited if it does not support transfer of that knowledge to situations outside 

of the original context in which it was presented. This third criteria for Culturally 

Relevant Media Production may at times be the most difficult to design into a narrative 

based product but it is important that producers make the attempt to include it. Any 

content that supports critical thinking skills development can help consumers determine 

various ways they can further analyze the material presented to them. Encouragement of 

ongoing independent research outside of the media experience can provide the audience 

with the impetus to compare and contrast social narratives they observe in media with 

their real life experiences. The audience simply needs opportunities that allow them to 

engage in these types of activities. 
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 Media products attempting to deliver positive messages to their audience in ways 

that help them retain and make use of that knowledge in their own lives do exist in 

various forms. Some products use more explicit methods to aid in the transfer of the 

knowledge they wish to see their audience acquire while others are more subtle. NBA 

2K11 is an example of a media product that explicitly supported transfer of knowledge 

from the game to other areas. Its My Player career game mode had a virtual mentor who 

repeatedly provided the player with anecdotes from the lives of the NBA players and 

asked him to apply it to their own lives as well as the career of their basketball avatar. 

Conversely, Disney’s DuckTales was an example of a media product that took a more 

subtle approach. As members of the Junior Woodchucks organization (an organization 

loosely based off of the Boy Scouts of America), Huey, Dewey and Louie (grandnephews 

of the main character, Uncle Scrooge) spent their time engaging in constructive activities 

that allowed them to collect merit badges. I viewed this as a healthy way to subtly 

promote involvement in positive organizations. The show also had the potential to inspire 

children to turn to reference books whenever they have questions about a topic. Many 

times, the boys were shown searching through their Junior Woodchuck guidebook for 

answers to questions. Some episodes also showed them reading through books in their 

Uncle Scrooge’s vast library.  

Furthermore, video games have been found to leave players with false ideas 

concerning how the skills they acquired through games truly apply to real life situations. 

This is especially the case when a game is the player’s only source of information about a 

subject area. For example, Barab et al. have found that when playing Sim City 2000, “… 

students definitely learn from exploring relationships between supply and demand and 
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population growth and taxation, but they might also develop naïve concepts of how cities 

form, grow and evolve” (as cited in Squire, 2002). The transferability of lessons given in 

the games must be taken into account as well as the philosophy taken on by the students 

and their teachers. 

I believe all media consumers (young and old) should be taught to develop a 

philosophy where they can feel comfortable taking on a role as a researcher of further 

knowledge when they have questions instead of solely relying on their parents, teachers, 

or the first available source they can find. Many times, young students go no further than 

their parents or teachers when they are curious about a topic. Older individuals can also 

become overly dependent on information sources that may unknowingly provide them 

with false information. This may be due to a deficiency in the available resources needed 

to perform their own research at the time. Interest in the research topic is another factor 

that may influence the amount of effort an individual is willing to put forth. Lack of 

exposure to the type of settings that promote further individual research in order to 

determine the reliability of information received is another factor that can affect the 

development of these skills. 

Healthy dialogues can help in alleviating the problem of knowledge transferability 

from the media environment to the academic and real world environments. If students are 

able to conduct constructive conversations with one another about the differing 

viewpoints that exist in a media experience they just experienced and if they are able to 

appreciate each other’s viewpoints, this might signal a tolerance for others’ opinions. 

Furthermore, if they become inspired to learn more about the perspectives they were not 

initially familiar with before their discussions, this might signal that they are becoming 
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more independent thinkers and researchers. If they are able to see that multiple factors 

can influence the presentation of the information they receive from their products, they 

will understand that there is always more to a story than may first appear. It will aid 

viewers in understanding that all media (educational media, included) are delivered in 

simplified forms for consumers and that they should not automatically assume that what 

works in one environment will also work in another environment.  

In order to successfully develop these skills and acquire a new mindset that will 

successfully take advantage of these skills, I believe students need to actively participate 

in exercises where they are encouraged to actively seek out answers on their own. They 

need to have the necessary resources made available to them but they should also learn to 

become more resourceful as well. As they learn to address the different factors involved 

in determining the reliability of information they receive, they may also learn to seek out 

and find more resources to share with others in their learning communities. 

Culturally Relevant Media Production Applied  

Educational media producers who wish to create a video game specifically for 

youth, such as Mathieu, who are interested in the health field can benefit from making 

use of the Culturally Relevant Media Production (CRMP) guidelines. CRMP would help 

them achieve the goal of promoting the development of positive self-identification in the 

youth. It would also encourage the development of any social success skills that are 

thought to be needed to successfully reach their health field related career goals.  

When addressing the first guideline, use of proven educational methods and theories, I 

would recommend keeping in mind Fisch’s (2004) Capacity Model for children’s 

comprehension during the viewing of educational content throughout the development of 
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this game’s narrative content. Additionally, I would keep in mind Meadows’ suggestion 

that “the less the story and the interaction design are separated, the better the end result 

will become” during the development of the interactive content that would be needed. 

The career modes from NBA 2K, FIFA, and many other sporting games are excellent 

examples of video games that ensure their narrative and interactive content are 

meaningful parts of the overall experience that work together. I believe the strengths and 

features of career gaming modes have excellent potential in other educational gaming 

contexts such as this theoretical video game about the health field. Career modes from 

sports video games are full of detailed information and simulations that provide players 

with access to experiences they would not be able to realize otherwise. Although the 

games could never truly provide you with an experience that is as realistic as truly living 

the life of an aspiring athlete, they are entertainingly informative introductions to the 

aspirants’ circumstances. The development of this theoretical game would require a great 

deal of research, assistance from health field subject matter experts, and creativity on the 

part of the developers so that a believable and informative simulation could be provided 

to the players. 

Second, providing the players with a culturally conscious experience would 

require developers to create content that is respectful of all ethnicities and when possible, 

provide multiple cultural perspectives. This guideline would once again require 

assistance from subject matter experts, a great deal of research on the part of the 

developers, and creativity from the designers. Features from the career modes of the 

sporting games can once again be referenced in order to partially fulfill this second goal. 

