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Defining Equity

How would you define/describe equity in mathematics 
education?

Equity is: Equity is NOT



Equity is…

Achievement Perspective
“being unable to predict students’ achievement and participation 
based solely upon characteristics such as race, class, ethnicity, sex, 
beliefs, and proficiency in the dominant language” (Gutierrez, 
2007, p. 41). 

Materials and Resource Perspective
“the equitable distribution of  material and human resources, 
intellectually challenging curricula, educational experiences that 
build on students’ cultures, languages, home experiences, and 
identities; and pedagogies that prepare students to engage in 
critical thought and democratic participation in society” (Lipman, 
2004, p. 3)



Equity is NOT . . . 



“Students do not just need 
mathematics; 

mathematics needs different 
people’s participation”

(Gutierrez, 2007).



What Can We Do? 

There is no silver bullet! 



What can I do?

What can I do? 
• What about my own personal readiness to tackle issues of  

equity? 

What can I do? 
• What is within my control in my school context?

What can I do? 
• What concrete, actionable steps can I take toward promoting 

equity in my school/mathematics department/team? 

Pollack et al., 2010



What can I do? –
Examining Ourselves

Take a moment to think about your mathematics 
identity.
• Would you consider yourself  a “math person”?

• What’s your story? How did you arrive at teaching 
mathematics? 

• What academic and familial experiences have you had 
that attribute to how you see yourself  as a mathematics 
learner?

• How do you believe your bias impacts your 
mathematics teaching and/or leadership?



What can I do? 
Difference vs. Deficit Perspectives
Deficit Perspective Difference Perspective

The idea that the lower 
achievement in schools is 
due to a problem with 
the student rather than 
considering the role of  the 
school itself, instructional 
practices, organizational 
structures, etc. This model 
sees diversity in lifestyle, 
language, ways of  learning 
etc. as problematic.

The idea that teachers 
should adapt to meet the 
needs of  their students. 
They recognize the different 
learning and interactional 
styles and adapt to them. 
This model capitalizes on 
diversity as a springboard for 
learning 

Shifting from labels to LEARNING. 



What can I do? 

1. Every teacher addresses gaps in 
mathematics achievement 
expectations for all student 
populations.

2. Every teacher provides each 
student access to meaningful 
mathematics experiences.

3. Every teacher works 
interdependently in a collaborative 
learning community to erase 
inequities in student learning. 



NCSM/TODOS Position on Equity:
Mathematics Education Through the 

Lens of  Social Justice 

1. Acknowledgement
• Mathematics has institutional barriers that make success 

difficult to achieve for groups that have been 
marginalized

2. Action
• Belief  systems and structures

• Curriculum & instruction

3. Accountability
• We as mathematics educators and leaders must be held 

accountable at all levels (school, district, state, and 
national)



What can I do? 

“It is crucial to locate issues of  equity in education with curriculum 
and classroom structures rather than with individuals and groups 
of  students” (Nasir, Hand,& Taylor, 2008, p. 203). 



What can I do? 

• Going deep with mathematics

• Leveraging multiple mathematical competencies

• Affirming mathematics learners’ identities

• Challenging spaces of  marginality

• Drawing on multiple resources of  knowledge

Aguirre, Mayfiled-Ingram, & Martin, 2014



What can I do? 

Challenging spaces of  marginality – focus on building 
spaces that

• Embrace student competencies

• Diminish status

• Value multiple mathematical contribution



Fast Kids, Slow Kids, Lazy Kids

Consider the following scenario

Read Part 1

• Describe the connection you see between Tina’s “fast” and 
“slow” students and her perceptions of  their abilities.

• How would you respond to Tina?



Fast Kids, Slow Kids, Lazy Kids (cont.)

Read Part 2

• What do you think Carrie means by a student having “low 
status” in a classroom? 

Read Part 3

• Guillermo was able to push Tina’s thinking about “fast” and 
“slow” students. What is your assessment of  his opinion? 



What can I do? 

Drawing on multiple resources of  knowledge – supporting 
teachers in 

• Recognizing and tapping into students’ experiences
• Mathematical

• Cultural

• Linguistic

• Peer, family, & community

• Building bridges between everyday experiences and 
mathematics content



Using Informal Knowledge

Problem Type Basketball Format School Format

Calculating a Percentage “Say you are at the free 
throw-line. You take 11 
shots and make 7 of 
them. What’s your 
percentage from the line?

7/11 = _____%

Calculating the Average 
of a series of numbers

In the first game of the 
season, you score 15 
points. In the second 
game, you score 20 
points. In the third game, 
you score 10 points. What 
is your average for those 
three games?

Students were shown a 
list of three numbers and 
a blank box in which to 
write the average of 15, 
20, and 10. Instructions 
were written as 
“Calculate the average 
for these sets of numbers 
and write the solution in 
the box.”



Complex Instruction and 
Group-Worthy Tasks

Group Worthy Tasks

• Move away from exercises 
that only practiced methods 
(e.g., factoring polynomials, 
solving inequalities)

• Designed curriculum around 
big ideas
• “What is a linear function?”

• Introduce multiple 
representations as a means of  
communication of  
mathematical ideas in two or 
more ways

Complex Instruction

• Redefines “smartness” 
• Focus on EFFORT instead of  

ABILITY
• i.e., Fast ≠ Smart

• Attention to student status

• Creates group 
interdependence where 
everyone in the group has 
agency and authority.



Complex Instruction

Four processes for supporting group work
1. Promoting individual and group accountability

2. Promoting positive sentiment among group members

3. Promoting student-student exchanges with tools and 
resources

4. Supporting student-student mathematical inquiry in 
direct interaction with groups



Group-Worthy Task



Closing Thoughts

• We barely scratched the surface (if  at all). 

• Equity work is messy

• Equity work is challenging

• Equity is NOT an add-on, it is foundational to 
effective mathematics instruction.



Q & A



Thank you! 

tfrank4@gmu.edu


