PRESENTATION CONTENT
●

●

●
●

Elements of the Essay
○ Motive: Many people assume young African Americans become involved in
gangs because of their violent or deceptive tendencies, and I want to prove this
is not the case.
○ Stance: The simple poetry reveals my stance -- this is the simple and
unequivocal truth.
○ Thesis: Young African Americans become involved in gangs because they are
given so few opportunities for advancement as a result of systemic racism, which
manifests itself in many ways.
○ Key terms: from Jay-Z’s text
○ Analysis: to appear in tile descriptions
○ Assumptions: related to motive, about the nature of black men in America
○ Sources: Decoded, also heavily influenced by O’Kane and partially by Lupsha
○ Evidence: The artwork symbolically depicts the reality of some young African
Americans and acts as the evidence.
○ Stitching: The figure in the bottom left corner, as well as his confinement to
darkness, persists in each tile, showing the silencing and inhibiting effect of each
of the oppressions the tiles depict.
○ Rhetorical Structural Moves:
■ Agreeing with a difference: I agree with the assertions Jay-Z makes
through the retelling of his story, but respond with my poetry, which offers
its own assertions in each tile (these either reveal the basis for Jay-Z’s
experience or say something greater about the experience of some young
African Americans).
■ Illustration: the drawings provide a symbolic illustration of the themes in
the text, supporting the assertions made by and about the poetry.
■ Reiteration: I reiterate and reuse the key terms from Jay-Z’s text, using
them to make new assertions about the experience of some young
African Americans.
■ Expansion: In some of the tiles (name these in tile descriptions), I reflect
on Jay-Z’s text through the poetry and the artwork.
○ Style: The style of my artwork is hyperbolic, drawing attention to phenomena on
a greater level and revealing the contrasts and contradictions that characterize
the experiences of some young African Americans.
Hook: My hook is the bright and deliberately contrasting colors in the mosaic. This is
because these colors attract the viewer’s attention (and certainly would if the viewer
were viewing this mosaic at a museum or gallery).
Focus: limit to African American men
Organization: speak on ordering, The tiles are deliberately presented as part of a larger
mosaic to show that all of these forms of disenfranchisement and racism act together to
oppress young African Americans and cause them to become involved with gangs.
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●

●
●
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Additionally, many young African Americans experience racism at different times and in
different ways, but are all broadly affected by the five tile themes.
A-C-E: My assertion in each tile is the form of disenfranchisement I refer to. My citation
is the poetry, which is taken from the source text. My evidence is the artwork, which
depicts the symbolic reality of life for some young African Americans.
Synthesis: In these tiles, I synthesize O’Kane and Jay-Z’s texts. (details about synthesis
in tile descriptions)
“They Say, I Say”: Jay-Z’s text acts as the primary “They Say” text. This is because my
assertions (and my poetry and artwork) are “I Say” responses to Jay-Z’s text on the
selected pages from his book. O’Kane’s text acts as a second “They Say” text because I
am expanding upon O’Kane’s argument that people take the crooked ladder because
they are forced to -- I am saying that this not only applies to immigrant gangsters, but
also to members of urban street gangs and young African Americans today in general.
Counterargument & Refutation: In many of these tiles, it seems as though the figure is
separated by only a short distance (literally and metaphorically) from the things he
desires. This is a counter argument and reflects the Horatio Alger-inspired (O’Kane) idea
that disenfranchised people can overcome their circumstances if they only work hard
enough. However, the harsh contrast between the colors as well as the hard lines
between the darker and the lighter colors in the tiles shows that the boundary between
the current experience of young African Americans and the experience they dream of is
impenetrable given the disenfranchisement that these young African Americans
experience.
Diction: chosen from Jay-Z’s text…
Lens Texts: Decoded and O’Kane
Writing strong introductions: format/presentation introduction
Writing strong conclusions: format/presentation conclusion
Quotation Weaving: poems woven in with artwork
Revision: speak on poetry development process/decisions about ordering and
presentation that changed throughout the creative process

Analysis of added tiles (do not appear on written notes):
Tile: “We aspire…”
● Cover up racist history
● Don’t see racism in these times (refuse to see it)
● Government neglect
● Art idea: tall bottle, clocks/time
● Racism manifested as neglect
● Yellow and black
Tile: “Nobody / in America…”
● Lack of belief in the dreams of black people
● Still “pioneers” in many fields
● Always separate (on the streets) from truly successful people (glass ceiling)
● Barriers to advancement

●
●

Art idea: thought bubble (bright, green), person shrouded in darkness (like other tiles)
Racism manifested as barriers to advancement