The career modes of these games provide the player with the opportunity to create their 
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own playable character. Customization of characters allows players to choose their 

avatar’s skin tone, hair type, clothing, and much more. An option that allows players to 

choose ethnicity would also be an interesting addition if the game developers decided that 

they wanted to include narrative content that customizes the experience for the players 

based off of this selection. However, this would require much thought and planning and 

should be done in a meaningful and respectfully honest way that helps players either 

understand the experiences of another culture by stepping into their shoes or helps them 

understand the experiences of past individuals from their cultural group(s) who have 

pursued a path in their health-related field(s). If this was a goal a producer wished to 

pursue, I would suggest creating simulated interactive content that is based off of 

mutually shared and agreed upon experiences that a large number of individuals from that 

ethnoracial and/or cultural group have provided details on (e.g. social interactions with 

other cultural groups, academic success rates for their cultural groups, responses from 

professors, favoritism, prejudice, etc…). It is most certainly true that there will be outliers 

who cannot relate with the end result but the content would be better received and less 

likely to offend players of particular groups if a conscious effort is made to include those 

from that cultural group in the discussion about the experiences you wish to develop. 

Furthermore, it may also be beneficial to randomize the likelihood that a player might 

experience something based off of their ethnoracial category by using existing research 

statistics (e.g. graduation rates, likelihood to be hired in specific geographic regions, 

responses from patients, ethnicity of patients from various geographic regions, etc…). 

This would further legitimize the game because of the research used to support the 

variable outcomes players would experience based off of their avatar’s ethnicity and 
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random variables that are based off of statistical research. The variable outcomes would 

also add to the value of the game because the replay-ability factor for the game would 

increase. The amount of effort required for the creation of culturally conscious content is 

dependent on the level of detail the producers wish to provide. As is the case with sports-

related games, a truly realistic experience is impossible. But an informative and engaging 

simulation is possible if the development team shares a common vision for the game’s 

end goal and is willing to put in the required effort to achieve it. 

Lastly, the final guideline calls for the inclusion of critical thinking skills support 

and requires the promotion of positive self-discovery. Encouragement of ongoing 

independent research outside of the media experiences provided by this theoretical 

health-related career video game mode should inspire the players to challenge what they 

observe in the social success narratives of the game. This might be suggested through the 

inclusion of messages and encouragements given to the player’s avatar by the game’s 

non-playable characters that come in the form of career mentors, friends, and other social 

role models. It could also be explicitly encouraged on the video game menu screens with 

messages that tell the players to conduct further research on their own by visiting specific 

websites on the internet. This would be similar to the “DON’T DO DRUGS” messages 

that used to be displayed on the menu screens of many video game arcade kiosks as well 

as the “SAY NO TO RACISM” messages displayed on the stadium walls and menus of 

Electronic Arts’ FIFA games. However, in order to promote critical thinking about the 

content from the game in memorable and innovative ways, it would require additional 

creativity on the part of the developers and designers. 
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This section provided a brief high level explanation for how CRMP could be used 

to help design a theoretical video game for youth, such as Mathieu, who are specifically 

interested in pursuing careers in the health industry. With additional time and effort, 

detailed plans could be further developed for the high level experiences. Depending on 

the preproduction, design, development resources available, additional time and effort 

would also be required in order to think about how to support positive self-identification 

in the players and encourage social success skills development in the lower level details 

of the game. 

Summary 

 The journey this phenomenological study about two Black teenage students has 

taken us on provided me with many perspectives that can be used to answer the original 

research questions that guided the direction of this dissertation. These questions helped 

me stay focused each time new factors in my participants’ lives threatened to expand this 

study into an unmanageable experience: 

1) In what ways do Black male high school students’ 

experiences with media play a role in their sense of self and 

their ability to acquire social success skills? 

  

2) How do Black male high school students think about and 

respond to their experiences with their media? 

 

My hope is that the extensive information collected about my two focal participants on 

this topic can play a small part in furthering efforts towards closing the professional and 

academic achievement gaps that exist in America. Using sociocultural theory as my 

theoretical framework, my analysis of their responses revealed much. 
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Sense of Self and the Roles Played by their Media and Surroundings 

 Although Mathieu and Namir lived in very different neighborhoods situated in 

areas of New York State that were dissimilar in many ways, their households contained 

similar media products. Each household owned multiple computers, a Sony PlayStation3 

console, smart phones, and high definition televisions. The boys from both households 

also engaged in similar online activity (e.g. Facebook, YouTube, YouTube to MP3, 

etc…). However, the similarities between the media products they owned did not dictate 

the lives they lived. Mathieu and Namir’s media experiences played a significant role in 

their lives but those media experiences did not exist as controlling elements. Various 

social aspects of their lives influenced the type of media content they chose to engage 

with. For examples, Namir’s family and friends consisted of many basketball fans. The 

basketball culture around him swayed his game purchasing and television viewing 

decisions. He owned the NBA 2K11 video game for his PlayStation3 and often watched 

and discussed NBA games with his family and friends. He also engaged in debates with 

his brother and friends about the statistics and results of many NBA players and teams. 

This often led to their spending a great deal of time on the NBA.com site. Conversely, 

Mathieu was immersed in soccer culture. A small number of his family members and a 

large amount of his friends were soccer fanatics. They watched the soccer matches in 

multiple languages, often visited soccer related sites, discussed soccer related topics, and 

enjoyed playing Electronic Art’s annually released FIFA soccer game titles. It was the 

cultures and settings my participants lived in that influenced the media content they chose 

to engage with. Namir and Mathieu’s social life experiences were the main influences on 

their sense of self. Their real life experiences with others served as immediate influencers 
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on their identities. Their media experiences acted as information resources they could use 

to learn of new opportunities. They also used their media as resources to help them 

towards achieving goals they had made for themselves. However, these media 

experiences did not appear to play a large and direct role in how this study’s participants 

identified themselves. Their media experiences were an extension of their real life 

experiences. 

Acquisition of Social Success Skills and the Roles played by Media and their 

Surroundings 

As information resources, Mathieu and Namir’s media acted as tools they could 

use to make sense of their lives as they worked to come to an understanding of what their 

family, friends, and society overall expected from them. They also used their media to 

determine and develop the skills they felt they needed to acquire in order to achieve their 

own personal goals. Their determination of the skills they needed to acquire in order to 

become successful was influenced by their social surroundings.  

