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TOUCHSTONE STRATEGY #7

NON-DOMINANT LANGUAGE

Teach one night’s class in a language other than the dominant one. 

One of the greatest challenges I have had in teaching 

at Bank Street has been dreaming up ways to help 

students in my classes connect social justice issues, eq-

uity issues, and discriminatory practice conversations to 

the teaching and learning of math. We can have spirited 

discussions about Geoffrey B. Saxe’s seminal study of Bra-

zilian candy sellers, which helps to break down stereotypi-

cal views of children who fail math in school. Students are 

amazed to see how these children failing math in school can, 

at the same time, run successful candy-selling businesses 

at the bus depots in Brazilia. It helps graduate students at 

Bank Street to easily see how real-life mathematical appli-

cations can motivate all learners, both in and out of school 

(Saxe, 1991). That being said, I still find it extremely difficult 

to evoke an emotional connection between this text and 

most of our Bank Street students’ own lives. The larger per-

centage of our students are usually working as teachers or 

assistant teachers in independent schools in the New York, 

New Jersey, and Connecticut surrounding areas. And the 

bulk of our students are themselves quite privileged in that 

they were educated in well-resourced settings and likely 

neither attended schools in underserved areas nor have 

they yet taught in such schools.  

Of course, there are always those well-versed in such issues. 

Often these adult learners become frustrated with the lack 

of awareness of their peers. They generally comment that 

social justice issues are too seldom naturally addressed by 

graduate school classmates. In my classes, I used to find 

they were correct. For most of the students I taught in Math 

for Teachers, it was often a stretch to connect emotionally 

with the situation that many children and teachers in 

inner-city schools face—where supplies are limited, 

funds are lacking, and quality leaders are equally scarce.

While planning for a discussion about National Council of 

Teachers of Mathematics’ “Spotlight on the Principles: The 

Equity Principle through the Voices of African American 

Male Students” (NCTM, 2000), which is additionally articu-

lated in Making Sense (James Hiebert, ed., 2000), I came up 

with an idea. I was about to start using the geoboard for the 

Letricia Problem, but I wanted students to become familiar 

with ways first-graders could creatively engage with poly-

gons and geometry first using the geoboard manipulative. I 

also wanted to demonstrate a way to integrate art and geom-

etry. I decided to teach a classic Marilyn Burns activity: the 

“Things That Fly” graphing lesson. In her lesson, first-graders 

are asked to stretch a few rubber bands (called “geobands”) 

across nail heads on the geoboards to make something that 

“flies.” They are then to transfer their images (map them) to 

small pieces of geo-dot paper and hand them to the teach-

er to make a graph of “Things We Made on the GeoBoard 

That Can Fly.” This nicely leads into graph interpretation 

and data analysis for young children. Each person becomes 

represented on this graph because there is one piece of 

data drawn by each child. We then discuss questions about 

more and less data points. After doing this activity, the kids 

can suggest categories of other things to make on the board 

(animals, vehicles, etc.), leading to various forms of classifi-

cation and sorting tasks. In addition, due to the 25 points on 

the board, some artistic license is required and creative ex-

pression is nurtured. Nice task, I thought.  Perfect for grade 

1. Then it hit me. This is a task that anyone can easily follow 

and, though it might be a good challenge for a first-grad-

er, it is not much of a cognitive challenge for an adult.

Because I wanted to marry the notion of emotion in learning 
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math with the notion of privilege, I came up with an 

idea. Teach this lesson in Spanish! That semester I was 

co-teaching Math for Teachers with colleague Dr. Olga 

Romero, who was then Director of Bilingual Education 

at Bank Street College. We both wanted to teach by 

incorporating second language learning techniques and 

decided this task would be a perfect segue for our two 

skill sets to merge. We decided that Olga could teach this 

whole lesson in Spanish, modeling the experience of an 

immigrant arriving from a non-English-speaking country. 

As we planned the lesson, we both listed the plethora of 

ELL techniques that could be useful: full body expression; 

writing key content-obligatory words on cards and 

introducing each to the students with great expression; 

placing language peers together and interweaving the 

two languages during the lesson; showing pictures to 

attach meaning to words; repeating words over and over 

and affirming accurate responses boldly. Multi-gesturing 

would work well in this lesson. We thought about topics 

that might emerge for discussion after the whole lesson 

had ended. Most important, I thought this might bring out 

emotional reactions for all our students. I was psyched.

The first semester that I planned this, there were some in 

the class for whom Spanish was in fact their first language. 

I hoped that would offer them a sense of privilege. Little 

did we know that we would trigger a huge range of 

emotions in that class. I remember watching one young 

woman run out of the class crying and noticing clear 

annoyance on some faces and expressed body language 

showing obvious discomfort. Some had broad smiles on 

their faces.  

Debriefing the session immediately thereafter opened 

the door for strong emotional commentary. I was pleased 

to hear from Spanish-dominant speakers, who each said, 

in different words, that for the first time they felt fully 

at home and fully “in the know.” Privileged!  Some non-

native Spanish speakers were not so happy and expressed 

their discomfort. Journals after that session were 

filled with the full range of emotional responses. Some 

expressed intense anger at me for “wasting’ their time. 

