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ABSTRACT 

 

Many deficit narratives and discourses surround Black male students and educators 

regarding mathematics. Moreover, only a few success stories exist highlighting the mathematical 

accomplishments of Black males as pupils and Black men pedagogically. Employing narrative 

inquiry (e.g., Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2006) as a methodology, within a critical race 

theoretical framework (e.g., Tate, 1997), this study explores the mathematics identities of four 

African American male middle and high school mathematics teachers and identifies how in-

school and out-of-school learning experiences (as students) influenced the development of their 

mathematics identities and how they impact their classroom norms and instructional practices (as 

teachers). I administered a demographic survey, requested artifacts, and facilitated two 

conversations with each participant. In doing so, I documented the (re)lived and (re)told stories 

of these participants and identified themes of commonality that have implications for policy 

makers, education stakeholders, and researchers.  

An analysis of the data revealed four common themes amongst the participants: (a) an 

affinity for mathematics at an early age, that helped the participants build robust mathematics 



 
 

identities; (b) as students, racism did not have a negative impact on their confidence or ability to 

make mathematics meaningful in bettering the conditions of their lives (c) each of the educators 

embodied at least one of the three performance teaching styles, enforcer, negotiator, and playful 

(Brown, 2009) and employed them in their classroom norms and instructional practices; and (d) 

each teacher believed that building effective relationships with students is influential to the 

implementation of their successful classroom norms and instructional practices. Their 

mathematical resiliency and brilliance (Leonard & Martin, 2013) was evident in the narratives of 

their times as students and further progressed into their teaching careers.  

These findings imply that education stakeholders must be aware of the otherness (Berry 

et al., 2011) that African American males bring to the mathematics learning environment through 

excellence, as their racialized and gendered existence warrants a critical awareness. Also, 

mathematics educators must be cognizant of how the smallest of positive or negative racialized 

micro mathematical moments, can have major influence on the macro mathematical identities 

(Wood, 2013) of African American male students.  
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1. THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

I begin this chapter by (re)living and (re)telling my pre-K–161 mathematics learning 

journey as an African American2 man to provide the background and rationale for this study. 

(Re)lived and (re)told are both positive and negative in-school and out-of-school learning 

experiences that provided a tracing of the makings of my mathematics identity and how my 

mathematics identity influences my classroom norms and instructional practices as a middle 

school mathematics teacher. I conclude the chapter by providing the problem statement and the 

three, two-part research questions that guided this study.  

Background and Rationale 

The beginning of my formal schooling began at Montessori school (a non-traditional 

private school) located in a suburb of a major Southern city. I attended this school for one year 

and then transitioned to a “traditional” school in the same county. This transition was significant 

due to me having a late birthday in the calendar year and not having kindergarten experience. I 

spent first grade at Montessori school and then entered second grade as a public-school student. 

As a result, I was the youngest in my class from second grade through my senior year. I was 

aware of this age difference and held a sense of pride due to it.  

     I attribute much of my academic (and otherwise) success to having a strong parental 

support system at home. I grew up in a two-parent household with a father who was the 

“breadwinner” and a mother who was a “at home mom” during my elementary and middle 

school years and then worked from home during my high school years.3 My mother, who was a 

                                                      
1 pre-K-16 is an acronym for schooling beginning at pre-Kindergarten and ending with a four-year college degree. 
2 The terms Black, African American, and the abbreviation A.A. are used interchangeably throughout this 

dissertation to minimize redundancy and for reading ease. 
3 My mother is our family minister and my family’s church experience were at home under her teachings. Both my 
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college graduate and bookworm, would often quiz me with academic knowledge and assist me 

with my homework assignments. Early on as an elementary student, I did not realize my 

mathematical “gift.”4 I would innately use mathematics, but I never had a full appreciation of the 

discipline until later in my teen years.  

Outside the classroom, I had a curiosity for geography and mathematics. When my father 

would take our family of six on trips to his hometown, in a bordering Southern state, I studied 

the highways and exits in between. This fascination led me to have a desire to travel across the 

United States on road trips. I learned the entire U.S. interstate highway system by the time I was 

in second grade. I became aware that the interstate highways that run north and south end with 

five and ascend in number from the west coast to the east coast5. I also realized that the interstate 

highways that run due east and west end with a zero and ascend in number from south to north. I 

often found myself mentally calculating the distance between cities that our family would travel 

through using the mile markers just for fun.6 I mention these examples to demonstrate how I had 

a utility to perform mathematics, and it exemplified itself outside the classroom. At that time, 

however, I did not know or realize it.  

In my elementary school years, I can remember my second-grade teacher placing 

students in four distinct groups. The “gifted” students were placed in the first group and the 

                                                      
maternal grandfather and great-grandfather were bishops in the Church of God in Christ and during my high school 

years, my mother wrote my grandfather’s sermons and worked for him from home. While I highlight my 

“traditional” family home structure, I do not intend to somehow dismiss the countless other children and youth who 

successfully matriculate through school while experiencing different family home structures. 

 
4 Gift or gifted when used within the context of the U.S. educational system tends to distinguish a select few students 

from others. This viewpoint disproportionally diminishes the talents of students not “coded” in this way, particularly 

African American students. Anderson’s (2007) critique of the nature face of mathematics identity provides a vivid 

rationale of how students being coded as gifted empowers them but marginalizes others at the same time. 

 
5 I also came to understand interstate highways with three digits were considered auxiliary interstates which 

typically served as loops or bypasses for the other interstates. 
6 I calculated these distances before the state I live in implemented the exit system on the interstate highways using 

the mileage system; I relied solely on the mileage markers between exits. 
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students who were the so-called “lowest achievers” were placed in the fourth group. The students 

in the second and third groups were arranged in between the highest and lowest groups based on 

“ability,” respectively. I remember vividly always being placed in the second group, as it was 

implied that I was considered “smart,” but not among the “smartest” in the class. As a child, I 

recognized this grouping and accepted it because at the time the teacher’s knowledge and 

decision-making were the gospel from my perspective. As an adult, I now question how much 

my race and gender7 influenced my placement in that second group.8 I often scored the highest 

not only on mathematics tests but also on other subject tests. I am thankful that I had strong 

parental support to reinforce my ability to do mathematics and other subjects as well. This 

support assisted me in building a robust mathematics identity (McGee, 2015) despite the racism 

that I faced as I matriculated through pre-K–12 schooling.  

One incident that stood out to me while in elementary school gave me an orientation to 

how race and gender can have an influence on Black male students. In the third grade, my best 

friend and I, who was also African American, were in the back of the classroom next to a White 

girl. She brought a bag of cereal to class as a snack. She voluntarily gave it to me and then she 

got into an argument with my friend and as a result she wanted it back. Our teacher overheard 

the verbal quarrel and immediately sent us to the principal’s office. The administrator at the time 

was a White woman and when we came into her office, she asked the young lady what took 

place and would not even listen to me or my friend. After my classmate lied and explained that I 

took her cereal, I was scolded and threatened by the principal without getting a chance to 

                                                      
7 The county that I received my primary and secondary education from had a demographic of 91% and 9% minority 

in 1980 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). 
8 The reason that I question this arrangement is because on more than one occasion I remember comparing my 

grades on assignments with my peers from the first group and scoring similarly. 
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respond to the accusation. This experience deeply disturbed me, because I was a child who 

complied with every expectation in the classroom setting and had never been sent to the 

principal’s office. It seemed that race and gender shaped that situation and its outcome. 

Consequently, as I matriculated through elementary school, I drew on my confidence regarding 

my intelligence and ability to perform academically, to help me accommodate, reconfigure, and 

even resist (Stinson, 2008) negative situations inside and outside the classroom. 

As I entered middle school, once again I witnessed ability tracking9 taking place. We had 

a two-teacher, sixth-grade team, and one homeroom was considered the average and below 

average students, and the other homeroom was considered the accelerated students. I was placed 

in a hybrid sequence of courses, where I was in the accelerated homeroom for social studies and 

language arts, but in the average and below average homeroom for mathematics and science. I 

wondered why two other students and I were the only students following this hybrid sequence. 

When I became an adult, I researched my standardized test scores from fifth grade and learned 

that I scored in the 90th percentile for mathematics and similarly in the writing and language arts 

portion. Once again, I questioned how much race and gender played in me being grouped in the 

hybrid sequence. To my memory, there were no Black students in the accelerated homeroom and 

the other homeroom had all the Black students. To this point and for the remainder of my K–1210 

schooling experience, I had only two African American teachers; both were women. One was my 

high school Algebra II and Trigonometry teacher, and the other one was my Physical Science 

and Chemistry teacher. Also worth noting, the faculty, and staff at all three of the schools that I 

attended were nearly 100% White. I cannot recall a single African American male teacher at 

                                                      
9 Ability tracking is grouping students based on aptitude measures such as standardized test scores (Epple, Newton, 

& Romano, 2002). 