As the youngest in his family, Mathieu had multiple siblings and both of his 

parents to look up to as social role models. His life experiences led him to list numerous 

family members, friends, and acquaintances among those he personally viewed as 

successful individuals. His older siblings, Rene and Elise, and his parents were resources 

for him about life in the professional world and what he should expect when in college. 

Mathieu also often had discussions with Rene and Elise about the process of applying for 

college and what he should focus on when thinking of where they would like to attend 

college. Mathieu stated that his older cousin Abel was an immediate resource on college 

life and an additional person he viewed as an example of success because he was enrolled 
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in an Ivy League University and consistently achieved high academic marks. In addition, 

the DuBois family had lived in their present location for many years. Consistency in 

home locations has been found to be positively supportive in the development of youth 

(Rothstein, 2004).  

On the other hand, Namir was the oldest sibling in his immediate family and had 

experienced multiple home moves in the years following up to the study. Furthermore, he 

had to live through the unfortunate experience of having his father unexpectedly removed 

from his life through deportation back to Haiti. There is no clear explanation for how the 

multiple changes he experienced during that period of his life might have affected his 

social development. However, he repeatedly expressed that he did not view anyone in his 

life as someone he would label as successful. I do believe that some of the unfortunate 

experiences he has lived through may have played at least a small role in his eventual 

determination that no one in his immediate life was successful however I cannot infer that 

those tragic circumstances were absolutely directly related to his conclusion because 

Namir did not explicitly state this. Namir was open to the idea that some of the people he 

knew might be successful but he stated that he did not know their personal goals and as a 

result, he could not confidently say that they were successful. He felt that he could only 

label someone as successful if he knew that they had reached their goals. Over the course 

of the study, he consistently held on to this belief because he felt that everyone in his 

circle was still pursuing goals that they had set for themselves. 

At the beginning of the study, Mathieu spent a great deal of time with his school 

soccer team and the local soccer club he and his brother Mustafa both played in. Mathieu 

desired to go as far as he could, professionally, with soccer. However, if things did not 
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work out with his plans for becoming a professional soccer athlete, he planned to pursue 

a sports related medical career. When asked what skills everyone should have, in general, 

to be successful, Mathieu replied “probably hard work, determination, and I think you 

have to have common sense, and be, like, street smart”. Mathieu viewed common sense 

and street smarts as similar. He believed that having common sense generally required 

you to be able to “just thinking logically.” He told me that one of his teachers repeatedly 

told the students that street smarts were important skills to develop. He repeatedly told 

Mathieu and his classmates “if God gives you lemons, you make lemonade ... use what 

you have, make use of it”. When discussing the skills he personally needed to work on, 

he mentioned “It would probably be working harder, because I procrastinate a lot and just 

being more aggressive and assertive, because I usually, a lot, I hesitate a lot.” In his quest 

to develop the skills he needed in order to achieve his career goal of becoming a 

professional soccer athlete, Mathieu often searched for resources that would provide him 

with the information he needed. He often read articles about how to increase endurance 

while running as well as articles on how to use proper form while exercising. 

I had several discussions with Namir about the goals he had set for himself and he 

consistently stated that he did not have any specific future career goals yet. He could only 

state with certainty that he wanted to live on his own and not in his parents' home when 

he graduated from college. At various times throughout this study, Namir also hinted at 

possible careers as either a comedian or a music sound engineer/producer. However, he 

was not confident in his musical abilities. At one point he had a music studio internship 

in Manhattan working for an older relative, Marcus. He enjoyed spending the day with 

Marcus in the studio and was told that it would be an ongoing internship but he was never 
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invited back. “I was supposed to go to my cousin's music studio every Saturday. He just 

never called. He doesn't call anymore. And every time I call, he just doesn't pick up his 

phone. So I only went that one weekend and I never went again.” Nevertheless, Namir 

believed that an important skill everyone needed in order to be successful is hand 

dexterity, “You gotta know how to use your hands ... if you don't know how to use your 

hands you can't do anything”. He believed this to be true across many professions “If 

you're going to be producer you have to know how to use the buttons. You gotta know 

what you're doing.” In addition, he believed that as a comedian, “you need to be able to 

make motions”. He referred to the gestures made by comedians during their stand up 

shows as important parts of their comedy routines.  

Their Thoughts and Responses to their Media Experiences 

 There were many similarities between the ways Namir and Mathieu thought about 

and responded to their media experiences and the ways other individuals within their 

Internet Generation also thought about and responded to their media experiences. 

Although each participant’s experiences with and around their media interactions were 

varied, the major themes present throughout this study included the need to stay 

connected, the desire for entertainment, and the use of the internet as a source of 

information.  

 The need for connectivity and the expectation that they would also be connected 

was a pattern that appeared throughout my participant’s descriptions and responses to 

various situations with their media. In addition to traditional desktops and laptop 

computers, the Internet Generation owned or lived in families that owned various internet 

enabled devices. Smart phones, tablets, high definition televisions, and the many newer 
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technologies that were released annually, connected to the internet without reliance on 

traditional computers. The internet generation grew accustom to the many internet 

connected media devices that were a major part of their media experiences and were 

frequently disappointed whenever disruptions to their internet connections occurred. The 

Internet Generation displayed a desire to stay connected with others as often as possible 

through all of the media formats they had available to them. However, reports have 

shown that it would be wrong to assume that the Internet Generation spent more time on 

the internet than all other age groupings in American society at the time of this study. The 

time they spent in school classes that did not require and/or did not allow use of 

computers and other internet enabled devices, greatly reduced their opportunities for 

browsing and communicating with others on the internet. Furthermore, those who 

engaged in extracurricular activities did not have large amounts of time for social media 

sites and online video games.  

