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Episode 1: Teacher Positioning Mediates Expectations for Competence 
During the 26 days I observed and collected video from Units 1 and 
4 of the larger study, fifteen different students presented their 
thoughts in front of the whole class, which took up 9% of the way 
class time was used (and this was out of a total of 22% whole-class 
time, whereas 72% of class time was spent with students working 
in small groups and 6% of time was unstructured). Neesha, a 9th 
grade African American student, started the study saying, “I used 
to shut down” about mathematics. By the end of the study, 
Neesha said, “math is one of my favorite classes.” This Episode 
took place in September, and by this point in the year,  
she was the tenth student to present ideas in front of the class.    
 
1 Ms. Martin: I actually bugged some students to present. You're going to have to be willing to add 

to the conversation because I like your way of talking about it. Okay, 1b? Neesha! 
2  Neesha:  ((In front of the room, writing on the table on the SMART Board.)) Okay, so the 

difference between negative 2 and 3 is 5. And the difference between 11 and 6 is 5, 
but it’s negative, so it would be negative 5 because that's on the y side. Divided by 5, 
which equals 1; negative 1. So that would be the rate of change.  

3 Neesha: And so now I have to find the starting point, so now I just go down by negative 2, or 
up by 2, and it's 11, then 10, because it just goes down by 1. 9, 8, 7, 6, 5...and so 
this is the starting point. ((Circling 0, 9.))     à 

4 Neesha: And so it would be y = 9 minus 1x.  
5 Ms. Martin: Good. Questions? ((Slight pause.)) 
6 Ms. Martin: So I bugged [Neesha] because I really liked her 

extended table. I thought that was really 
straightforward, what the starting point was.  

7 Ms. Martin: I worry when I walk around and I see the zero 
pushed into the table. I don’t know if some 
people really understood how they got that? Or 
if they just got the answer from talking to some 
people in their group, but aren’t sure about 
where it came from? And all of Neesha’s work 
shows us where it comes from. Yeah. Thank you my dear. 
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Figure 1. A combined analytic framework: Positioning Theory as a vehicle for 
explaining status generalization. 
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1. For each problem, fill in the missing 
information. 

b. Equation: ____________ 
 

x y 
-2 11 
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1. For each problem, fill in the 
missing information. 

b. Equation: ____________ 
 

x y 
-2 11 
-1 10 
0 9 
1 8 
2 7 
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Episode 2: Student Positioning Predicts Expectations for Competence  
On this class day, the students had been assigned to take a Participation Quiz (developed by the 
teachers at Railside High School (Boaler & Staples, 2008) and a group test. In a Participation Quiz, 
students earned a class grade that represented how well they worked together as a group. In order to 
receive full credit, Ms. Martin suggested that students interact together in specific ways, such as “Get 
off to a quick start,” “Point and explain,” and use “WHY?!” and “BECAUSE!” sentences. For group 
tests, students (who were randomly assigned to groups every two weeks) turned in their mathematics 
work together, and Ms. Martin randomly graded one student’s problem number 1, another student’s 
problem number 2, and so on, encouraging students to discuss and show work for each problem. This 
group included students I will call Naima, an African American 10th grader who was repeating Algebra 1, 
doing quite well, and already had high social and academic status by this point (three weeks into the 
year), Phoebe, an Asian American 9th grader who had middle to high academic status by this point, 
Helen, a European American 9th grader who had low academic status, and Brayden, an African American 
9th grader whose status was still being formed and would speak up when he felt comfortable. 
 
Problem 1. An electrician started with 52 light bulbs. He installed four light bulbs every three 
days. Write the equation for the number of light bulbs he has left based on the number of days. 
Define your variables.  

 
 Brayden’s Problem 1.     Helen’s Problem 1.   

     
Naima’s Problem 1.      Phoebe’s Problem 1.  

 
 
8 Naima: ((Naima read problem 1.)) “An electrician started with 52 light bulbs. He installed 4 

light bulbs every 3 days. Write the equation for the number of light bulbs he has left 
based on the number of days. Define your variables.”  

9  ((Slight silence for a moment as everyone looked at their paper.))  
10 Phoebe:  Okay, ((looking up slightly at Naima)) we'll just do it and then we'll come back 

together.  
11 Naima:  Yeah, check in.  
12  ((30 seconds of silence while they worked.))  
13 Phoebe: ((Not looking up)) Wait, so he started with zero days and then it will be zero to fifty-

two, right?  
14 Naima:  Mmhmm. 
15  ((30 seconds of silence while they each worked individually.)) 
16 Naima:  So did anybody else get the equation yet?  
17 Phoebe:  Wait.  
18  ((Another minute of a silence while working individually.))  
19 Phoebe: ((To Naima, making eye contact)): I got rate of change 1.4.  
20 Naima:  I got 1.3.  
21 Phoebe: If you round it, yeah.  
22 Naima:  But if you round it, see you’re rounding down. Because it’s point 5 and up. 
23 Phoebe:  Yeah. Oh you just put 1.3?  
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24 Naima:  3, yeah.  
25 Phoebe:  Wait, yeah. ((Erasing.)) Wait, no.... Yeah.  
26 Naima:  ((Looking around to the whole group at everyone's paper after a slight pause.)) So 