 
10  K-12 is an abbreviation for kindergarten through 12th grade schooling. 
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either of the schools through elementary school nor in the core-content courses from sixth 

through twelfth grades.11    

I was able to earn nearly straight A’s during my seventh-grade year, including an A 

average in mathematics, and as a result, I was selected to be in the Algebra I course as an eighth 

grader. It would become my most adverse year of mathematics in all my schooling. My mother 

had a suitable knowledge of the discipline, but not enough to help me overcome the adversity 

that I would face. My sister became my biggest support mathematically because of her advanced 

mathematics background, but often I would not take the initiative to seek help from her. I felt 

that I did not have the confidence nor the support at school and I ranked low throughout the 

course. I felt as if I was on an island alone. I was the only Black male student in the class. My 

outlook toward mathematics and my ability to perform it weakened. The effects of this 

experience followed me into my Geometry course the following year. It was not until later in my 

ninth-grade year that two major events changed the course of my high school mathematics 

experience: visiting Tech University (pseudonym) with my sister and meeting Mrs. Darden, my 

Algebra II and Trigonometry teacher for tenth grade and eleventh grades, respectively.  

At the time, my sister was a freshman at Tech University and one night she brought me to 

her campus as she had to submit a paper to one of her professors. Just having an opportunity to 

experience a college campus gave me motivation; a motivation that would help me overcome 

many of the obstacles facing me.12 Although the academically positive outcomes of this 

experience would not show until the following school year, this new-found inspiration stayed 

                                                      
11 The school district that I attended would undergo a drastic racial demographic shift in employment in subsequent 

years due to White flight in the county. 
12 I recall this Tech University experience with my sister vividly; just being on the campus gave me an opportunity 

to imagine college life and inspired me to do better in high school. 
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with me for the remainder of my high school experience. I had a much-needed motivation to 

push on despite any adversities I faced. During that same calendar year, I had an opportunity to 

meet Mrs. Darden for the first time through my sister. Throughout my entire K–12 student 

experience, she would be my only Black mathematics teacher. Mrs. Darden was also the first 

mathematics teacher who I felt took an added interest in me both inside and outside the 

classroom. She had a perfect balance of discipline and nurture in her teaching and as a result I 

gravitated to her throughout the rest of my high school years. She helped me to believe that I 

could do mathematics whether in or out of the classroom and I was able to sustain confidence 

mathematically as I finished high school.  

As I entered Strive College (pseudonym), mathematically I felt as if I had a solid 

foundation from my years with Mrs. Darden. Although I did not take my undergraduate studies 

seriously and, in many respects, I squandered my opportunity at this prestigious Historically 

Black College and University (HBCU), it was the first time that I received a formal education 

that highlighted the accomplishments of African Americans and that consistently taught from an 

African American perspective.13 Before entering Strive College, the majority of what I was 

taught in school was hegemonic14 in nature. The exceptions to this hegemony were primarily 

provided by Mrs. Darden and Mrs. Lavell, my high school mathematics and science teachers, 

respectively. Although they did not alter the curriculum much (from what I can remember), they 

instilled a sense of nurturing, motivation, and confidence to help build my mathematics 

                                                      
13 For instance, in English 101, the introductory English/Language Arts class offered at most universities, the 

professor taught lessons from Bell’s (1992) Faces at the Bottom of the Well, a publication that focuses on African 

Americans and critical race theory. 
14 Hegemony, according to Foucault, “is a state within society whereby those who are dominated by others take on 

board the values and ideologies of those in power and accept them as their own; this leads to them accepting their 

position within the hierarchy as natural for their own good” (M. Foucault, as cited in Greer & Mukhopadhyay, 2012, 

p. 229). 
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identity.15 

The support that I received outside the classroom reinforced a sense of pride that helped 

me overcome the shortcomings of my pre-K–12 educational experiences. I believe that the seeds 

which were sowed from my experiences at Strive College along with the support from these key 

influencers in my life played a significant role in my college and professional experiences in the 

years to come. Once I directed my full attention to my academics, my confidence rose to the 

extent that I was able to teach my peers. I can remember before major quizzes in my Precalculus 

class being in the hallway just outside the classroom holding mini-tutorial sessions aiding others 

with their mathematics. It was during this time that I believed I could be an effective 

mathematics teacher if granted the opportunity. After having to change course school wise and 

enroll at State University (pseudonym), I completed my bachelor’s degree in business 

administration with a major in finance.  

After entering the real estate profession as a loan officer upon graduation and finding 

little-to-moderate success, I remember talking to one of my cousins, who at the time was a high 

school mathematics teacher in Florida. I was amazed with his experiential knowledge as a 

mathematics teacher to the extent that I even mentioned to him that if I ever left the real estate 

industry, that I would consider teaching. This opportunity presented itself two years later when 

the subprime mortgage crisis16 affected the real estate market. The company that I worked for 

went out of business and I found myself working temporary jobs for a year before I took the 

middle school certification exam to teach mathematics.  

                                                      
15 It is important to note that I also had a White woman Language Arts teacher during my 10th and 11th grade years 

who was instrumental in my success and in helping me build a strong academic identity. 

 
16 The subprime mortgage crisis was a multinational financial crisis that took place between 2007–2010, which 

contributed to the 2007–2008 global financial crisis. 
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Currently, I am in my 18th year in the classroom and in the previous 17 years, I have 

served solely as a middle school mathematics teacher. I am the middle school mathematics 

department chair at my school.17 As I reflect on my many experiences as a teacher, I believe that 

while there is a learning curve in terms of becoming adroit as an educator, from my first day in 

the classroom I believe that my experiences in and out of the classroom as a student, particularly 

in terms of mathematics, have helped me to establish a robust mathematics identity. In turn, these 

experiences have shaped me into the teacher that I am and have also influenced my classroom 

norms and teaching practices.  

I go over and beyond trying to help establish positive micro identities18 (i.e., identity 

based on a specific momentary instance in the mathematics classroom) in the effort of having a 

positive influence on macro identities (i.e., identity based on relatively stable, long-term 

constructions of who we are mathematically) mathematically (Wood, 2013). I also attempt to 

establish strong communal norms (Cobb et al., 2009) in my classroom to create spaces for 

students who might hold fragile mathematics identities (McGee, 2015) due to past experiences so 

they may have opportunities to build on them. Part of this task is accomplished through 

relationship building. I attempt to form a strong rapport starting on the first day of school and 

stay consistent with this commitment throughout the school year (and afterwards) to help reduce 

instances of mathematical anxiety (Young & Young, 2016) and to allow a space for students to 

take risks verbally and quantitatively. I utilize a playful performance style19 in my instructional 

                                                      
17 I currently teach at a 6–12 Cambridge Assessment and Early College Magnet School in a suburban public school 

district in a major Southeastern city. 

 
18 When Wood (2013) coined the term micro identities, she employs positioning theory to identify momentary 

instances during a classroom setting where the dynamics of the observed student’s mathematics identity shifts based 

on the person observing them. Contrastingly, I utilize micro identity to discuss parts of an individual’s overall macro 

identity, which could span from a few moments to a few months and could exist in different locations depending on 

the context of the situation.  
19 Chapter 2 discusses the different pedagogical performance styles as identified by Brown, (2009). 
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norms and classroom practices using competitions, trivia, and other pedagogical activities. I 

employ such strategies to dispel some of the myths that mathematics carries; That it is only 

designated for the ones that have the math gene (see Chapter 2), and that African Americans 

cannot perform mathematically comparable to their counterparts (Martin, 2009). I am cognizant 

of the “so-called” achievement gap (Martin, 2009) that exists regarding standardized testing and 

African American students in general, and African American males specifically. Consequently, 

part of my pedagogy is to assist my students to achieve at an exemplary level that ranks amongst 

the highest in the state regarding mandatory standardized testing, as a remedy to circumvent this 

hegemonic device that has been used to marginalize countless minoritized students. 

I reflect on times as a student in my Algebra I class when often micro mathematical 

identity moments influenced my overall mathematical macro identity (Wood, 2013) and left it 

fragile. I recall once when my Algebra I teacher gave each student a polynomial puzzle 

worksheet to complete. I remember having confidence believing that I understood how to use 

FOIL20 to get the product of two binomials. Once I compared my work to a few of my 

classmates, it was clear that I did not understand the concept. I remember going to the teacher 

and to my recollection, her not giving much assistance, leaving me in a “sink or swim” position 

and as a result feeling like I was isolated, to the extent that I was ashamed to share my results in 

front of the class. I attribute much of this experience to me not buying into the normative identity 

of that class and not having a strong personal identity yet (Cobb, et al., 2009). The figured 

world21 (Boaler & Greeno, 2000) that was constructed in that class left me alienated from my 

peers. 

                                                      
20 FOIL is the mathematical process of multiplying binomials, by multiplying the First terms and getting a product 

first, then following the same process by multiplying the Outside, Inside, and Last terms, respectively. 
21 A “figured world” is described as a socially constructed space in the classroom where its members come together 

to create shared meanings and activities to augment student learning (Boaler and Greeno, 2000). 
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Contrastingly, in building a robust mathematics identity, I reflect on how as a precalculus 

student in college, I would assist many of my classmates before assessments and how the 

confidence that I exuded mathematically propelled me to help them overcome their 

misunderstandings. My mathematics identity was strong, and I believed that my desire to assist 

others confidently validated its strength. Now as a teacher, I give my students many 

opportunities to teach each other to help them build, establish, and solidify their mathematics 

identities. I remain committed to Martin’s (2006) meaning making of mathematics identities: 

individuals’ abilities to participate and perform mathematics effectively to the extent of bettering 

their conditions of living. 