 The need for entertainment during various times of their lives was a pattern that 

appeared throughout their descriptions and responses to various situations with their 

media. They were vocal about their desire for “fun” activities that kept them occupied 

when they were “bored”. Some also expressed their frustrations with what they labeled as 

cheating when competing against others; however they enjoyed using cheat codes to 

enhance their own individual gaming experiences. The type of entertainment they 

enjoyed comprised of content for a wide range of ages, including those rated as not 

suitable for individuals their age. These included movies with “R”, and “NC-17” ratings, 

music with parental advisory warnings, and video games rated “Mature”. 
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Likewise, the internet was an important source of information for the Internet 

Generation. They used it to find answers on a variety of topics. Fact checking information 

during friendly debates with friends and family often resulted in internet searches. 

Google and Wikipedia were commonly referenced as favorite sources of information 

amongst the participants. Additionally, although YouTube was a source of entertainment 

for this generation, it was surprisingly also referenced as a resource they frequently used 

to seek answers. My participants, in particular, used the internet to learn about various 

types of products. They watched many YouTube videos to learn about upcoming video 

games. YouTube was also their destination for uploaded user-generated content 

demonstrating the newest features and functionality from new technologies such as 

iPhone’s Siri. Besides digital technology, they also used the internet to learn about 

products such as the Jabulani soccer ball that was first introduced by Adidas during the 

2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup. Lastly, the boys all spoke of the internet as a storehouse 

of information they could always refer to when they were curious about a topic but they 

also mentioned that they did not trust some of the internet content they came across. 

Their distrust in media content was not confined to the internet. It also extended to other 

forms of media. At times, they showed some concern over what they believed was an 

inaccurate representation of Black Americans. However, they were less likely to question 

the representations of cultures and ethnicities that were foreign to them, such as Muslims 

and Asian Americans. 
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Implications 

Implications for Theory 

While using sociocultural theory’s overarching idea that all minds are mediated, I 

found that the symbolic tools my participants used to mediate their thoughts about their 

relationships and social success came in three forms:  

 Social Role Models 

 Social Success Narratives 

 Social Communities  

I am grouping these three terms under a new theory: Social Success Mediation Theory.  

Social Success Mediation Theory states that the acquisition of ideas about social 

success and the skills needed to acquire it are formed during media experiences and 

social experiences. This theory also posits that ideas about social success are mediated by 

the social role models, social success narratives and social communities associated with 

those experiences. Social role models are the individuals who were present in my 

participant’s media experiences and social interactions that aided them in coming to an 

understanding of their lives with others as well as an understanding of themselves as 

individuals. Social success narratives are specific forms of social narratives that help 

individuals mediate their understanding of success within their interpersonal and 

intrapersonal relationships. They are interactions between individuals that can be 

described in story form and they are also various experiential moments for one or more 

individuals that can be pondered over during intrapersonal reflections. Social success 

narratives exist in storylines found in all types of media and they are experiences 

individuals live through every day. Social communities are spaces that take on certain 

characteristics and personalities in our mind because of the groups of people or emotional 
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memories we associate with it. Neighborhoods, institutions, cultures, and digital spaces 

are all examples of social communities that exist in the social narratives we reflect back 

on at various times in our lives. Social communities help us reconcile our relationships 

with social role models because we can view them through the additional perspective of 

the environments that helped shape them. 

Additionally, prior to analyzing the production process for Kevin Hart’s Laugh At 

My Pain comedy film and 2K Sports’ NBA 2K11, I created a theoretical framework of the 

production process many developers and designers experience. This theoretical 

framework was formed to help me better understand the social context surrounding the 

media production process. Applying a sociocultural perspective to the media production 

process led me to theorize that communicative media tools are used throughout the media 

production process for the following activities: 

 Intrapersonal processing 

 Interpersonal communication 

 Broadcast communication.  

I now group these three activities under the following theory: Mediated Production 

Activity Theory.  

Mediated Production Activity Theory hypothesizes that the social context 

surrounding the development and experiencing of media products requires the use of 

various tools for intrapersonal processing, interpersonal communication and broadcast 

communication. Communicative media tools that allow for intrapersonal processing are 

those that provide users with mechanisms for thinking, organizing thoughts, and 

reflection. Intrapersonal processing tools are used during the pre-production and 

development phases when producers develop their ideas for a product and need to capture 
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and store their ideas for later reference. Media communication tools used during 

interpersonal communications enables a person to communicate with one or more other 

individuals. Interpersonal communicative tools are used during the pre-production and 

production phases to communicate design ideas or development instructions to other 

designers and developers on a team. Communicative media tools are used to broadcast 

messages from a small number of people to massively large amounts of people. After the 

final product is released and ready for consumption, the media experience it provides can 

be presented to a vast audience if the producers have access to broadcast communicative 

tools. 

My analyses of the products my participants most enjoyed also led me to theorize 

that the following factors each contribute to a product’s potential to support social 

success skills development:  

 Producer’s goals  

 Preliminary Content Research  

 Audience Research 

 Available Resources 

 

If producers want to actively promote social success skills development in their audience, 

they should make it an explicit goal. Their financial and creative goals should be aligned 

with the improvement of their consumers’ social success skills in order to increase the 

chances that their product will successfully achieve this objective. During 

communications about the various features and aspects of the product, designers and 

developers should constantly confirm that they are promoting this goal. Producers should 

conduct preliminary content research to collect information that can be used to help 

create a meaningful media experience for their audience. This will require them to truly 
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understand the content they wish to communicate so that they can break it down into a 

simplified version that can be easily communicated to their audience. Audience research 

is necessary because it allows you to understand your consumers and how to best tailor 

your product for them. This can be achieved through direct communication with the 

target audience or through user experience testing. Lastly, the quality of the product will 

be dependent on the resources available during the design and development phases. 

Subject matter experts and experienced designers are essential when developing quality 

content that can hold the audience’s attention and successfully communicate the 

appropriate messages to them. Distributors are needed so that the product can be 

available to a large number of people. Marketing and advertising resources are required 

in order to make many consumers aware of the product. Most important of all, 

interpersonal media tools that help the different groups communicate with one another as 

they work to achieve the same goal are required. 

