
The face of education in Houston is changing. 
Since 2018, the Reading With A Rapper (RWAR) 
program has helped improve student learning 
outcomes through its edutainment-based 

pedagogy, blending technology with socially conscious 
hip-hop lyrics. According to program data, RWAR has 
driven a 70% increase in standardized test scores, a 
90% improvement in social-emotional learning, and 
a 90% increase in attendance among participating 
students. Now, RWAR co-founders Jarren Small and 
Douglas Johnson are building on that success with the 
launch of Star Academy, a six-week program designed to 
reimagine the school-to-career pathway.

The initiative offi  cially debuted with the Star Academy 
Community Tour, a two-day kickoff  designed to introduce 
the program’s mission and curriculum directly to the 
community. The tour launched Dec. 16 at the CoolxDad 
headquarters in Fifth Ward with an informational meet-up 
and live classroom-style demonstration, before continuing 
Dec. 17 at Burger Bodega on Washington Avenue for a 
community pop-up tied to the program’s broader outreach 
eff orts. Across both events, attendees connected with the 
Reading With A Rapper team and gained deeper insight 
into Star Academy’s vision and approach to education.

Founded by Kevin Barnett, CoolxDad empowers 
fathers through fi nancial security, mental health, 
community service, and self-esteem. By launching the Star 
Academy Community Tour at CoolxDad’s headquarters in 
the East River district of Fifth Ward, Star Academy placed 
education within a broader cultural ecosystem rooted in 
fatherhood and community. Beyond shared values, the 
collaboration is also functional: the CoolxDad space will 
serve as one of four Star Academy locations. On Dec. 
16, the site hosted an interactive presentation detailing 
RWAR’s origins, its educational approach, and how co-
founders Jarren Small and Douglas Johnson helped create 

and defi ne the edutainment space.
Reading With A Rapper CEO Jarren Small opened 

the program with an overview of RWAR’s history. He 
and co-founder and COO Douglas Johnson launched the 
nonprofi t Legends Do Live in 2013 to fund and support 
underserved youth. On the business side, their company 
Ed.ENT—short for Educational Entertainment—
focuses on educating, entertaining, and evolving through 
innovation, culture, and technology. One of its key tools is 
CPs, or Curriculum Projects, a form of streaming content 
that can be commercially licensed and used as educational 
curriculum. CPs include music, audiobooks, comic books, 
short fi lms, and TV shows. Musical CPs are produced 
in-house through Ed.ENT, creating original music that 
becomes part of the RWAR curriculum.

Within the Reading With A Rapper program, students 
analyze socially conscious hip-hop lyrics to identify 
literary devices such as similes and metaphors, then create 
their own original work in the form of a poem, essay, or 
song. At the conclusion of the program, each student 
presents their work to the class, followed by a surprise 
appearance from the artist whose music they studied, 
off ering insight into the inspiration behind the project. 
Lost & Found by Houston-based rapper BuddieRoe holds 
special signifi cance as Reading With A Rapper’s fi rst-
ever Curriculum Project, setting the foundation for the 
program’s edutainment-based approach.

Following a short video featuring student testimonials, 
RWAR Dean of Instruction D’Juan Hych led attendees 
through a live classroom-style demonstration. Audience 
members learned to defi ne terms like metaphor—a 
comparison that does not use “like” or “as”—and 
hyperbole, or exaggeration for emphasis. Together, 
they analyzed BuddieRoe’s lyrics onscreen to identify 
examples of both. BuddieRoe was present to answer 
questions, including one posed by Small: “Why did 
you choose to go this route, even though you’ve been 
successful commercially?”

“The simple answer is to make a diff erence,” 
BuddieRoe said. He refl ected on his childhood, which 
included attending both underserved and prominent 
schools. In fi fth grade, a close friend was killed in his 
neighborhood, prompting his mother to send him to a 
predominantly white suburban school about 35 minutes 
away. The transition created culture shock and made it 
diffi  cult for him to engage academically. “I didn’t really 
have the capacity to tune into what school had to off er,” he 
admitted. “Once I discovered myself through music and 
my purpose, I knew that was what I wanted to bring to the 
table—helping people fi nd themselves.”