During my tenure as a mathematics teacher, I have been privileged to work with several 

students who have varied in their mathematics abilities. The student population of the two 

schools where I have been employed have had approximately 75% African American/Black 

student bodies.22 While I have taken a strong interest in the mathematics success of all my 

students, I have always had a specific curiosity of how to help increase the success of Black 

males. When I was hired for my first teaching job, my principal afforded me the opportunity to 

teach in the school’s all-male academy. In retrospect, I enjoyed the relationships that I formed, 

but my deepest interest was how to make these young pupils successful in mathematics. While I 

found myself in a space of trying to improve my pedagogical practices, I had not been exposed to 

the literature of mathematics education scholars who have devoted their body of work to helping 

the mathematics education community understand the meaning of success in terms of Black 

students, generally (e.g., Martin, 2000, 2007; McGee, 2015), and Black male students, 

specifically (e.g., Berry, 2008, Jett, 2009, McGee & Pearman, 2013; Nasir, 2013; Stinson, 2008). 

                                                      
22 Data on the demographics of these schools were retrieved from Great Schools.org. 
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Interestingly, although I had been a mathematics teacher for some time, I had never considered 

my own mathematics identity, nor was I even sure of how to put into words what mathematics 

identity meant. I would typically revert to my own experiences in the mathematics classroom as 

a student and try to let those learning experiences, both positive and negative, guide me in the 

way that I instructed my students. I, however, lacked a framework that could explain much of 

what I had experienced as a mathematics student and how those experiences affect the way that I 

teach. 

Problem Statement and Research Questions 

Being embedded in literature of mathematics identity (see Chapter 2) throughout my 

doctoral studies motivated me to employ a critical lens to look back at my past and consider how 

my mathematics identity developed and consider how its development informs my teaching 

practices. This introspective process has brought back several memories of my experiences as an 

African American male mathematics student. I have had a range of emotions spanning from 

being proud to being distressed. Collectively, I contend that both my positive and my negative 

mathematics learning experiences have propelled me to be the teacher who I am today and are 

preparing me to be the researcher who I am becoming. 

Overall, this reflective process made me curious about how other Black male 

mathematics teachers view their own mathematics identities in terms of their experiences inside 

and outside the classroom as students, and how in turn these identities might be reflected through 

their classroom norms and instructional practices.23 Although I understood that every teacher 

                                                      
23 In most instances throughout, I use the phrases classroom norms and instructional practices rather than the 

simpler phrases classroom practices, teaching practices or pedagogical practices to be more inclusive of the 

innumerable decisions and routines that a classroom teacher makes and establishes in developing an academically 

productive and inclusive classroom environment (for students and teacher alike).  
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who walks into a classroom differs in their experiences and that the specific paths which led 

them to teach vary, I often wondered whether any parallels exist in my story and the stories of 

other Black male mathematics teachers?24 Or, more generally, were there similarities among 

Black male mathematics teachers and their mathematics learning experiences inside and outside 

the mathematics classroom? And did these experiences influence (or not) who they are as 

mathematics teachers? These unknowns were the motivating questions that initiated this study. 

Therefore, this study documented the (re)living and (re)telling stories of four successful  

Black male middle school and high school mathematics teachers.25 More specifically, using 

narrative inquiry methodology (e.g., Clandinin & Connelly, 1990), within a critical race 

theoretical framework (e.g., Tate, 1997), I explored the mathematics identities of four Black 

male middle school and high school mathematics teachers to uncover how in-school and out-of-

school learning experiences (specifically, mathematics learning experiences) influenced (or not) 

the development of the their mathematics identities, and how these identities influenced (or not) 

their classroom norms and instructional practices. Three, two-part questions guided the study and 

aided in making sense of the research puzzle (Clandinin, 2023) that I explored: 

1. How do the participants define and/or describe their mathematics identity? How do the 

participants interpret the utility of their mathematics identities? 

2. How have in-school and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, mathematics 

learning experiences) influenced the development of the participants’ understandings of 

mathematics? How have in-school and out-of-school experiences contributed (or not) to 

                                                      
24 Identifying whether any parallels exist between my story and my participants is not one of the research questions 

of this study and is anecdotal in nature but will be discussed in the conclusion section of Chapter 7.  
25 My rationale for choosing middle school and high school mathematics teachers as participants in this study is 

because I teach Algebra I, a gatekeeper course and traditionally most often taught in high school and I am currently 

a middle school teacher. 
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the development of the participants’ mathematics identities? 

3. How do the participants define and/or describe their classroom norms and instructional 

practices? How do the participants’ mathematics identities influence (or not) their 

classroom norms and instructional practices? 
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2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In this chapter, I begin with a chronological sketch of the development of the concept 

identity. Then, a brief discussion defining mathematics identity, along with a review of it is 

provided followed by a synopsis of Black male identity. Afterwards, I pivot to a review of 

African American students and mathematics identity and provide a specific analysis of African 

American male students’ and their mathematics identities. In addition, given the focus of the 

study is on Black male mathematics teachers, I include a brief review of scholarly publications 

involving African American teachers and their influence in the school setting after outlining the 

common traits of effective teaching practices of mathematics. I then discuss the implications that 

the aforementioned studies have in general and how this study contributes to the growing body 

of knowledge related to this topic. I conclude by providing a comprehensive overview and 

analysis of critical race theory (CRT), the employed framework of this study, including its 

contextual relevance to the mathematics education of African Americans in general and African 

American males specifically. 

Identity 

Identity emerged as a concept in educational research in the late 1960s when Erik Erikson 

(1968) began discussing an “identity-crisis” that adolescents experience around puberty. As one 

of the originators in conceptualizing identity, Erikson’s classification was primarily rooted in the 

field of psychology. Erikson described identity as being established through acquisition, which, 

in turn, made it coherent and consistent. While his conceptualization of identity began to gain 

traction in the field of psychology, other researchers began establishing a working definition of 

identity that would become more conducive to the social sciences and specifically to the field of 

education, such as Herbert Mead (a precursor to Erikson), Etienne Wenger, Jean Lave, and 
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James Gee. 

Earlier work concerning identity is found in Mead (1913) who described it as being 

multiple, dynamic, sometimes in contradiction with itself, and even having multiple meanings. 

This description is in stark contrast to Erikson’s description of it being somewhat fixed and 

stable. Mead viewed identity as being action-based and not acquired (Darragh, 2016). In many 

ways, his action-based view of identity paved the way for researchers to explore the concept 

within the field of education, including Wenger. 

Wenger (1998) developed the concept communities of practice that shifted away from 

focusing on individual learners and their identities and placed emphasis on learning and 

becoming a part of communities of practice in social worlds. For instance, in their foundational 

work, Lave and Wenger (1991) explored the experiences of preservice and beginning teachers 

using four elements of learning to conceptualize their situated learning (see Lave, 1996) in 

communities of practice: meaning, practice, community, and identity. Meaning points to 

learners’ ability to experience the world as meaningful; practice is how learners might talk about 

shared historical and social resources; community is learners’ ability to talk about the social 

composition of their worlds; and identity is learners’ ability to talk about how learning changes 

who they are.  

Wenger (1998) also presented three elements of belonging to understanding identity 

development: engagement, imagination, and alignment. He asserted that the three elements are 

not mutually exclusive and are best conceptualized in interrelated combinations. Engagement 

describes the active involvement of being able to participate, contribute, and share with others in 

a community of practice. Imagination provides the ability to understand each other’s activities by 

disengaging, taking risks, viewing the community as an outsider, and engaging in a new process 
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of participating within the community. And alignment is a socially organized action that serves 

as a guide within a community. Collectively, according to Wenger, these elements are key in 

identity development. 

Gee (2000) has also been instrumental in giving meaning to identity. He argued that 

although a core identity might exist in people, that all people have multiple states of being. This 

idea of being reinforces much of Mead’s view on the dynamic nature of a person’s identity. Gee 

believed that “the ‘kind of person’ one is recognized as ‘being,’ at a given time and place, can 

change from moment to moment in the interaction, can change from context to context, and of 

course, can be ambiguous or unstable” (p. 99). He asserted that identity should be used to 

analyze theory, practice, and education. Gee’s four perspectives of identity are nature, 

institutional, discursive, and affinity. Nature refers to an individual or group being who or what 

they are due to matters outside their control. Institutional acknowledges that individuals are 

rooted based on the positions they hold in society. Discursive considers that individuals are who 

they are due to their accomplishments as they are recognized by others. And affinity recognizes 

that individuals exist due to the experiences that they have had in specific types of “affinity 

groups” (i.e., groups linked by common experiences, purposes, ideologies, or interests). 

Erickson, Mead, Wenger, Lave, and Gee (among others), in part, laid a foundation for 

educational research exploring identity and identity development. Each researcher contributed a 

key role in the evolution of how identity is applied, leading to its use in the social sciences and 

the field of education, particularly mathematics education. In the following section I briefly 

define mathematics identity. I then provide a review of some of the significant work of 

researchers’ who have contributed to the body of research on mathematics identity, Black male 

identity, followed by African American students’ mathematics identity, in general and African 
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American males’ mathematics identity specifically.  