Implications for Research 

There is a need for research that will prove, disprove, or improve upon the 

theories I presented in the previous section. Research on Social Success Mediation 

Theory could consist of additional phenomenological studies that would add to the 

perspectives I presented in this dissertation. Every new view presented in these future 

studies would have their own unique aspects while also providing additional perspectives 

from a variety of young students. Further studies could aid us in developing an 

understanding of the various types of social role models, social success narratives and 

social communities that exist in many people’s lives. Initial examples of preliminary 

questions that could be posed during these studies include: 
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 How do bad social role models, social success narratives, and social communities 

negatively affect the development of social success skills? In what ways can they 

positively influence the development of these skills (if possible)? 

 

 How do good social role models, social success narratives, and social 

communities positively affect the development of social success skills? In what 

ways do they negatively influence the development of these skills (if possible)? 

 

Additional details about the processes that are described by Mediated Production 

Activity Theory could be further explored. Studies could be conducted to determine 

which tools are most efficient in various circumstances and scenarios. Investigations into 

the strengths and weaknesses of different products could also be studied alongside the 

quality of the communications that occur during production as well as the 

miscommunication and breakdowns that happen for various other reasons. This would 

require willingness on the part of real world producers to reveal their faults as well as 

willingness and trust on the part of producers who are successful to share their winning 

strategies. 

Lastly, formative and summative research should be conducted on products to make 

explicit the various ways that producer’s goals, preliminary content research, audience 

research, and available resources each contribute to a product’s potential to support social 

success skills development. Formative and summative research already exists to increase 

the entertainment and education aspects of many products. However, both quantitative 

and qualitative studies with explicit goals for improving social success skills 

development can help to provide support for this type of thinking if it can be further 

proved that various forms of media can help with this objective. 
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Implications for Practice 

Realistically, writing multiple papers about theories and studies that prove or 

support the idea of social success skills development in students will not be able to 

provide any support to the battle against the inequality problems our society faces if the 

results from these studies are not applied during the development of real world products. 

Furthermore, guidelines from these studies will only have a realistic chance at helping us 

close the inequality gap in the United States if they are implemented by producers who 

honestly believe that this is a problem that should be addressed. These producers must 

also believe that media is a viable means of providing support for the development of 

social success skills. Otherwise, a product that has these as ostensible goals is doomed to 

fail in helping us before it even reaches pre-production. 

Many sociocultural theories, models, and proven instructional methods that were 

developed with prosocial goals in mind already exist. There may be instances of 

individual successes that have resulted from the application of these theories, models and 

methods. However, income inequality is an infamous topic that can be heard in many of 

today’s discussions because the inequality situation in this country, overall, has worsened 

over the past several decades. Studies, such as this, about the potential for products that 

can promote positive social development cannot help us solve existing social inequality 

problems unless they offer practical suggestions. Socially conscious producers who have 

a desire to create products with positive social development goals need production 

development guidelines that will assist them. With this in mind, I developed Culturally 

Relevant Media Production, a set of criteria media producers can use to produce effective 

instructional entertainment content. It is not only applicable to social success skills 
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development. It can also be used as a guide in the development of any media content that 

has positive sociocultural objectives. Culturally Relevant Media Production requires that 

the following three criteria be observed during the development of all products that have 

prosocial goals for our society: 

1. Instructional Methods and Theories: Make use of proven educational methods 

and theories. The methods and theories chosen by the producer should be those 

that are most appropriate for the specific media format the product will be 

delivered through. 

2. Culturally Conscious Content: The content presented should be accurate and 

respectful of all cultural groups (and when possible, multiple cultural perspectives 

should be provided in a story) 

3. Critical Thinking Skills Support: Include content that supports the development 

of critical thinking skills and helps promote positive self-discovery. 

Limitations 

The amount of data I collected about this interdisciplinary topic was great. 

However, I was unable to discuss every aspect of the participants’ lives because I had 

specific questions that focused this study within the realms of social success skills and 

media.  I had to place the emphasis on the aspects of the data that were most salient to 

these topics and I could only pursue interesting leads into other areas if they were 

relevant to my research interests. Otherwise, this study would have become unwieldy and 

I would have never been able to complete it. 
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Additional subjects would have provided more perspectives to this study. 

However, this would require a team of researchers. Without additional researchers, the 

level of detail I provided for both Namir and Mathieu would be sacrificed. 

Furthermore, the information resources I pored through for chapter 7’s product 

analyses were limited to the readily available resources I could find in the form of 

testimonials, interviews, news reports, and various other media archives. I did not have 

personal access to the producers; therefore I was unable to gather firsthand accounts 

about their production process experiences.  

Lastly, my study was primarily a discussion about the experiences of two male 

students. Chapter 5 occasionally included responses and viewpoints from female 

participants in other youth-centered studies. However, my study’s focal participants were 

both male high students. I believe that incorporating female focal participants into a 

similar study or conducting a study that focused only on two focal female participants 

would yield interesting and important results. 

Last Words 

In a sense, I believe I can conclude with the thought that this study is really an 

exploration about the meaning of life. That may sound like a leap to some but it makes 

sense when you think about how simple an idea it is. Our lives are guided by the things 

(physical, psychological, ideological, etc…) we have been told hold the most importance 

to us and the society we live in. Those things that hold the most importance often define 

what level of success we have achieved if we attain them. The pursuit of those things 

represents the pursuit of success and this pursuit is an ongoing conversation that appears 

in multiple forms throughout our lives. It exists in the media we consume, it can be seen 
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in the games we play as we do our best to win, and it exists in the goals of various 

societies (capitalist, communist, socialist, etc…). Media producers also display a 

continuing effort to create more successful products with each newly released version of 

their products. In all of these areas, the commonality is that there is a driving force 

motivating us to strive for success. Yet, that is where the similarities often end.  