did you get your equation? ((Pointing to Brayden.))  
27 Brayden:  Mmhmm.  
28 Naima:  Did you get your equation? ((Looking at Helen.))  
29 Helen:  Mmhmm.  
30 Naima:  Did you get your equation Phoebe?  
31 Phoebe:  Mmhmm.  
32 Naima:  What did you guys get?  
33 Phoebe:  𝑦 equals 52 plus 1.3x.  
34 Naima:  ((Joining & nodding.)) Plus 1.3. Yep. Everybody got that? ((Nodding.)) Everybody got 

rate of change, starting point, blah blah blah?  
35 Brayden:  Mmhmm.  
36 Naima:  Find the variables. x = days, y = number of light bulbs? ((Helen nodding.)) 
37 Naima:  Yep? Okay.  
38 Naima: Number 2. “Write an equation for the line that goes through the point (5, 1) and has 

a rate of change of 4 over 5...”  
39  ((Group becomes silent and starts working individually on problem 2.)) 
 
After reading through this Episode, review the problem and student work. Based on what we know from 
this transcript & initial description, discuss the interaction and written student work in the context of 
the proposed status and positioning theory framework.   
 
Episode 3: Teacher Repositioning Facilitates Equal-Status Interaction 
In Episode 3, Elena a 9th grade Latina student, and Neesha, a 9th grade African American student, called 
over Ms. Martin intervene on their mathematical conversation. Although they had not worked together 
in previous groups, both students had observed at least one whole-class presentation from the other 
student. Neesha had high academic status and while Elena’s status was about middle, she often had 
valid ideas that were not heard. In the interaction that follows, Elena and Neesha were discussing 
solving for y in Problem 6 from their assignment:  y + 5 – x  = 2y + 3x – 1.  
 
40 Elena:   I got my answer.  
41 Neesha:  What’d you get?  
42 Elena:   y equals 6 minus 4x.  
43 Neesha:  Well, it will be negative 4x… or… and… negative 6… yeah.  
44 Elena:   Not on mine.  
45 Neesha:  Well, cuz you have to make… because, because the y is originally negative, so 

you have to make the 4.  
46 Elena:  Wait, no it’s not. Where? Where is it negative?  
47 Neesha:  Because you’re subtracting 2y from y.  
48 Elena:  Oh, I subtracted y from 2y ((pointing to two spots on her paper)).  
49  ((Slight pause.))  
50 Neesha:  But the thing is, is that, but then...  
51 Elena:  ((Pointing to two spots on her paper again)) I did it this way, not that way.  
52 Neesha:  Because, the thing is that then like all the numbers would be on the same side. 

Yeah. ((Slight pause while Elena looks at her own paper.))  
53 Elena:  Because I don’t think we can have a negative y.  
54  ((Slight pause, during which Neesha calls Ms. Martin over.))  
55 Neesha:  Wait, Ms. Martin? So, like, what I did was subtract 2y from y ((Ms. Martin looks 

at Elena's paper while Neesha talks)), but [she] subtracted y from 2y.  
56 Ms. Martin:  Okay.  
57 Neesha:  But we pretty much got the same answers, just the negatives...like...  
58 Ms. Martin:  Okay.  
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59 Neesha:  Because I got negative y equals 4x minus 6 so I had to make the 4x a negative. 
And, yeah.  

60 Ms. Martin:  So you got negative y equals 4x minus 6? Can I show the visual on [your 
explanation] really quick? So I can wrap my brain around it?  

61  ((Ms. Martin pulls out Lab Gear to illustrate the problem.))  
62 Ms. Martin:  So you’re saying, you ended up here? Negative y 

((placing the y piece in the negative area—the top 
oval—of the left-hand side of the workmat)) 
equals positive 4x ((placing the four x’s on the 
right-hand side of the workmat in the positive 
area—the bottom)) and then subtract 6 ((placing 
the 6 ones on the right-hand side of the 
workmat)) in the negative area? Now, did you guys 
get the same, did you get the same thing? Did you 
get four x’s and six numbers?  

63 Elena: Mmmhmm. 
64 Ms. Martin: And so then you said you can’t have a negative y, and so you opposite-ed it? 

((moving the Lab Gear piece from the negative to the positive area of the left-
hand side of the workmat.)) 

65 Neesha:  Mmmhmm.  
66 Ms. Martin:  And then what happened to the other side?  
67 Neesha:  These have to go ((moving the four x’s)).  
68 Neesha: Wait, but do these have to go down? ((touching the 6 ones and looking at Ms. 

Martin.)) 
69 Ms. Martin:  Mmhmm. Everything goes opposite.  
70 Ms. Martin: Now does that match; is that okay? What 

do you have? Can you read it? So you have 
6 minus 4x equals y ((reading from Elena’s 
paper)). Is that what you have? ((asking 
Neesha.))  

71 Neesha:  No, I have negative 4x and positive 6.  
72 Elena:  That’s what I have.  
73 Ms. Martin:  But she said subtract 4x and you said 

negative 4x plus 6.  
74 Neesha:  So we’re okay.  
75 Ms. Martin:  Yeah, we’re okay on that one.  
 
 

	

	