PRELIMINARY ORDER OF PRESENTATION: Mimics the order of an essay
●

●
●

●

●

●

●

(writing) good introduction
○ Hook and explanation
○ Lens texts (how they enlighten)
■ “They Say, I Say”
○ Key terms
○ Motive
■ Assumptions
○ Stance
○ Focus
○ Thesis
Organization… Transition to tiles
TILE 1
○ Analysis
○ Synthesis
○ A-C-E (Quotation Weaving?)
○ RSMs
○ Diction
TILE 2
○ Analysis
○ Synthesis
○ A-C-E (Quotation Weaving?)
○ RSMs
○ Diction
TILE 3
○ Analysis
○ Synthesis
○ A-C-E (Quotation Weaving?)
○ RSMs
○ Diction
TILE 4
○ Analysis
○ Synthesis
○ A-C-E (Quotation Weaving?)
○ RSMs
○ Diction
TILE 5
○ Analysis
○ Synthesis
○ A-C-E (Quotation Weaving?)

●
●
●
●
●

○ RSMs
○ Diction
Counterargument & Refutation (big, overarching)
Stitching
Style
Revision
(writing) good conclusion
○ Takeaway
○ Stakes

PRESENTATION SCRIPT/GUIDE:
The intended experience of viewing this mosaic mimics the structure of an argument essay.
First, we’ll begin with the introduction. The viewer is compelled to walk over to this mosaic in an
imaginary gallery because of the bright colors, which serve as the hook. These colors attract
the viewer’s attention as they would in a museum or gallery. When you first glance at the tiles
and the poetry, you can see that the poetry text is taken from the text of Jay-Z’s book, Decoded.
This text serves as the lens text for my argument. Through studying Decoded, which recounts
Jay-Z’s experience as a black man in America, we can develop a perspective through which to
view the poetry. More simply, because we understand Decoded and the experience of some
black men in America whose experience Jay-Z portrays, we can understand the implications of
the poetry that is taken from this text, which seeks to either expand upon Jay-Z’s ideas or
provide the viewer with a deeper understanding of Jay-Z’s ideas depending on the specific tile.
Thus, Jay-Z’s text acts as the primary “They Say” text. This is because my assertions,
made through my poetry and artwork, are “I Say” responses to Jay-Z’s text on the selected
pages from his book. O’Kane’s text acts as a second “They Say” text because I am expanding
upon O’Kane’s argument that people take the crooked ladder because they are forced to -- I am
saying that this not only applies to immigrant gangsters, but also to members of urban street
gangs and young black men today in general. My argument, then, is informed by both Decoded
and O’Kane’s text as sources, and uses Decoded and the experiences Jay-Z outlines in it as
evidence for the claims made in each tile.
The key terms for my argument are taken from the Decoded text. I chose key terms
from the selected pages of Jay-Z’s text and used them to form the poetry. Because of this, the
key terms for each tile differ. However, they are generally united by the themes of contrast and
resilience. The key terms I chose for each poem show that the diction in each poem is carefully
chosen through careful analysis of each passage from Decoded. I had many words at my
disposal with which to make claims and respond to Jay-Z’s text, but chose the ones that appear
in the poem specifically for their symbolic significance and punchiness, which contributes to my
strong stance.
Many people assume young black men become involved in gangs because of their
violent or deceptive tendencies (in short, people say that it is the nature of young black men to
be criminal), and I want to prove this is not the case. This is my motive, which addresses