Since success can be defined differently by various groups of individuals, it leads 

me to the thought that this is simply a discussion about our purpose and why we do what 

we do. It is a conversation about why some are viewed as successful while others are 

seen as lost potential or even worse, failures. Cultures, belief systems, and individual 

personalities all influence success, what is defined as success, and the ability to achieve 

success. The differences between each also influence value judgments made about 

individuals within the same group as well as those outside of their group. Although this 

country consists of many cultures, an idealistic middle class White American culture is 

the mainstream culture that our society pushes as the model all should strive for. This 

culture has long been considered the standard by which all other American (sub)cultures 

are judged and as a result, the values of this mythic White American culture is used as 

inspiration for the definition of a successful family. I believe it is an unrealistic to expect 

that all families, including real middle class White families, should attempt to emulate 

this mainstream visual for what a successful family looks like. Interestingly, not all 

families portrayed on television represent this unlikely image. It is naïve to assume that 

success cannot appear in numerous forms. Success should be represented from multiple 

perspectives. However, this is not the way things are and, at this time, the majority of 

successful individuals are often limited to those who fit this mold. The conversation 
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about what it means to truly be successful remains the same because the public discourse 

about success is controlled by those are already considered successful. 

 As a result, most people are unable to participate in most publicly broadcasted 

conversations. They do not have access to resources that would allow them to 

meaningfully and constructively take part in these discourses and they are rarely invited 

to participate. The limited numbers of individuals taking part in the publicly broadcasted 

social discourses are part of small minority and the conversation is often internally 

directed. Yes, there are various ways the public has voiced its dissent (e.g. strikes, 

boycotting, petitions, etc…) or their assent (e.g. voting, fan mail, etc…) but these are all 

forms of responses to an already ongoing conversation. At the moment, the overall 

majority rarely has the ability to directly initiate new conversations.  

Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and several other popular social networking tools 

provide everyone with the means for publicly broadcasting messages to a large audience 

but they are still working from within the existing system that requires advertising and 

marketing in order to make others aware that your broadcast exists. The amount of 

content available from all forms of media is so large that an unadvertised product with no 

marketing plan could be compared to a snowflake in Antarctica. For example, a high 

percentage of user-generated YouTube content is never viewed by a majority of YouTube 

users. Unless it is advertised on the YouTube landing page or some other high traffic 

media source, it rarely reaches the level of viewership that content created by mega 

corporations normally experience.  

Mega corporations with broadcasting power are only accessible by a small 

percentage of the population. As a result, large audiences continue to view and hear the 
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same content from the same small group of individuals repeatedly. Yet nobody wants to 

be lectured to. I personally tune out of a one sided conversation with someone who 

assumes I know less than I do just because of whatever prejudice they have in their mind 

(age, income, race, etc…). Real conversations are the only way constructive dialogues 

can happen. All sides in a conversation need to feel like they have a voice. Groups that 

have been voiceless for long periods of time will understandably be guarded or less 

trusting of groups that have always had center stage and were unwilling to share. 

Additionally, distrust can also exist between struggling groups if the respect for one 

another is not there. However, there can be no progress without an attempt at true 

understanding and real effort.  

This once again brings me back to the initial point about the meaning of life. If an 

individual’s definition of success does not include peaceful coexistence with others, it is 

naïve to expect that they would agree that we as a society should attempt to give 

everyone a chance at the potential to achieve success. This includes commonly defined 

definitions and representations of success and unique cultural definitions of success. If 

one is in a position of power and does not value other cultural perspectives outside of 

their own, they would be less interested in any attempts to close the academic and 

professional achievement gaps that exist between various groups.  

Fortunately, examples of individuals with the ability and willingness to broadcast 

prosocial messages supporting the inclusion of multiple meaningful perspectives in media 

content and the use of positivity to offset the negativity that currently exists between 

various cultural groups in American society do exist. Avatar: The Last Airbenders’s co-

creator, Michael Dante Dimartino, stated “I feel like in real life, there’s women, there’s 
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men, we’re all living together. I don’t know why you wouldn’t [have meaningful women 

and men characters] in a television show” (Avatar: The Last Airbender – The Complete 

Book Three Collection, 2008, Season 3 Bonus DVD, The Women of Avatar: The Last 

Airbender interviews). When the discussing the negative ways some hard-core gamers 

have responded to outsiders who have discriminated against them, Portnow, Floyd, & 

Theus (2011) commented “We don't have to broadcast to the world how different we are. 

Let's just be us. We don't have anything to prove to anyone. We as a community can be 

more and that's all we should be concerned with” (Extra Credit, Season 1, Episode 8 – 

“Gamer”). In conclusion, I end this dissertation with a quote from the late Dwayne 

McDuffie. While discussing the efforts he and his co-founder Denys Cowan made with 

their comic book publishing company Milestone Media, he stated: 

One of the things that we tried to do was present a range of 

characters… different socioeconomics, different 

backgrounds, uh, different ages… as, as much of a range of 

opinions as you can, in a little tiny model of the world. Not 

even as much range as there is in my own family. But, 

certainly more range than we had ever seen in comics 

before where, to that point, all we had seen was, 

Blaxploitation movies of the 70’s, filtered through White 

creators … My own, uh, inclination, was to create comics 

that were more contemporary. Even though it was a fantasy 

world, we wanted it to look like the world we lived in. That 

meant all kinds of people, not just Black people. I didn’t 

want to become the Black version of my criticism of 

mainstream comics. I wanted to create a world that had all 

kinds of people in it.  

(blackherodc, Dwayne McDuffie interview, 2011) 

  

I also share this desire for producing media comprised of individuals, ideas, and 

perspectives from multiple cultures. There is a demand for this type of content from 

viewers of all backgrounds and I imagine that they will also expect to see their cultures 
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respectfully portrayed in meaningfully honest ways. I hope that this study helps to assist 

anyone who is interested in the development of culturally relevant media. 
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Appendix A. Glossary of Terms Discussed  

Culturally Relevant Media Production 

A set of criteria socially conscious media producers can use to produce effective instructional 

entertainment content. 

Culturally Relevant Media Production requires that the following three criteria be observed 

during the development of all products that have prosocial goals for our society: 

1. Instructional Methods and Theories: Make use of proven educational methods and 

theories. The methods and theories chosen by the producer should be those that are most 

appropriate for the specific media format the product will be delivered through. 

2. Culturally Conscious Content: The content presented should be accurate and respectful of 

all cultural groups (and when possible, multiple cultural perspectives should be provided in a 

story) 

3. Critical Thinking Skills Support: Include content that supports the development of critical 

thinking skills and helps promote positive self-discovery. 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

A pedagogy of opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to collective, 

not merely individual empowerment. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy aims to fulfill the following three criteria:  

1. Students must experience academic success.  

2. Students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence. 

3. Students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of 

the current social order. 