Mathematics Identity 

After conversing with several of my colleagues, peers, students, and even friends, it is 

evident that many people have never thought of nor attempted to define what mathematics 

identity is. Frankly, before becoming embedded in educational literature, I never thought much 

of pinning a definition to it. I first became cognizant of the concept when taking doctoral courses 

in my mathematics education degree program. Now, as a seasoned mathematics educator and 

developing researcher, I often reflect introspectively on my own mathematics identity. I think 

back on my experiences as a mathematics student and how those experiences shaped and 

continue to shape my mathematics identity. Moreover, I consider how my mathematics identity 

influenced my perception of mathematics and my matriculation through mathematics courses 

during my schooling. After conducting several literature searches and giving it considerable 

thought, I define mathematics identity as how one considers their ability to perform mathematics 

and how others perceive their ability to do so. Furthermore, specific mathematical momentary 

instances must be considered (micro moments) that influence the overarching macro identity 

(Wood, 2013). But mathematics identity is multifaceted, especially when considering the context 

from which it is being applied. The purpose of this study is to explore the mathematical identities 

of African American male students and their matriculation through school and into the teaching 

profession. Fittingly, I will contextualize its meaning based on the aforementioned.  

As noted earlier in the discussion, there have been several researchers who have explored 

identity and identity development within the context of mathematics education. For instance, 

Anderson (2007) gave meaning to identity as a mathematics learner using four tenets, 

specifically, distinguishing four “faces” of identity: engagement, imagination, alignment, and 
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nature. Throughout the development of these four tenets, Anderson pulled from Gee’s (2000) 

four perspectives of identity––nature, institutional, discursive, and affinity––and Wenger’s 

(1998) three elements of belonging––engagement, imagination, alignment. 

Anderson (2007) credited the face of engagement as being students’ direct experiences 

with the world meshed with engagement with others. He claimed that students’ mathematics 

engagement is established primarily in the classroom. That is, if students find success in solving 

problems or performing well while in groups, engagement then attributes to developing stronger 

mathematics identities. In contrast, if students struggle while in the classroom, they perceive 

themselves as being marginalized mathematically, which in turn diminishes their mathematics 

identity. 

The face of imagination relates to how students consider mathematics that they learn as 

tying into their lives (Anderson, 2007). In other words, students are more likely to develop a 

positive mathematics identity if they believe the mathematics that they learn applies to their 

future. For example, Browne’s (2009) research on mathematics identities of struggling teenage 

boys revealed how many of the participants in her study performed well mathematically because 

they realized that their future career paths required them to do so. 

Similarly, the face of alignment considers variables such as how the curriculum or 

postgraduate program students intend to pursue correlates to their future interests (Anderson, 

2007). Simply put, if students realize that certain courses are needed to complete a program, they 

will be motivated to matriculate through courses. 

Anderson (2007) argued that the nature face is the one that students tend to use as a 

scapegoat to justify their mathematical shortcomings. Nature however “provides the most 

unsound and unfounded explanations for students’ participation [or lack thereof] in the 
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mathematics community” (p. 12). Gee (2000) claimed that the nature perspective of identity 

considers what one is afforded at birth or things to which one believes are outside their control. 

Students who struggle mathematically therefore often attribute their struggles to not having the 

“math gene.” Anderson believed that the four faces of identity of mathematics learners are not 

mutually exclusive and that positive encounters with the other three faces can counter the 

negative effects of the perceived nature face. 

Boaler focused on identity, agency, and knowing mathematical worlds in her work (see 

e.g., Boaler & Greeno, 2000). Her work is instrumental to the development of mathematics 

identity. She documented how figured worlds are established in mathematics classrooms, 

particularly in high-level courses. In these settings, the routines that are conducted pedagogically 

are usually ritualistic and narrow in scope and as a result many students reject mathematics at a 

crucial time in their mathematics identity development. In one of her foundational studies, 

Boaler (2000) documented the mathematical experiences of 67 students who attended one of six 

schools with a focus on the mathematics classroom environment. Specifically, Boaler explored 

students’ perceptions in the various classroom environments and how their perceptions affected 

their knowledge development and use. She identified that social interactions, variety, and 

meaning were focal points to the students’ positive learning experience, while dominant teacher 

discourse and “traditional” methods had negative effects on mathematics use outside the 

classroom.  

Cobb, Gresalfi, and Hodge (2009) also explored mathematics identity within the context 

of the mathematics classroom. They evaluated the relationship among various classroom cultures 

that were being established during classroom instruction and the identities that students were 

developing in turn. They proposed an interpretive scheme for analyzing identities that could 
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inform instructional design and teaching: normative identity and personal identity.  

Normative identity, on the one hand, is an identity that is established by doers of 

mathematics and is established by the rules and structure of the classroom (Cobb et al., 2009). 

According to Cobb and colleagues, normative identities are communal and not individualistic. 

They suggested two primary factors to take into consideration within normative identity: how 

authority is distributed and how agency is exercised. Personal identity, on the other hand, 

considers to what extent students buy into the norms of the classroom, taking into consideration 

teacher expectations, classroom activities, and even students’ personal engagement. Cobb and 

colleagues explored the relationships between the normative identity of the classroom and the 

personal identities of students. Their study focused on middle school mathematics classrooms 

and how the classes differed in what it meant to know and do mathematics based on these 

identities. 

Another key analysis in the field of mathematics education research, particularly in terms 

of mathematics identity, was conducted by Lerman (2001). Lerman conceptualized the social 

turn in mathematics education research as he reviewed the growth of social theories in the 

teaching and learning of mathematics. Drawing on the work of Lave, Wagner, and others, 

Lerman identified the social turn as “the emergence into the mathematics education research 

community of theories that see meaning, thinking, and reasoning [i.e., identity] as products of 

social activity” (p. 23). He used speech act theory to validate his claim of social context within 

the discipline of mathematics teaching and learning. 

An example of the social turn in mathematics education research is Mendick’s (2005) 

work on the gendering of being/doing good at maths, which focused on why more males than 

females choose to study mathematics as a discipline. Her study consisted of 43 male participants, 
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with 39 of them identifying themselves as being good at maths. Within this study, Mendick used 

gendered binary oppositions and the way that students view themselves to help shape this 

introspection. Some of the classifications used were fast/slow, competitive/collaborative, 

independent/dependent, active/passive, naturally able/hardworking, real understanding/rote 

learning, and reason/calculation. Mendick was interested in how “socio-cultural context makes 

such imaginings a central feature of young people’s relationships with mathematics,” and 

discussed “the role of the gendered discourses of rationality evident in western enlightenment 

thinking and in popular culture’s stereotypes of mathematical ‘nerds’ and ‘geniuses’” (p. 203). 

Sfard and Prusak’s (2005) work on narrative identity is also key to understanding 

mathematics identity. They defined identity as “the set of stories people tell about themselves 

and others tell about them, specifically narratives that are reifying, endorsable, and significant” 

(p. 16). Their analysis suggested that although stories are individual, they are products of 

collective storytelling which have a social context. Their study consisted of 17 mathematics 

students from the former Soviet Union who were newly arriving immigrants to Israel and 

conducted a comparison to natives of the country. They concluded that learning can be thought 

of as a closing of the gap between actual identity––“stories about the actual state of affairs” (p. 

18) ––and designated identity––“narratives presenting a state of affairs which, for one reason or 

another, is expected to be the case, if not now then in the future” (p. 28). 

Wood (2013) explored mathematics identities from a macro and micro level. While she 

gave credit to researchers who had completed previous studies on mathematics identity, she 

suggested that there is much more to explore in terms of students’ overall mathematics identity 

development. She noted how researchers have focused on macro identities and neglected to 

consider micro identities of mathematics learners. Wood believed that identities are fluid and can 
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shift from one extreme to another, thus the product of micro identity. As a result, these shifts and 

changes can have long term effects on a student’s mathematics development, classroom 

experiences, and their overall macro identities. 

Wood (2013) defined macro identities as “relatively stable or consistent long-term 

compositions of who a person is” (p. 776). She was critical of these macro identities being used 

to define a student’s mathematics identity because they assume that identity is constant over 

time; in that, macro identities do not allow for any variability. For this reason, she suggested an 

examination of micro identity in helping students in mathematics classrooms. Wood defined 

micro identity “as the position of a person in a moment of time” (p. 780). Contrary to macro 

identity, micro identity allows for a student’s mathematics identity to be complex, dynamic, 

situated, and flexible.  

Gutiérrez’s (2013) conceptualization of the sociopolitical turn in mathematics education, 

which focuses on the transition from a sociocultural to a sociopolitical stance on research in 

mathematics education, has important implications for mathematics identity. She argued that 

identity and power are at the center of the sociopolitical turn and that conceptual tools found 

within critical and post-structural theories should be central to researchers and practitioners when 

exploring mathematics identity. She utilized participative identity framework to validate her 

claim in the sense that identity is in action; in that, identity is something that individuals do, as 

opposed to being who they are. Gutiérrez summarized this concept, stating, “regardless of the 

focus of a research project, the fact that mathematics is a human practice means it is inherently 

political, rife with issues of domination and power, just like any other human practice” (p. 40). 

The aforementioned analyses and research on mathematics identity is foundational in the 

field of mathematics education research. While these conceptualizations and studies are 
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significant, I believe that other factors must be taken into consideration when talking specifically 

about African Americans and their mathematics identities, one being racialized identity (e.g., 

Martin, 2013). Gutiérrez’s (2013) work on how political discourse must be embedded within the 

field of mathematics education aligns directly with this notion. Given the way that U.S. society 

has marginalized Black people, race must be considered as a crucial component when aiming to 

understand mathematics identity. I contend that as an African American male in the U.S. 

educational system it is impossible to divorce an African American’s racial identity from their 

mathematics identity. Befittingly, I will provide a synopsis of Black male identity and its 

relevance in American society. 