prejudiced assumptions about young black men’s inherent criminality and deviance. My stance
is revealed in my poetry, which is generally unornamented and unembellished. Through this
deliberately concise poetry, I reveal my stance that the truths conveyed in the poetry and the
artwork are simple and unequivocal, and that my stance is therefore unmoving and strong. The
focus of my argument is narrow, confined only to the experience of young, black, American
men. This is because of the unique relationship that this group of people has to gangs, which I
want to explore through this argument. My thesis, which is supported by my motive, stance,
and focus, is that young black men become involved in gangs in America because they are
given so few opportunities for advancement as a result of systemic racism.
The organization of the argument is equally deliberate. The tiles are presented as part
of a larger mosaic to show that all of these forms of disenfranchisement and racism act together
to oppress young black men in America and cause them to become involved with gangs.
Additionally, many young black men experience racism at different times and in different ways,
but are all broadly affected by the five tile themes. These tiles are ordered in this way to show
causation as well as provide opportunities for synthesis. The first two tiles address creativity and
prosperity, which struggle to exist in conjunction with systemic racism. These tiles are
synthesized to show that while some young black men escape the crooked-ladder lifestyle of
crime and gang involvement, many more cannot. The next two tiles address the government’s
broad role in the oppression of young black men as well as the maintenance of systemic racism.
When these tiles are synthesized, we can see that the hope many young black Americans
developed when Obama was elected is fleeting because of the reality of the entrenched racism
in our country. The fifth tile comes last because it offers a claim about gang involvement as a
natural result of the forms of oppression and disenfranchisement outlined in the other four tiles.
Systemic racism, therefore, causes young black men become involved in gangs.
In each tile, my assertion is that the type of disenfranchisement or lack of opportunity
that each tile represents contributes to the systemic racism that leads to young black men’s
involvement in gangs. My citation is the poetry, which is formed from the key terms of Jay-Z’s
text. Finally, my explanation is in the artwork, which provides a symbolic representation of the
reality of life for some young black men in America and is informed by both Decoded and
O’Kane’s text. In this way, each tile contains the elements of an A-C-E paragraph and uses
quotation weaving to weave the text of the poetry in with the artwork. Further, each tile is
designed with the intention to use the RSM “Agree… with a difference.” I agree with the
assertions Jay-Z makes through the retelling of his story, but respond with my poetry, which
offers its own assertions in each tile (these either reveal the basis for Jay-Z’s experience or say
something greater about the experience of some young African Americans). Additionally, I use
the RSM “Illustration”: the artwork in each tile provides a symbolic example of the themes in the
text, supporting the assertions made by and about the poetry. And finally, I use the RSM
“Reiteration” by reusing the key terms from Jay-Z’s text to make new assertions about the
experience of many young black men in America.
The first tile addresses Jay-Z’s own hopeful story. The key terms for this tile are “angel,”
“space,” and “kids in Brooklyn.” The analysis of this tile is as follows: Jay-Z is the angel who
represents one of the few young black men who overcome the racism that forces them to
choose the crooked ladder and stay on it throughout their lives. The gold figure, who is gold
because of his value and power even in such darkness, represents an anonymous young black

American man. He will appear in each tile. Through juxtaposing the dark gray environment of
the figure (which represents his involvement with gangs due to the systemic racism and
oppression that work against him) with the bright and cheerful yellow and orange colors (which
represent the lights of Broadway, rap concerts, and a generally prosperous urban lifestyle), I
emphasize the division between poverty/disenfranchisement and the life of creativity and
prosperity so few young black men get to live. Jay-Z is one of the few who get access to these
spaces, while other people like him are rejected from them. The rising music notes, whose
rhythms become more complicated, symbolize Jay-Z’s rise to prosperity and creativity through
his music. Finally, the religious imagery in this poem, which appears in the rapping angel and
the Lord who is knowing, draws attention to the injustice of this situation and suggest that
redemption must be forthcoming.
The second tile addresses the more common experience of young black men in
America, who continue to struggle against poverty and oppression like pioneers. The key terms
for this tile are “America,” “dreams,” “streets,” and “pioneers.” The analysis of this tile is as
follows: when we synthesize these tiles, we can see that unlike Jay-Z, many of these men have
dreams that they never realize because of the systemic racism that works against their creativity
and ambition and positions them as inherently criminal and hopeless. The color green
represents prosperity, as it is reminiscent of the green color of money and abundance and
growth of springtime. While the gold figure dreams of this prosperity and achieving his dreams,
he remains shrouded in darkness -- he is prevented from reaching these dreams because of the
systemic racism and oppression that holds him back. He must, therefore, make do with the
living he can make through becoming involved in gangs. Just as this figure is separate from his
dreams and the life he truly wants to live, so too are young black men on the streets from
successful and privileged people who lead privileged and prosperous lives.
The third tile addresses the hope many young black Americans experienced when
Obama was elected, but reveals the reality that they continue to experience political
disenfranchisement -- just because we elect a black president does not mean racism no longer
exists. The key terms for this tile are “black,” “elected,” and “lose.” The analysis of this tile is as
follows: the poetry represents the excitement and hope of some young black Americans after
the election of Obama. He looks like them and organized communities in poverty-stricken urban
areas that resembled the areas many of them grew up in. However, it is through considering the
artwork that surrounds the poetry that we can understand the whole picture: the gold figure
remains shrouded in darkness, living a life of criminality because of the forces of systemic
racism and oppression that act against him. While he celebrates the election with fireworks and
excitement from his disenfranchised position, the American flag, which represents the American
government, remains whitewashed. Though we had a black president, most of our government
is made up of white men. Though we had a black president, corruption leads to the political
disenfranchisement of black Americans. The flag’s immovability and rigidness represents the
truth that this system of white control in government is so well-established and maintained that it
is virtually impossible for marginalized groups such as young black men to become involved in
government today.
The fourth tile uses the RSM “Expansion” to explore another angle of the claim made by
the third tile, revealing the implications of such political disenfranchisement. The key terms for
this tile are “aspire,” “heat,” “bottled up,” and “history.” The analysis of this tile is as follows: the