People wrote that they did not come to graduate school 

to “not understand” class content. This encouraged 

ongoing discussions regarding equity issues and issues 
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of privilege. The “sturm und drang” that ensued ensured for 

me that this class session was to become one of the most 

important ones that I could teach. The varied emotional 

responses gave rise to deep and meaningful interaction. 

For the past 10 years, I have always done this same lesson 

in Spanish and the responses each semester are strong 

and powerful. I carefully explain my goals for the lesson to 

my teaching assistants, many of whom are able to teach 

the lesson in a non-dominant language. Dominant English 

speakers are offered the experience of being unable to fully 

understand the discourse, a feeling they may never have 

had. They are outsiders for the first time. Their emotional 

selves are challenged to tackle something they absolutely 

feel unable to do. They might be challenged to use all the 

resources around them; interacting with their table mates 

for help in understanding, using visual clues, depending on 

partners at the table who have language proficiency. Many 

find the work extremely difficult as they struggle to know 

something they don’t know at first. They become sensitized 

to the needs of the disenfranchised. Some are enchanted 

with the challenge and appreciate the experience. And for 

the Spanish-dominant students, the glee on their faces 

tells it all. When teaching math, the opportunity to step 

into language difference is a powerful tool for feeling what 

“others” feel.  

On feeling insecure:

The class that Concetta spoke only Spanish to us showed me 
how some students feel in school who experience English as a 
second language. This made me feel insecure, but by the end 
of the class I realized there was an important message behind 
this. I had previously done this in my language acquisition 
course last semester, but this time it really connected to me. 
It made me realize that this is how I felt my whole life in math 
classes. I felt as though with more and more formulas shown 
to me, the less I understood and the more I felt as though 
the teachers were speaking an entirely different language 
to me. It made me understand that as an educator, it is my 
responsibility to make sure that not only am I teaching, but 
that the students are learning. There is a huge difference 
between the two and, often times, it is not regarded. — Erica 

On learning math in a language she doesn’t understand: 

A guest from the second session came in to teach a lesson in 
Spanish. That had a pretty profound effect on me, and it’s 

something I’ve been digesting since. I spoke about this a bit 
in class, but it really registered and I felt a range of emotions 
that I think are going to better me as a future educator.

The first sensation I had upon the start of the lesson was 
confusion—as in, what is happening? I then felt an initial 
twinge of, honestly, annoyance. (I took French growing up, 
and while my language abilities have disintegrated with time, 
I could communicate well enough in that scenario had the 
guest been speaking in French.) But anyway, that twinge of 
annoyance I felt was based on, “Why are they assuming every 
person here took Spanish growing up, or in college?” I then 
switched gears by turning to my classmate, Kelley, to try and 
figure out what was going on and also looking to others to 
follow along, which worked well enough for some time. 

But when she started writing on the board, I distinctly 
remember putting down my pen thinking, “I’m out, this one is 
beyond me.” However, when we started that class discussion 
after, it was a real—pardon my French, no pun intended—holy 
sh*t moment for me.I had completely missed the point of why 
we were doing that in the moment, but it struck me like a 
punch to the stomach afterwards. Seeing what it’s like for an 
ESL student to learn, and how we as teachers need to reach 
them regardless of their English capabilities, should clearly be 
a top priority for anybody who might be in that scenario. 
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The irony is, I’ve TAUGHT English in Tanzania to Swahili-speaking children, which I’ve touched on in a journal or two before. I’ve also 
volunteered with high school students through a program called Minds Matter, which pairs high-achieving students from low-income 
families with a mentor, who helps guide them through the college application process and generally prepare them for life beyond. 
Those students who I interacted with were at that point in age all fluent in English, but many of them are first-generation English 
speakers and I’m pretty sure English was the second or even third language for many. All that is to say, I’ve been on that other side of the 
coin, so for me to completely miss the point of what was going on, while it was happening, was a real wake up call. But I’m almost glad 
that I missed it at first, because it allowed me to feel real emotions that—while only the tip of the iceberg—an ESL student would face. 

I’m so grateful we had that experience because if I’m ever in that type of scenario again, I will be hyper-cognizant of exactly how I am 
handling myself and communicating. Not to say that I wasn’t empathetic to those dealing with language barriers before, because in 
all fairness I was, but it was a real (sorry, gotta bring in Oprah again) “aha! moment.” I’ve done immersive French language programs 
in high school where I felt completely out of my depths, but that is such a different situation. You’re there in a privileged situation 
to learn a language, not learn math or another subject, and the expectation is that you’re in the same boat as your peers. I can now 
only fathom how isolating it must feel for some students to feel like they’re the only ones struggling to understand a language, much 
less understand math concepts being taught in said foreign language. Anyways, I wanted to get the chance to flesh out my thoughts 
on this because it was truly one of the most humbling, effective, and thoughtful educational experiences I’ve ever had, and I’m really 
thankful for the opportunity to have that. It’ll stick with me for my entire teaching career, I know! — Caitlin

Erica and Caitlin both give us much to ponder about how we math educators can provide “original source” experience that 

shakes up the status quo especially for individuals who have never quite felt totally out of their league, so to speak. This 

touchstone strategy has worked in my classes, and I recommend it wholly.