Black Male Identity 

Black men have been marginalized since the inception of European colonialism. When 

exploring the history of the United States, from the onset of the enslavement of Africans through 

the physical, mental, and psychological brutality that Black men have experienced from the 

1600s to current day, no other group has endured racism on the same level (Howard & 

Flennaugh, 2011). The identity development of Black males has been influenced because of 

these injustices. W.E.B. Du Bois’s (1905) description of double consciousness helps to provide 

insight of how multifaceted identity can be in terms of how it shapes African American males. 

There is not a one-dimensional approach to critiquing these identities. Neither can other 

theoretical approaches that are used to classify other groups, whether by race, class, or any other 

category, accurately encapsulate such a framework for Black men and boys. I subscribe to 

Curry’s (2017) implication that more research needs to be developed. By doing so, I contend that 

it would provide clearer insight into how these identities play out in the educational setting for 

Black male teachers and students, particularly in the mathematics classrooms. 
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In recent years, the murders of innocent individuals, for example, Trayvon Martin, 

Dontre Hamilton, Dante Parker, Eric Garner, John Crawford III, Ezell Ford, Michael Brown Jr., 

Akai Gurley, Tamir Rice, Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, along with countless others have 

forced society to look introspectively at how Black males are treated in the arms of law 

enforcement and by society at large. Embedded within this introspective critique, often the 

question arises whether the victims deserved their fate at the hands of their murderers.  

Fittingly, Givens, Nasir, Ross, and de Royston (2016) asserted that “salient here is the 

way that stereotypical notions of urban Black males are consonant with how they are treated in 

society—by the educational system, by the criminal justice system, and by society at large” (p. 

167). The way in which Black males are perceived, a perception that derived from years of 

racism which has assaulted their mental, physical, psychological, and even spiritual wellbeing 

has influenced the identity development of this group. African American males form an identity 

realizing the inherent dangers that can exist from day to day living. According to Curry (2017), 

“Black males are socialized to understand manhood in the context of their vulnerability, the 

dangers their assertiveness and competitiveness are perceived to have in the larger society” (p. 

21). Consequently, in certain settings, even the smallest instance of assertiveness could be the 

difference between life and death. Analogously, assertiveness misinterpreted by educators in the 

classroom setting could lead some Black boys to the school to prison pipeline (Mallett, 2016). 

Educators must consider the uniqueness of the Black male experience and account for these 

nuances in their classroom norms and instructional practices. 

Several studies have also emerged regarding mathematics identity and African American 

students. Mathematics education researchers such as Robert Berry, Christopher Jett, Danny 

Martin, Ebony McGee, and David Stinson (among others), through their exploration of 
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mathematics identity, have spoken life to millions of students who were left diminished in their 

pursuit of being confident doers of mathematics (Martin, 2007). These researchers (and others) 

have also shed light on several success stories of Black students in mathematics that, in turn, 

push back on the White supremacist hegemony which exists in mathematics and mathematics 

education (Martin 2019), a field that has traditionally not been designated for African American 

males.  

Mathematics Identity and Black Students 

Foundational to the work on Black students and mathematics identity is the ever-growing 

and ever-influential work of Danny Bernard Martin. Martin (2006a) asserted that mathematics 

identity is beliefs and dispositions that individuals develop regarding their ability to participate 

and perform mathematics effectively to the extent of using it to better their conditions of living. 

He suggested that a person’s mathematical identity also includes one’s understanding of their 

ability to either be competent or incompetent in their ability to do mathematics, as well how 

others perceive their ability to do it (pp. 206–207). Martin’s (2000) initial study (i.e., his 

dissertation study completed at the University of California, Berkeley) on mathematics success 

and failure among African American youth was a year-long ethnographic study of Black students 

that focused on their performance in the mathematics classroom; it demonstrated how 

mathematics learning for African American students is a racialized experienced.  

Martin argued that prior studies on Black youth and mathematics had failed to link 

sociohistorical, community, school, and intrapersonal forces in a meaningful way. Failure to link 

these forces hinder the ability of mathematics educators to help turn the negative trends in terms 

of achievement and persistence of Black students. One of the central themes is exploring why 

some Black students persevere and do well in mathematics while some of their peers do not. 
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Martin emphasized that although sociohistorical, community, and school forces had significant 

influences on the mathematics socializations26 and identities of the Black middle school 

participants in his study, that they were not passive, but rather they often showed resiliency 

through their experiences. His study demonstrated the power and agency of the participants of 

his study as mathematics learners while being Black (Martin, 2012). 

In later work, Martin (2006a, 2006b, see also 2012) explored how the frameworks of 

mathematics socialization and mathematics identity mesh within African American identity. He 

evaluated how the combination of these frameworks influenced African American adults and 

their mathematical achievement. Martin used counter-narrative case studies of two community 

college students (Keith and Gina) to substantiate his claim that their racialized experiences 

helped develop their perception of mathematics identities. More specifically, Martin (2006b) 

focused “on the construction of identities that are at the intersection of two important realms of 

experience: being African American and becoming a doer of mathematics” (p. 147). Drawing on 

the work of Giroux, Lankshear, McLaren, and Peters (2013), Martin touched on how the master 

narrative has affected African Americans’ approach to mathematics. Contrary to categorizing 

Blacks as being passive and deficient in their mathematical achievement and pursuits, Martin 

(2006b) asserted: “Yet as the two cases I have presented show, African Americans are not 

passive. They invoke agency, resist, and contest their experiences in both experiences” (p. 157). 

Varelas, Martin, and Kane (2012), in their study, developed a framework that views 

learning as a process involving content learning and identity construction. They viewed 

“identities as lenses through which people make sense of and position themselves, through 

                                                      
26 According to Martin (2006a), mathematics socialization “refers to the experiences that individuals and groups 

have within a variety of contexts such as school, family, peer groups, and the workplace and that facilitate, 

legitimize, or inhibit meaningful participation in mathematics” (p. 206). 
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stories and actions, and as lenses for understanding how they are positioned by others” (p. 319). 

Content learning, according to Varelas and colleagues, centers “on the development of 

disciplinary concepts, processes, tools, language, discourse, and norms within practices” (p. 

319).  

One of the common themes found in their study was that as people become more 

involved in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998), that changes in their identity and 

knowledge accompany changes in their position and status. They therefore defined identity 

construction “as the development of reasoned, coordinated, coherent, and meaningful ways of 

seeing oneself in relation to communities” (p. 319). Their study focused specifically on African 

American students in science and mathematics classrooms while studying the interconnectedness 

of three identities: disciplinary identity, racial identity, and academic identity. The content 

learning and identity construction framework aimed to help understand how Black students 

negotiated and came to see themselves as doers of science and mathematics in classrooms.  

I agree with the aforementioned conceptualizations of mathematics identity as well as the 

assertion that understanding the racialized identity of African Americans is linked inextricably to 

understanding their mathematics identity. Although each of the cited studies differ in the scope 

of the participants, theory, and methodology, a common denominator exists: the participants, all 

Black in each study, were resilient mathematically and were able to accommodate, reconfigure, 

or resist (Stinson, 2008) and persevere despite hegemonic forces and structural inequalities and 

in turn were able to demonstrate mathematical brilliance (Leonard & Martin, 2013).   

While racial identity and mathematics identity play hand in hand when learning 

mathematics while Black (Martin, 2012), there is another dimension that is worthy of discussion. 

As a researcher being confronted with the intersectionality of race and gender in mathematics, I 



28 
 

realize from my personal experiences the burden that Black male students carry as they 

matriculate through mathematics courses. I recognize the hardships that Black male mathematics 

teachers face having to push back against a system that has overtly communicated that this space 

is not designated for them. I can speak from both the student perspective and from the teacher’s 

lens that only mathematical brilliance (Leonard & Martin, 2013) can allow one to resist, invoke 

agency, and persevere through the troubling waters that persist.  

This on-going struggle epitomizes the purpose of this study. I questioned how the 

participants negotiated in-school and out-of-school spaces as a Black male: first as a 

mathematics student and then as a mathematics teacher? Do the participants and I share similar 

experiences which in turn gave them similar mathematics identities that helped shape their 

teaching? I now turn to a brief review of relevant literature specifically focused on mathematics 

identity and African American male students. 

Mathematics Identity and Black Male Students 

Throughout the past two decades or so, there have been a handful of mathematics 

education researchers who have focused explicitly on the mathematics identity of Black male 

students. For instance, Berry (2008), in his initial work, provided a counter-narrative to the 

negative literature that exists regarding Black boys and mathematics. He focused on eight Black 

middle school mathematics boys who were deemed successful in mathematics. Berry used 

critical race theory (CRT) as a framework and employed counter-storytelling to capture the 

participants’ experiences with schooling and mathematics. He identified five themes through his 

data analysis: (a) early educational experiences that propelled these students to perform well, (b) 

recognition of abilities and how they are achieved, (c) strong and robust support systems, (d) 

positive mathematical and academic identities, and finally, (e) alternative identities. The 
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participants’ ability to develop positive mathematics identities was crucial in their successful 

matriculation through mathematics courses.  

