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Introduction

In this presentation, we are going to hear ways that teachers delegate 
authority to students. In particular, we will unpack what happens when 
teachers hear student statements such as: 

■ Moira: Why? That don’t make sense; up by a negative.

■ Naima: Aren’t those supposed to be negative numbers? 
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Equity 

“All students, in light of their humanity - their personal experiences, backgrounds, 
histories, languages, and physical and emotional well-being - must have the opportunity 
and support to learn rich mathematics that fosters meaning making, empowers 
decision making, and critiques, challenges, and transforms inequities and injustices. 
Equity does not mean that every student should receive identical instruction. Instead, 
equity demands that responsive accommodations be made as needed to promote 
equitable access, attainment, and advancement in mathematics education for each 
student.”

(Aguirre, Mayfield-Ingram, and Martin, 2013, p.9)



Positioning

Describes the ways that people speak to and act with one another. 

Explains how individuals use moment-to-moment discursive acts to consciously and 
unconsciously assign people locations in a hierarchy with respect to one another.  

(Positioning Theory, Davies & Harré, 1999) 



Mathematical Authority

The degree to which students are given opportunities to be involved in decision making 
and whether they have a say in establishing priorities in task completion, method, or 
pace of learning. 

Authority is not about “who’s in charge” in terms of classroom management but “who’s 
in charge” in terms of making mathematical contributions.  

(Gresalfi & Cobb, 2006)



Agency

“We use the term agency in a more technical sense that moves beyond the view of 
agency as an amount and focuses on the ways in which students can legitimately 
exercise agency in particular classrooms. In doing so, we follow Pickering (1995) by 
differentiating between two different forms of agency: conceptual agency, which 
involves choosing methods and developing meanings and relations between concepts 
and principles, and disciplinary agency, which involves using established solution 
methods.” 

(Cobb, Gresalfi & Hodge, 2009, pp. 44-45)



Mathematics Identity

“Mathematics identity refers to the dispositions and deeply held beliefs that individuals 
develop, within their overall self-concept, about their ability to participate and perform 
effectively in mathematical contexts and to use mathematics to change the conditions 
of their lives. A mathematics identity encompasses a person’s self-understanding of 
himself or herself in the context of doing mathematics.”

(Martin, 2006, p. 206)
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Research Questions

■ How do teachers’ discursive positioning moves mediate the delegation of 
mathematical authority, and subsequently the formation of students’ 
mathematical identities, in a mathematics classroom community?

■ What implications do findings hold for teacher preparation and teacher 
professional development, in the era of the Common Core State Standards 
for Mathematical Practice (2011)?



Methods 
■ Data from two Algebra 1 classrooms drawn from two larger studies in 

the Pacific Northwest

■ Related works:
o Dunleavy, T.K. (2015). Delegating mathematical authority as a 

means to strive toward equity. Journal of Urban Mathematics 
Education, 8(1), pp. 62-82

o Zavala, M. (2014). Latino/a youths’ perspectives on race, language, 
and learning mathematics. Journal of Urban Mathematics 
Education, 7(1), pp. 55-87

■ Selected episodes of interaction from 2500 minutes of classroom video 
across the 2 classrooms. 

■ Coding schema built on the principles of:
o teachers delegating authority to students, 
o students expressing agency. 



Methods 
Two Algebra 1 classes in the same district. 

■ Mr. Anderson, (White, male, mid 30s, 4th year teacher) 
o 24 enrolled students, mostly freshmen, some 10-12 graders. 

Approximately 25% were ELs. The demographics of the classroom 
roughly mirrored that of the school, with an overrepresentation of 
African immigrant students. 

■ Ms. Martin, (White, female, early 30s, 5th year teacher) 
o 28 students in Algebra 1, mostly freshmen, a few 10-12 graders. 

The class had 17 African American students, which was more than 
double the proportion in the school-wide demographics, and 25 
girls, which is also over twice as many as would be representative 
of the school’s student population. 



Transcript Analysis

■ Mr. Anderson’s Classroom, 
o “Going up by a negative or going down by a positive?” 

■ Ms. Martin’s Classroom, 
o “Aren’t those supposed to be negative numbers?” 



Implications

These transcript vignettes show evidence of Mr. Anderson and Ms. Martin managing 
moments where they delegate authority to students, and in which the students take the 
conversation in a different direction than what was expected. 

In each case, the teacher makes space for students to express mathematical reasoning: 
■ In Mr. Anderson’s class, a student takes up an unanticipated strategy for making 

sense of the negative slope. 
■ In Ms. Martin’s class, a student raises a misconception about the proper 

interpretation of order of operations. 