Source: Ladson-Billings, G. (1995a). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. American 

Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491. 

Culture 

1. the quality in a person or society that arises from a concern for what is regarded as excellent in 

arts, letters, manners, scholarly pursuits, etc. 

2. that which is excellent in the arts, manners, etc. 

3. a particular form or stage of civilization, as that of a certain nation or period: Greek culture. 

4. development or improvement of the mind by education or training. 

5. the behaviors and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic, or age group: the youth 
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culture; the drug culture. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Culture?s=t 

Edutainment (dictionary.com) 

Television programs, movies, books, etc., that are both educational and entertaining, especially 

those intended primarily for children in the elementary grades. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/edutainment?s=t 

Emotional Intelligence (dictionary.com) 

Skill in perceiving, understanding, and managing emotions and feelings. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Emotional+Intelligence+?s=t 

Ethnicity  

Traits, background, allegiance, or association. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/ethnicity?s=t 

Ethnoracial 

Ethnicity in the U.S. has historically been tied to geographical and national boundaries, but less 

so now. People from various areas of the world have increasingly been grouped together as 

sharing one common ethnicity. Latino’s and Asian’s are examples of many different cultural 

groups from different regions with diverse customs, values, and traditions being included in one 

umbrella ethnic category. Ethnoracial categories are categories in which a cultural group’s 

national heritage and ethnic identity are blended together under one classification system. 

Otherwise known as multiethnic lumping, these categories tend to exclude ethnic options that 

immigrants and American born cultural groups would like to express. 

Source: http://ego.thechicagoschool.edu/s/843/index.aspx?pgid=2342&gid=3 

Identity 

1. The state or fact of remaining the same one or ones, as under varying aspects or conditions: 

The identity of the fingerprints on the gun with those on file provided evidence that he was the 

killer. 

2. The condition of being oneself or itself, and not another: He doubted his own identity. 

3. Condition or character as to who a person or what a thing is: a case of mistaken identity. 

4. The state or fact of being the same one as described. 

5. The sense of self, providing sameness and continuity in personality over time and sometimes 
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disturbed in mental illnesses, as schizophrenia. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/identity?s=t 

Interpersonal Skills 

The set of abilities enabling a person to interact positively and work effectively with others. 

Development of the interpersonal skills of employees is a key goal of training and development 

initiatives for many companies, and is considered a constructive manner in which to handle office 

disputes and other personnel issues. These skills include the areas of communication, listening, 

delegation of tasks and leadership. 

Source: http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/interpersonal-skill.html#ixzz2RhZf5r7w 

Intrapersonal Skills 

Intrapersonal skills are those skills and communications that occur within a person's own mind, 

and are not to be confused with interpersonal skills, which refer to interactions with other people 

or personalities. Intrapersonal skills initiate an appropriate reaction and attitude because of 

positive internal dialogue, occurring within the mind. Meditation, prayer, visualization and 

affirmations are amongst the intrapersonal techniques that people use to sort out and evaluate 

situations and proposals. Awareness of your personal inner dialogue is the first step to improving 

your intrapersonal skills. 

Source: http://www.ehow.com/info_8543335_intrapersonal-skills.html#ixzz2RhaEJqfl 

Media 

1. a plural of medium. 

2. the means of communication, as radio and television, newspapers, and magazines, that reach or 

influence people widely. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/media?s=t 

Media Consumption 

Media consumption or media diet is the sum of information and entertainment media taken in by 

an individual or group. It includes activities such as interacting with new media; reading books 

and magazines; watching television and film; listening to radio; and so on. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/medium?s=t 

Media Content 

In media production and publishing, content is information and experiences that may provide 

value for an end-user/audience in specific contexts. Content may be delivered via any medium 

such as the internet, television, and audio CDs, as well as live events such as conferences and 

stage performances. The word is used to identify and quantify various formats and genres of 



313 

 

 

 

information as manageable value-adding components of media. 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Content_(media) 

Media Format 

The various forms that media can be presented and/or delivered in. Examples include (but are not 

limited to) print formats, digital formats, cartoon formats, movie formats, audio formats, etc… 

Media Production 

The act of creating media content and crafting it for one or more media formats. 

Media Product 

Media content that has been packaged and crafted into one or more media formats and made 

available for media consumption. 

Mediated Production Activity Theory 

Mediated Production Activity Theory hypothesizes that the social context surrounding the 

development and experiencing of media products requires the use of various tools for 

intrapersonal processing, interpersonal communication and broadcast communication. 

Medium (dictionary.com) 

1. a middle state or condition; mean. 

2. something intermediate in nature or degree. 

3. an intervening substance, as air, through which a force acts or an effect is produced. 

4. the element that is the natural habitat of an organism. 

5. surrounding objects, conditions, or influences; environment.  

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/medium?s=t 

Multicultural (dictionary.com) 

of, pertaining to, or representing several different cultures or cultural elements 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/multicultural?&o=100074&s=t 

Multicultural Awareness 

Multicultural Awareness is a greater understanding, sensitivity, and appreciation of the history, 

values, experiences, and lifestyles of groups that include, but, are not limited to: 

 Race 

 Ethnicity 
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 Gender 

 Sexual Orientation 

 Religious Affiliation 

 Socio-economic Status 

 Mental/Physical Abilities 

Source: http://ucc.nd.edu/self-help/multicultural-awareness/ 

 

Multicultural Education 

a set of strategies and materials in U.S. education that were developed to assist teachers to 

respond to the many issues created by rapidly changing demographics of their students. It 

provides students knowledge about the histories, cultures, and contributions of diverse groups. 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multicultural_education 

Non-cognitive Skills 

Non-cognitive skills include interpersonal skills, persistence, communication skills and other 

"soft" skills that are not objectively measured. Some individuals do not develop these skills early 

on in life. But fortunately, these skills can be learned. 