In later work, Berry, Thunder, and McClain (2011) conducted a phenomenological study 

which explored the influences that mathematics and racial identity have on African American 

boys. They researched 5th through 7th grade African American boys who attended a rural, 

southern public school. Data collection included focus groups transcripts, brief autobiographies, 

classroom observations, and academic records. Three research questions guided the study: 

● How do Black 5th through 7th grade boys who are considered successful in school 

mathematics construct their mathematics identities?  

● How do Black 5th through 7th grade boys who are considered successful in school 

mathematics construct their racial identities within the context of learning 

mathematics in a rural school division?  

● What is the relationship between construction of mathematics identities and racial 

identities amongst Black 5th through 7th grade boys who are considered successful in 

school mathematics? (p. 14) 

Berry and colleagues (2011) identified three themes during data analysis: (a) emergence 

of the participants’ mathematics identities, (b) establishment of their racial identities, and (c) the 

relationship between the former and ladder in helping to reestablish each (p. 15). Four factors 

contributed to these themes: (a) students developing strong mathematics identities; (b) students 

acquiring computational fluency by third grade; and (c) students valuing extrinsic gratification 

via high standardized test scores, grades, tracking, and being identified as gifted, and (d) 

relational connectedness between teachers, families, and out-of-school activities. These boys’ 

racial and mathematics identities created a sense of unique “otherness” which in turn helped 
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them to redefine their own mathematics and racial identities. 

Stinson (2013) also spoke directly to the mathematics identity of African American male 

students. He provided a general overview of his experience working with mathematically 

successful Black male students as a high school mathematics teacher. In his position as a White 

male teacher of mathematics, he questioned why more literature had not been published 

(re)telling stories of success of African American male students. Stinson asserted, “I wanted to 

understand how sociocultural (and sociohistorical) discourses about male African Americans 

shaped their perceptions of themselves as mathematics learners and as African American 

students and how they negotiated such discourses” (p. 74). Stinson employed critical postmodern 

theory as a framework and qualitative participatory action research as a methodology. His study 

focused on four participants who all differed in their career aspirations and trajectories (i.e., 

teacher, preacher, lawyer, and doctor) but who all had robust mathematics identities (McGee, 

2015). Each participant had to negotiate sociocultural discourses in their own way to successfully 

matriculate through their mathematics and in turn their mathematical brilliance (Leonard & 

Martin, 2013) shined through. According to Stinson, “the participants’ mathematical identities, 

like their school and academic identities in general, are best understood as dynamic, 

multiplicitous, and context-dependent” (p. 92).  

Nasir and colleagues (2013) were instrumental in bridging the sociopolitical and 

sociocultural lenses and in helping to develop a theoretical framework that gives more social and 

cultural capital to African American male mathematics students. They emphasized the 

significance that mathematics identity has in the learning process in the mathematics classroom. 

Nasir and colleagues, drawing on Nasir’s earlier work, “argued that the relationship between 

learning and identity is bidirectional, with access to learning supporting stronger identities, and 
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identity, in turn, supporting learning” (p. 264).  

Nasir and colleagues’ (2013) data were retrieved from two previous studies which Nasir 

had conducted; one that considered how basketball players incorporated mathematics practices 

into basketball data (e.g., free throw percent and player statistics problems) and the other that 

considered how mathematics thinking and learning could be connected to the game of dominoes 

(p. 270). In these studies, Nasir used ethnographic techniques, specifically focus group 

interviews, and mathematics tasks in two formats (basketball problems and school problems) to 

understand the mathematics knowledge that these African American high school students 

constructed (Nasir, 2009). These students’ social and cultural capitals, however, are too often not 

valued by mainstream society; therefore, rather than being identified as mathematically capable 

they were dismissed as being mathematically deficient. To counter this deficient perspective, 

Nasir and colleagues (2013) called for the need for stakeholders to be cognizant of bridging and 

bonding different forms of social and cultural capital to promote different understandings of 

being mathematically capable. They also cautioned educators not to essentialize African 

American male students to only playing basketball or dominoes, but rather to be aware of how 

power and hegemony influence which forms of social and cultural capital are valued. 

Although McGee and Pearman (2015) acknowledged that more research on African 

American males and identity is being conducted, “they argued that too many of these studies 

relate to external factors such as parental support, access to advanced placement courses, and 

culturally affirming networks that influence these identities” (p. 515). They asserted that 

“identifying and naming internal factors involved in Black males’ mathematics identity 

development can afford vital insights for how practitioners and policymakers can better promote 

and sustain Black male success” (p. 516). They utilized phenomenological variance ecological 
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systems theory (PVEST) to help explain identity formation of their participants. The two primary 

questions of their study were: “How does mathematics identity develop during the high school 

years of mathematically high-achieving African American males? What are the internal risks and 

protective factors that mediate high achievement in mathematics and academic achievement in 

general during this time period?” (p. 518). 

The participants of McGee and Pearman’s (2015) study were 13 African American 

students who were taking upper-level mathematics courses and attending one of four public 

charter high schools in an urban district. Each participant was provided with a two-page 

demographic questionnaire to complete and participated in open-ended, semi-structured 

interviews. The data retrieved examined emerging identities––racial and mathematical––and how 

their interconnectedness helped to define being Black as doers of mathematics (p. 520). McGee 

and Pearman found that street know-how, mathematical/school perseverance, having multiple 

passions/outlets, capitalizing on available mathematics opportunities, developing academic 

survival techniques, and collective oriented ideologies and actions aided the participants in 

finding mathematical success.  

McGee and Pearman (2015) also argued that many of the hyper-masculine behaviors that 

have been used to classify African American male adolescents (particularly in urban areas) were 

not always embraced by the participants but rather were used as survival or coping mechanisms 

to help them achieve higher levels of success. Paradoxically, according to McGee and Pearman, 

“the necessity of hyper-masculine behaviors for safely navigating a learning environment 

precluded the sort of learning experiences most conducive for high achievement” (p. 536). They 

also argued that in mathematics classrooms competition is not only grounded in theory, but also 

can help aid in increasing motivation, a sense of classroom community, and improved 
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performance. 

In explicitly exploring Black masculinity within the context of high schools, McGee and 

Pearman (2015), like Curry (2018), posited that masculinity in America is socially derived based 

on the U.S. race-logic of the hierarchical positioning of White, middle-class, heterosexual men at 

the top of its rank. Consequently, Black males suffer. Black males are often misunderstood in the 

media and in academic settings when any form of assertion (which is normally coded as a 

masculine act) is displayed. McGee and Pearman, drawing on Spencer’s research, noted the 

contradiction that when Black males assert aggression, it is viewed as an effective way to 

generate respect outside classroom settings. The ongoing dilemma of how to negotiate the space 

of being a so-called “model student” and keeping and maintaining one’s respect in their peer 

group is a unique and difficult balancing act that Black male youth face as they matriculate 

through school. 

Jett (2009) extended the exploration of Black boys’ mathematics experiences to young 

Black men’s collegiate mathematics experiences. Specifically, his study focused on four high-

achieving African American men and their undergraduate mathematics learning experiences. Jett 

used case study methodology along with CRT to explore how the participants gained access to 

college mathematics, how they attained success, and how race and racism affected their 

mathematics identity. Jett’s analysis of the data collected revealed that the participants were able 

to accommodate, resist, and reconfigure the “White male math myth” (Stinson, 2013) due to 

strong internal characteristics (e.g., cultural identities, persistence, spirituality); ability to 

effectively negotiate academic spaces as African American men in terms of racism; positive 

mathematics identities developed through their experiences at HBCUs; and tenacious optimism 

with respect to African American men as doers of mathematics. 
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Additionally, Jett (2022) furthered his research on African American men and their 

college experiences with his study that focused on students at Morehouse College. Through the 

investigation of 16 attendees of the school, he was able to identify how they were able to access 

social capital (Yosso, 2005) with the brotherhood27 that exists there to help find mathematical 

success. The Morehouse Mystique is demonstrated in the interactions that the students share, the 

unique collective of faculty members that embody mathematical excellence, and through the told 

racialized experiences of the students. Through persistence, trials, and tribulations, and 

navigating through mathematical hierarchical division at times, these 16 mathematics majors 

were able to successfully matriculate through this prestigious institution, demonstrating the 

cleverness of African Americans males mathematically.  

The aforementioned studies all considered the mathematics identity of African American 

male students but at various stages of their matriculation through schooling. Berry (2008), 

focused on Black boys during their adolescence while in middle school. Stinson (2013), Nasir 

and colleagues (2009), and McGee and Pearman (2015) explored African American male youth 

during their high school years. And Jett (2009, 2022) investigated young Black men during their 

college matriculation. Although these studies focused on different grade bands and employed 

various theoretical frameworks and methodological procedures, a commonality emerged: the 

racialized experiences that African American male students endure while inside and outside the 

classroom have unquestionable effects on their mathematics identity. Whether a fragile or a 

robust mathematics identity is present, I assert that an African American male’s beliefs and 

dispositions, at whatever age, regarding his ability to participate and perform mathematics 

                                                      
27 Morehouse is a “brotherhood of men on a mission to lead lives of consequence” (Morehouse College n.d.). In 

essence, brotherhood encapsulates the roles and responsibilities of each Morehouse Man to empower his Morehouse 

brother. Thus, Morehouse becomes part of these Black men’s identities, as they join the institutionalized 

brotherhood (Jett, 2022, p. 44).         
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effectively to the extent of using it to better the conditions of his life are deeply influenced by 

innumerable racialized experiences. 