Johnson then introduced Star Academy, a six-week, 
cohort-based literacy program serving elementary, 
middle, and high school students. Beginning in March, 
students will attend one 90-minute session per week 

at their selected Star 
Academy location. Each 
weekend over the six-
week period, participants 
will engage in literacy 
instruction, vocabulary 
and comprehension 
development, creative 
writing, and more, working 
consistently with RWAR 
edupreneurs.

At the conclusion 
of the program, all 
cohorts will gather for 
a citywide celebration 
concert and showcase. 
Families can expect live 
performances, meet-
and-greets with featured 
artists, merchandise, 
Reading With A Rapper 
trading cards, and a shared 
experience with students 
from across the Houston 
area. Students may also 
enroll in additional cohorts 
as new programs become 
available. The full six-
week program costs $300.

Star Academy classes begin March 28, initially 
meeting on Saturdays only. As enrollment grows, sessions 
will expand to Sundays. Parents may drop off  students or 
remain on-site at designated waiting areas. “There will be 
a spot for parents at every location,” Johnson shared. Star 
Academy will operate at four Houston sites:
• Third Ward (Workshop Houston, 3615 Sauer St.)
• Fourth Ward (Freedmen’s Town Conservancy, 1204 

Victor St.)
• Fifth Ward (CoolxDad headquarters, 2810 Riverby 

Road)
• Spring Branch (The Hive, 7800 Amelia Road)

Small expressed the locations were selected 
intentionally. “We chose cultural hubs on purpose,” 
he told the Forward Times. “Oftentimes, we’re always 
asking, ‘Is it OK? Are we funded?’ In our system, we’re 
not asking anybody. We’re creating our own runway.” He 
added that Star Academy will soon expand to Missouri 
City, with plans to renovate a space located at City Hall. 
“This is a citywide partnership,” he said.

The Community Tour also highlighted another 
collaboration: RWAR’s partnership with Burger Bodega 
at 4520 Washington Avenue. The restaurant is off ering 
an “After School Meal” that includes a burger, fries, 
drink, and a RWAR trading card—collectible, Pokémon-
style cards featuring characters from the Reading With 
A Rapper cinematic universe. Proceeds support literacy 
grants for Star Academy.

The After School Meal launched Dec. 17 at Burger 
Bodega, which blends New York bodega aesthetics with 
Houston fl air—a fi tting backdrop for Small and Johnson, 
who hail from Houston and Brooklyn, respectively. “With 
us being from Houston, TX, and Brooklyn, NY, partnering 
with an innovative concept like Burger Bodega allowed 
us to celebrate both our cultures to make an impact on one 
community,” they said.

Houston showed strong support at the launch, with 
attendees including BuddieRoe; Stockz, artist and founder 
of BUY MONEY Ent.; Forward Times CEO and Publisher 
Karen Carter Richards; and Rev. Dr. Benjamin F. Chavis 
Jr., President and CEO of the National Newspaper 
Publishers Association (NNPA). The After School Meal 
is available at Burger Bodega Tuesdays through Fridays 
from 4 to 6 p.m. through Feb. 17.

The Star Academy Community Tour will continue 
throughout 2026, off ering additional opportunities for 
families, educators, and community members to engage 
with the program ahead of its offi  cial launch. The tour will 
lead up to the start of Star Academy classes on March 28, 
as Reading With A Rapper continues building momentum 
around its expanded approach to literacy, creativity, and 
career readiness.

Readers can learn more about Star Academy and 
register online at www.readingwitharapper.com/
staracademy. 
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Forward Times and NNPA leaders—including Rev. Dr. Benjamin F. Chavis Jr.—join 
Reading With A Rapper Co-Founder Jarren Small at the launch of the Burger Bodega 

“After School Meal.”

Community enjoys the Reading With A Rapper and Burger Bodega “After School Meal” 
during its official launch.