Source: http://www.ehow.com/info_8410447_definition-noncognitive-

skills.html#ixzz2RjinSOH2 

People Skills 

The ability to deal with, influence, and communicate with other people. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/people+skills?s=t 

Psychological Internal Identity 

“An individual’s self-perception in relation to their experiences and the world.” 

Source: Boyd, D. (2002). Faceted id/entity: Managing representation in a digital world. 

 

Psychology 

1. the science of the mind or of mental states and processes. 

2. the science of human and animal behavior. 

3. the sum or characteristics of the mental states and processes of a person or class of persons, or 

of the mental states and processes involved in a field of activity: the psychology of a soldier; the 

psychology of politics. 
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4. mental ploys or strategy: He used psychology on his parents to get a larger allowance.  

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Psychology?s=t 

Social 

1. pertaining to, devoted to, or characterized by friendly companionship or relations: a social club. 

2. seeking or enjoying the companionship of others; friendly; sociable; gregarious. 

3. of, pertaining to, connected with, or suited to polite or fashionable society: a social event. 

4. living or disposed to live in companionship with others or in a community, rather than in 

isolation: People are social beings. 

5. of or pertaining to human society, especially as a body divided into classes according to status: 

social rank. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/social?s=t 

Social Communities 

Spaces that take on certain characteristics and personalities in our mind because of the groups of 

people or emotional memories we associate with them. Neighborhoods, institutions, cultures, and 

digital spaces are all examples of social communities that exist in the social narratives we reflect 

back on at various times in our lives. Social communities help us reconcile our relationships with 

social role models because we can view them through the additional perspective of the 

environments that helped shape them. 

Social Identity 

A person’s sense of who they are based on their group membership(s). 

Source: http://www.simplypsychology.org/social-identity-theory.html 

Social Identity Theory 

The central hypothesis of social identity theory is that group members of an in-group will seek to 

find negative aspects of an out-group, thus enhancing their self-image. 

Source: http://www.simplypsychology.org/social-identity-theory.html 

Social Intelligence 

The ability to form rewarding relationships with other people. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Social%20Intelligence?&o=100074&s=t 
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Social Narratives 

Interactions between characters and the different roles they play in social situations.  

Social Psychology 

The psychological study of social behavior, especially of the reciprocal influence of the 

individual and the group with which the individual interacts. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/social%20psychology?&o=100074&s=t 

Social Role Models 

Individuals who were present in my participant’s media experiences and social interactions that 

aided them in coming to an understanding of their lives with others as well as an understanding of 

themselves as individuals. 

Social Success Mediation Theory 

Social Success Mediation Theory states that the acquisition of ideas about social success and the 

skills needed to acquire it are formed during media experiences and social experiences. This 

theory also posits that ideas about social success are mediated by the social role models, social 

success narratives and social communities associated with those experiences. 

Social Success Narratives 

Specific forms of social narratives that help individuals mediate their understanding of success 

within their interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships. They are interactions between 

individuals that can be described in story form and serve as models of behaviors that we can learn 

from. They are also various experiential moments for one or more individuals that can be 

pondered over during intrapersonal reflections. Social success narratives exist in storylines found 

in all types of media and they are experiences individuals live through every day. 

Social Success Skills 

All of the skills included when discussing individuals’ social, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and 

emotional intelligences. They are especially important because they increase an individual’s 

potential for success in society. 

Sociology 

The science or study of the origin, development, organization, and functioning of human society; 

the science of the fundamental laws of social relations, institutions, etc. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Sociology?s=t 
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Stereotypes 

A set of inaccurate, simplistic generalizations about a group that allows others to categorize them 

and treat them accordingly 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Stereotypes?&o=100074&s=t 

Success 

1. the favorable or prosperous termination of attempts or endeavors; the accomplishment of one's 

goals. 

2. the attainment of wealth, position, honors, or the like. 

3. a performance or achievement that is marked by success, as by the attainment of honors: The 

play was an instant success. 

4. a person or thing that has had success, as measured by attainment of goals, wealth, etc.: She 

was a great success on the talk show. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/success?s=t 

  



318 

 

 

 

Appendix B. List of Media Discussed 

16 and Pregnant 

24 

2K Sports' NBA 2K series 

A Different World  

American Girl  

Anyoné 

Blokhedz 

Boy’s Life  

Brotherhood of Man (1945) 

Chappelle Show 

Coal Black and the Sebben Dwarfs 

Coomacka Island 

CSI: Crime Scene Investigations  

Disney's DuckTales 

Disney's Toontown 

Call of Duty  

Dykes to Watch Out For 

EA Sports' NBA Live 

EA Sports' FIFA  

ESPN 

ESPNRise.com 

Facebook 

Family Guy 

Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids  

Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) 

Google.com 

Grand Theft Auto 

Harry Potter 

Homeland 

I'm a Grown Little Big Man 

iMac 

iPad 

iPhone 

iPod 

Jabulani soccer ball 

Jersey Shore 

Kevin Hart: Seriously Funny 

Kick-Ass 

Laugh at My Pain 

Luke Cage, Hero for Hire 

Madden NFL  

Major League Soccer (MLS) 

Martin Lawrence’s Live: Runteldat  

MediaTakeout.com 

Men's Health 

Microsoft XBox 360 

Microsoft XBox Live 

mostfungames.com  

MSGVarsity 
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MTV 

National Basketball Association 

Netflix 

Nickelodeon's Avatar: The Last Airbender  

Nintendo DS 

Nintendo Wii 

Our Gang 

Percy Jackson  

PerezHilton.com 

PlayStation Online Store  

Pokémon 

Project X 

Rocky 3 

Saint's Row 

Seriously Funny 

Sesame Street 

Seventeen 

Sim City 2000 

Simpsons 

Siri 

Snow White and Seven Dwarves  

Sony PlayStation3 

Sony PlayStation Network 

Spiderman 

Steam 

Tarzan 

The Birth of a Nation 

The Cosby Show  

The Electric Company 

The Hangover 

The Hip Hop Man 

The New Rules of Lifting: Six Basic Moves for Maximum Muscle 

The Suze Orman Show 

TMZ 

Tom & Jerry 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Wikipedia 

Wolverine 

World of Warcraft 

X-Men 

YouTube 

 