poetry reveals the disparities between the dreams of some young black men, which include
prosperity and stability, and America’s actual treatment of them. Instead of achieving their goals,
they are silenced and forgotten (as they were in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which JayZ’s text describes). The color yellow in this tile takes on a new, ironic meaning. Instead of
cheerfulness and light, it is meant to represent the oppressive heat of the sun on those stranded
by the hurricane as well as the oppression of these people through systemic racism and
government neglect. This oppression keeps the gold figure in darkness and in a life of
criminality. When synthesized with the tile before it, this tile shows the implications of political
disenfranchisement. Young black men such as Jay-Z and their communities are quite literally
left to die, as they were in the aftermath of the hurricane. They are left to succumb to crime and
poverty because they cannot overcome the power of the oppressive forces that work against
them.
The final tile explains that involvement in gangs, as a result of oppression and systemic
racism, becomes a viable and even secure way of life for many young black men in America.
They key terms for this tile are “graveyard,” “hopeless,” “places like Marcy,” and “control.” The
analysis of this tile is as follows: the poetry reveals that even though this life of crime is
dangerous and sometimes fatal, gangs offer security and belonging that young black men
sometimes need to survive and cope with their lack of opportunity. The calming colors blue and
purple contrast with the ominous gravestones in which the gold figure is concealed, revealing
the truth that while being a black man in a poor community in America is dangerous, gang
involvement offers some measure of peace and control over the outcome of the events of one’s
own life. Even if young black men cannot control the trigger fingers of white cops, they can
control their own streets and their own community. Although they cannot control whether they
live or die, they can control the security they have during their lives.
The counterargument for my argument is represented by the proximity of young black
men to the success, prosperity, security, or hope they dream of. In many of these tiles, it seems
as though the figure is separated by only a short distance (literally and metaphorically) from the
things he desires. This reflects the Horatio Alger-inspired idea, which O’Kane reveals, that
disenfranchised people can overcome their circumstances if they only work hard enough.
However, the harsh contrast between the colors as well as the hard lines between the darker
and the lighter colors in the tiles show that the boundary between the current experience of
young black men in America and the experience they dream of is impenetrable given the
disenfranchisement that they experience. These contrasts and hard lines, then, constitute my
refutation.
Through these tiles, I employed the elements of an argument essay. First, I use
stitching through the gold figure. This figure, as well as his confinement to darkness, persists in
each tile, showing the silencing and inhibiting effect of each of the oppressions the tiles depict
and connecting the claims made in each tile to the thesis. Next, the style that appears in written
arguments manifests itself through the artwork in each tile. The style of my artwork is
hyperbolic, drawing attention to phenomena on a greater level and utilizing symbolism to reveal
the contrasts and contradictions that characterize the experiences of some young black men in
America. Finally, to create this argument, I used revision at several stages. For the poems, I
picked out several key terms from each passage, wrote poems using those, and then chose
which poem was the most effective for the argument I wanted to convey in each tile.

Additionally, I revised the organization of my argument. I planned originally to present the tiles
individually, but decided that it was better present them as part of a greater whole because of
the complexity of the oppressive forces that act on young black men in America.
In the conclusion portion of this viewing experience, when we step away again to see
these tiles as part of a larger, more complicated mosaic, we can see that the takeaway is that
diverse forces and forms of oppression act on young black men to lead them to lives of crime
and gang involvement and that we must understand the interwoven and interrelated nature of
these oppressions in order to understand the degree to which racism in America is entrenched
into our systems. No one force acts alone, and none can be fully eradicated without dismantling
the prejudice that holds all of these forces together. Finally, we can see that the stakes are high:
America’s racism is a complex monster that is seemingly impenetrable and immovable. Failure
to take down this monster will result in the continued oppression of young black men and the
continuation of systemic racism, which leads many of these men to become involved in gangs.