Traditional Mathematics Norms and Instructional Practices 

 Recall that the third two-part research question of this study explores how the participants 

define and/or describe their classroom norms and instructional practices and whether their 

mathematics identities influence (or not) their classroom norms and instructional practices. 

Fittingly, this section will identify effective mathematics teaching practices in the traditional 

sense. 

 According to the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ (NCTM) publication 

Principles to Actions: Ensuring Mathematical Success for all (Leinwand, 2014), eight tenets 

embody the effective teaching of mathematics: (a) establish mathematics goals to focus learning, 

(b) implement tasks that promote reasoning and problem solving, (c) use and connect 

mathematical representations, (d) facilitate meaningful mathematical discourse, (e) pose 

purposeful questions, (f) build procedural fluency from conceptual understanding, (g) support 

productive struggle in learning mathematics, and (h) elicit and use evidence of student thinking. 

Below is a brief description of each of these principles: 

• Establish Mathematics Goals to Focus Learning: Establishes clear goals for the 

mathematics students are learning, situates goals with learning progressions, and uses 

goals to guide instructional decisions. 

• Implement Tasks that Promote Reasoning and Problem Solving: Engages students in 

solving and discussing tasks that promote mathematical reasoning and problem 

solving and allow multiple entry points and varied solution strategies. 

• Use and Connect Mathematical Representations: Engages students in making 
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connections among mathematical representations to deepen understanding of 

mathematics concepts and procedures and as tools for problem solving. 

• Facilitate Meaningful Mathematical Discourse: Facilitates discourse among students 

to build shared understanding of mathematical ideas by analyzing and comparing 

student approaches and arguments. 

• Pose Purposeful Questions: Uses purposeful questions to assess and advance 

students’ reasoning and sense making about important mathematical ideas and 

relationships. 

• Building Procedural Fluency from Conceptual Understanding: Builds fluency with 

procedures on a foundation of conceptual understanding so that students, over time, 

become skillful in using procedures flexibly as they solve contextual and 

mathematical problems. 

• Supportive Productive Struggle in Learning Mathematics: consistently provides 

students, individually and collectively, with opportunities and supports to engage in 

productive struggle as they grapple with mathematical ideas and relationships. 

• Elicit and use Evidence of Student Thinking: uses evidence of student thinking to 

assess progress toward mathematical understanding and to adjust instruction 

continually in ways that support and extend learning.   

The aforementioned tenets are instrumental in creating a productive mathematics 

classroom. They represent the fundamental traits that help establish the expected level of rigor 

and academically challenging environment that is necessary to foster mathematical growth. In 

turn, they aid in establishing firm mathematics identities for its students. As later reported in 

Chapter 4, these principles are embedded within the reported pedagogical practices of each 
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participant and are indicated to have significant influence on their mathematical success as 

educators. 

Black Male Teachers 

Foundational to the body of existing literature on Black male teachers and their pedagogy 

is the research of Anthony Brown (see e.g., 2009, 2012). In his first study, Brown (2009) directly 

explored the pedagogical practices of African American male teachers in relation to Black male 

students. He troubled the assumption that Black male teachers are “the cure” for many of the 

issues that Black male students face in the educational system. Specifically, he troubled the 

often-held belief that having a Black man at the head of the class creates an automatic connection 

with Black male students and that a Black male teacher somehow knows the most effective way 

to “manage” and instruct Black male students. Brown discovered that Black male teachers and 

their pedagogical practices were contingent on how each individual teacher conceptualized their 

students’ social and educational needs and as a result they took different trajectories toward the 

ways that they instructed their Black male students. 

Brown (2009), in this initial study, employed ethnography as his methodology and 

conducted research at a Title I school in a large midwestern city. The study focused on the 

teaching practices of nine African American male teachers. He collected data on their one-on-

one interactions with students, their interactions with small groups of two to three students, and 

their communications with large groups of students inside the classroom as well as outside the 

classroom. Brown discovered that these teachers could be categorized into one of three general 

performance types: enforcer, negotiator, or playful–– 

● The enforcer style of performance seeks abrupt and immediate enforcement of the 

defined expectations in the classroom and throughout the school. This teacher 
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generally holds a standard for behaving and executing an action with the expectation 

that students adhere to the defined standard. 

● The negotiator style of performance is more prone to asking questions, probing for 

answers, and listening to students’ perspectives. This approach attempts to resolve 

conflicts and motivate students. 

● The playful style of performance occurs within different school contexts (e.g., 

hallways and lunchrooms). These teachers exchange jokes, debate ideas, and share 

personal experiences generally within an informal learning context. Teachers at times 

however use this approach in classrooms to break the monotony of schoolwork and to 

motivate students. 

In later work, Brown (2012) continued to demonstrate that having a Black man in the 

classroom with Black male students does not guarantee student success. He asserted that 

society’s justification of placing a Black man in a classroom with Black boys and male youth just 

because of his race and gender is a pedagogical kind.28 He defined pedagogical kind as “a type of 

educator whose subjectivities, pedagogies, and expectations have been set in place prior to 

entering the classroom” (p. 299). Brown troubled the contradictory notions of Black men being 

the savior and/or the failure to Black boys. He argued, “What is striking about this conception of 

Black men as educators and role models is how it contrasts with the persistent narrative of Black 

males as absent, peripheral fathers or negative role models” (p. 306).  

The participants in Brown’s (2012) study consisted of four Black male teachers spanning 

sixth- through ninth-grade classrooms. Brown used instrumental case study methodology; a 

                                                      
28 Brown (2012) coined the phrase pedagogical kind to refer to Black male teachers and how discourses about Black 

men positioned them first as the source of “the problem” of Black boys to then as the solution of the problem of 

Black boys in the classroom. Brown drew from Hacking’s notion of humankinds when coining the phrase 

pedagogical kind. 
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methodological strategy to pursue an external interest to explore “whether Black male teachers’ 

life experiences provide diverse knowledge and philosophies that shape their vision and 

approach to working with Black male students” (p. 300). He employed open-ended interviews to 

retrieve data from the participants in terms of how their life experiences, beliefs, and practices 

shaped their teaching of Black boys (p. 300). The teachers’ discourses and not their teaching 

practices were used to determine how they perceived their makeup as educators.  

Two common themes were identified from this data: (a) the idea that success is instantly 

obtained by placing a Black man in a classroom with Black boys essentializes the experiences of 

both groups, and (b) the idea that all Black men have tough dispositions which will automatically 

“manage unruly” Black boys is false (Brown, 2012). The latter reinforces a stereotype that 

glorifies Black men’s physical capabilities while diminishing their mental and pedagogical gifts, 

while at the same time suggesting that they are useless in the classroom unless they can govern 

Black boys. As Black male teachers of the study explained, “the practice of teaching the Black 

boy is pedagogical, and not just an outcome of their race and gender” (p. 312). 

Lynn (2002) also spoke directly to the pedagogy of Black male teachers. In his initial 

work,29 Lynn employed CRT to explore the counter-narratives of African American male 

teachers in an urban school district. His research revealed that Black male teachers are invisible 

in terms of how mainstream society defines pedagogy and are often demonized and commodified 

(Frank, 2019) in urban school settings by education stakeholders. Lynn’s study was conducted in 

three urban schools (elementary, middle, and high) in south central Los Angeles and consisted of 

36 Black men. The participants were asked whether they believed that their racial identities 

informed their pedagogical practices and how their identities as Black men influenced their 

                                                      
29 Lynn completed his dissertation Portraits in Black: Storying the Lives and the Pedagogies of Black Men 

Educators in 2002 at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. 
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relationship with their students. Lynn conducted short formal ethnographic interviews with the 

participants. On average, the interviews lasted 30 minutes and the participants answered 

questions about how they define themselves and their identities. 

Once Lynn (2002) completed his data analysis, several themes were identified. The idea 

that many of these teachers viewed themselves as change agents in the lives of their students was 

one of the major findings. A mathematics teacher who took part in the study explained: 

 I’m a strong Black man interested in educating Black youth. You see, I grew up in this 

community. I understand the value of a strong educational background. I am trying to 

help students increase not just their math ability but also their overall well-being. (p. 125) 

While many of the participants of Lynn’s (2002) study echoed similar sentiments 

regarding their role as an educator, some were not as optimistic about their ability to become 

change agents in their students’ lives. One teacher considered the influences that economic and 

social structures have on the schooling experience of their students and realized the 

disadvantages that their students would face in the future. He considered his experiences from 

working in the business world as beneficial to him returning to the classroom and advocated that 

his students obtain formal education to face the “real world.”  