TILE DESCRIPTIONS ONLY:
The first tile addresses Jay-Z’s own hopeful story. The key terms for this tile are “angel,”
“space,” and “kids in Brooklyn.” Jay-Z is the angel who represents one of the few young black
men who overcome the racism that forces them to choose the crooked ladder and stay on it
throughout their lives. The gold figure, who is gold because of his value and power even in such
darkness, represents an anonymous young black American man. He will appear in each tile.
Through juxtaposing the dark gray environment of the figure (which represents his involvement
with gangs due to the systemic racism and oppression that work against him) with the bright and
cheerful yellow and orange colors (which represent the lights of Broadway, rap concerts, and a
generally prosperous urban lifestyle), I emphasize the division between
poverty/disenfranchisement and the life of creativity and prosperity so few young black men get
to live. Jay-Z is one of the few who get access to these spaces, while other people like him are
rejected from them. The rising music notes, whose rhythms become more complicated,
symbolize Jay-Z’s rise to prosperity and creativity through his music. Finally, the religious
imagery in this poem, which appears in the rapping angel and the Lord who is knowing, draws
attention to the injustice of this situation and suggest that redemption must be forthcoming.
The second tile addresses the more common experience of young black men in
America, who continue to struggle against poverty and oppression like pioneers. The key terms
for this tile are “America,” “dreams,” “streets,” and “pioneers.” When we synthesize these tiles,
we can see that unlike Jay-Z, many of these men have dreams that they never realize because
of the systemic racism that works against their creativity and ambition and positions them as
inherently criminal and hopeless. The color green represents prosperity, as it is reminiscent of
the green color of money and abundance and growth of springtime. While the gold figure
dreams of this prosperity and achieving his dreams, he remains shrouded in darkness -- he is
prevented from reaching these dreams because of the systemic racism and oppression that
holds him back. He must, therefore, make do with the living he can make through becoming

involved in gangs. Just as this figure is separate from his dreams and the life he truly wants to
live, so too are young black men on the streets from successful and privileged people who lead
privileged and prosperous lives.
The third tile addresses the hope many young black Americans experienced when
Obama was elected, but reveals the reality that they continue to experience political
disenfranchisement -- just because we elect a black president does not mean racism no longer
exists. The key terms for this tile are “black,” “elected,” and “lose.” The poetry represents the
excitement and hope of some young black Americans after the election of Obama. He looks like
them and organized communities in poverty-stricken urban areas that resembled the areas
many of them grew up in. However, it is through considering the artwork that surrounds the
poetry that we can understand the whole picture: the gold figure remains shrouded in darkness,
living a life of criminality because of the forces of systemic racism and oppression that act
against him. While he celebrates the election with fireworks and excitement from his
disenfranchised position, the American flag, which represents the American government,
remains whitewashed. Though we had a black president, most of our government is made up of
white men. Though we had a black president, corruption leads to the political
disenfranchisement of black Americans. The flag’s immovability and rigidness represents the
truth that this system of white control in government is so well-established and maintained that it
is virtually impossible for marginalized groups such as young black men to become involved in
government today.
The fourth tile uses the RSM “Expansion” to explore another angle of the claim made by
the third tile, revealing the implications of such political disenfranchisement. The key terms for
this tile are “aspire,” “heat,” “bottled up,” and “history.” The poetry reveals the disparities
between the dreams of some young black men, which include prosperity and stability, and
America’s actual treatment of them. Instead of achieving their goals, they are silenced and
forgotten (as they were in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which Jay-Z’s text describes). The
color yellow in this tile takes on a new, ironic meaning. Instead of cheerfulness and light, it is
meant to represent the oppressive heat of the sun on those stranded by the hurricane as well as
the oppression of these people through systemic racism and government neglect. This
oppression keeps the gold figure in darkness and in a life of criminality. When synthesized with
the tile before it, this tile shows the implications of political disenfranchisement. Young black
men such as Jay-Z and their communities are quite literally left to die, as they were in the
aftermath of the hurricane. They are left to succumb to crime and poverty because they cannot
overcome the power of the oppressive forces that work against them.
The final tile explains that involvement in gangs, as a result of oppression and systemic
racism, becomes a viable and even secure way of life for many young black men in America.
They key terms for this tile are “graveyard,” “hopeless,” “places like Marcy,” and “control.” The
poetry reveals that even though this life of crime is dangerous and sometimes fatal, gangs offer
security and belonging that young black men sometimes need to survive and cope with their
lack of opportunity. The calming colors blue and purple contrast with the ominous gravestones
in which the gold figure is concealed, revealing the truth that while being a black man in a poor

community in America is dangerous, gang involvement offers some measure of peace and
control over the outcome of the events of one’s own life. Even if young black men cannot control
the trigger fingers of white cops, they can control their own streets and their own community.
Although they cannot control whether they live or die, they can control the security they have
during their lives.