Another key finding in Lynn’s (2002) study was how most of the participants considered 

it their responsibility to be role models. Some grew up in the communities where they taught and 

felt that teaching was a way to give back. Others considered the perceived plight of Black males 

in society and believed that their contributions in the classroom and the community would push 

back against it. A high school mathematics teacher who participated in the study claimed that the 

students “need more than just a teacher; they need fathers, parental figures’’ (p. 126). A fourth-

grade teacher stated: 
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As a Black man, I want to . . . make sure that these Black boys become Black men. As I 

define it, basically, so that they’re able to be positive…members of their community, 

members of their family. To do that, they must avoid a lot of the…what I call potholes, 

particularly in neighborhoods like this. So, I try to make them aware of it. I try to give 

them as much knowledge as I can about that and so that they can make the proper 

decision when it comes forth. (p. 126) 

These comments reinforce the idea that some of these teachers considered themselves 

more than just educators, but also role models to their students. These educators felt they were 

uniquely able to relate to their students. As Black men who faced similar experiences, they 

believed that they held a “pedagogical advantage” over others when instructing Black students 

(Lynn, 2002, p. 126). These Black male teachers asserted that they felt that they had a deeper 

understanding of what these students faced in society and were less likely to misinterpret what 

others considered negative behaviors in the classroom. A middle school mathematics teacher 

shared these beliefs best: 

As an African American male, I grew up in the projects. So, I am familiar with the issues 

that kids are going through today. They must deal with gangs, drugs, and single-parent 

issues. I understand that ‘cause I grew out of that situation. I understand where they’re 

coming from. I bring that to the job: my experiences, my knowledge, my past. It’s very 

relevant for students in the inner city. They know that I had to overcome a lot of odds to 

be here. (pp. 126–127) 

Overall, Lynn’s (2002) study tied CRT to the experiences of Black male teachers and 

explored why many consider their role in the classroom as necessary to become change agents, 

role models, and even father figures for students of color.  
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While Lynn’s initial work focused on Black male teachers and their perceived purpose in 

the classroom, Bristol’s (2014) initial study30 focused on organizational conditions within school 

systems and their influence on Black male teachers. He was instrumental in identifying how 

numerous factors influence the entrance, experience, and retention of Black male teachers. 

Bristol completed a phenomenological study that consisted of 27 Black male teachers across 14 

public schools in the Boston area. He conducted semi-structured interviews and used 

observational field notes as his two primary sources of data collection. Bristol explained that 

prior to his work that no empirical study had been performed which attempted to capture the 

experiences of Black men in the classroom (p. 203). Bristol composed a Black Male Teacher 

Environment Survey to help analyze the data from his study, which he had used in prior work.  

The four research questions that drove Bristol’s (2014) project were: (a) What 

organizational conditions and dynamics affect Black male teachers’ pathways into teaching? (b) 

Are there differences for teachers working in schools employing just one Black male teacher 

versus schools with larger numbers of Black male teachers? (c) What are Black male teachers’ 

experiences with organizational dynamics of performance pressures, boundary heightening, and 

role encapsulation? and (d) How do these organizational contexts and experiences affect 

teachers’ plans to stay in their schools or in teaching?  

Bristol’s research revealed that an early experience of either teaching or tutoring 

prompted many of the participants to enter the teaching profession full-time. Bristol also found 

that the number of Black men on a school’s faculty influenced participants’ experiences at work. 

His data suggested that Loners (the only Black men members on the school’s faculty) 

                                                      
30 Bristol’s dissertation Black Men of the Classroom: An Exploration of how the Organizational Conditions, 

Characteristics, and Dynamics in Schools Affect Black Male Teachers’ Pathways into the Profession, Experiences, 

and Retention was completed in 2014 at Columbia University. 
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experienced more adversity in their experiences at their school than Groupers (several Black 

men members on the school’s faculty).  Bristol also suggested that Loners typically remained at 

their school, a credit to the working conditions of the school; while Groupers left either for 

opportunities at other schools or left the profession altogether. Groupers often credited their 

leaving to lack of satisfaction with administration.  

Hayes and colleagues (2014) provided a more fine-grained analysis of successful 

practices of Black male teachers who instruct Black students with a targeted focus on capturing 

classroom practices of two successful teachers by employing storytelling and counter-narrative 

methods. Their study serves as a valuable source of knowledge on the schooling of Black 

students but does not serve as a “cookbook” or “how to guide” for instructing Black students. 

The two teachers who were the focus of the study were chosen from a larger study based on 

exemplary Black teachers. They were considered ideal participants for this smaller, targeted 

project due to having exceptional and extensive careers that spanned from the Jim Crow era to 

the desegregation of public schools in rural Mississippi. They conducted three in-depth, semi-

formal interviews with each teacher––Mr. Crenshaw and Mr. Hayes––as the primary method of 

data collection.  

Mr. Crenshaw, like Horace Mann, considered education to be the Great Equalizer (Hayes 

et al., 2014). He considered his position as an educator as an opportunity to make his students 

active agents in acquiring knowledge and becoming critically aware of their situations in which 

they could bring change and improve their social conditions as opposed to waiting for others to 

do it for them. His teaching practices encouraged students to critique the world around them and 

to recognize many of the inequities that African Americans face, which empowered them to 

transform their worlds. He incorporated his students’ lives outside the classroom with the 
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curriculum inside the classroom which helped them to position themselves as change agents. 

Mr. Hayes, like Mr. Crenshaw, refused to draw on assumptions of Black inferiority in his 

teaching practices (Hayes et al., 2014). He pushed his students to expand past their current 

positions in all areas of their lives. He used his capacity as a teacher to mentor students, 

specifically his Black male students. The following excerpt exemplifies his role as mentor: 

Yes, teaching students’ history is important, but something that I learned from my own 

teachers is that mentorship [is just as important]. Taking students where they are and 

moving them to the next level. I think many teachers today have lost sight of that. They 

are too worried about test scores and don’t worry enough about the souls of kids. (p. 7) 

Hayes and colleagues (2014) concluded their fine-grain analysis by explicitly 

highlighting how both Mr. Crenshaw and Mr. Hayes implemented a transformative pedagogy in 

their classrooms, a pedagogy that “bridges theoretical concepts of oppression, liberation, and 

schooling success for freedom in everyday practice” (p. 9). By empowering their students to gain 

access to resources that otherwise would have been unavailable, by placing their students in 

positions to insert themselves in spaces in society that otherwise would have been restricted, and 

by propelling their students to acquire the language and discourse necessary to resist many of the 

devices that tend to subjugate minoritized groups, both Crenshaw and Hayes repeatedly and 

successfully implemented transformative pedagogy throughout their careers as teachers. 

Hunter and Stinson’s (2019) study focused on the influence of a “successful” Black male 

mathematics teacher and their influence on Black male high school students and their perception 

of teacher care31. Through ethnography, using a critical race lens, with care theory, and cultural 

                                                      
31 This study is part of a larger study completed by the first author in his dissertation: The Male African American 

Teaching African American Male Students: Exploring Teacher Influence on Students’ Perceptions of Teacher Care 

and Attitudes Toward Mathematics (Hunter, 2017). 
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relevant pedagogy, they were able to identify six common themes: (a) motivation, (b) culture, (c) 

confidence, (d) discipline, (e) concern for futures, and (f) environment. A sub-theme in this study 

asserted that their classes embodied some if not all the six themes mentioned above. The authors 

also explored how the student participants perceived teacher care and compared it to how the 

educators in the study considered it and then analyzed how closely related the two were. 

Additionally, Hunter and Stinson identified a few significant conflicts in their research, such as 

location from where the study took place (all-male charter school), “successful” teacher selection 

(chosen by community members), and the variability of the home lives of the participants. 

Each of the aforementioned studies explored Black male teachers and their presence in 

the public-school setting but in diverse ways. Brown (2009) troubled the assumption that placing 

a Black man in the classroom with Black boys is the “cure all.” His analysis revealed that Black 

men vary in their teaching and classroom management styles; in that, their unique life 

experiences, beliefs, and practices helped to shape the way they facilitated their classrooms.  

Lynn (2002) used CRT to demonstrate how racism is embedded in American society and will 

persist perpetually unless the United States undergoes drastic changes. The counter-narratives of 

the participants pushed back against much of the demonization that mainstream society assigns 

to Black male teachers. These counter-narratives also established how a pedagogical advantage 

in some ways seems to exist for Black male teachers.  

Bristol’s (2014) study examined the experiences of Black male teachers and what 

motivated their entrance and retention in classrooms. Using phenomenology as a framework, he 

identified how loners tend to remain in their schools, while groupers generally leave as they 

approach tenure in their teaching experience. Hayes and colleagues (2014) used the counter-

narratives of two former exemplar educators to illustrate how a transformative pedagogy was 
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used by Black male teachers that in turn helped them serve as change agents for their students. 

Hunter and Stinson (2019) explored the relationship between “successful” Black male teachers 

and Black male high school mathematics students and the dynamic of teacher care. 

While each of these studies differed in scope, they all pinpoint the utility of having Black 

male teachers in classrooms. To varying degrees, each study pushed back against hegemony and 

its influence on the educational system, and each emphasized the significance of race and racism 

on pedagogical practices. As Ortiz (2018) argued, “Teachers must be intentional about 

acknowledging the role that race and racism, among other forms of hegemony, play in the lives 

of students of color; and Teachers should begin to critique their own teaching and learning 

within a critical lens” (p. 8).  

Summary 

The aforementioned studies demonstrate how extensively identity in general and 

mathematics identity in particular has been researched. It also represents the growing body of 

work dedicated to mathematics identity and African American students, and as a niche, 

mathematics identity and African American male students. Additionally, this review reflects the 

increasing body of work that has spotlighted African American male teachers. What is evident is 

that Black males have too often been marginalized in mathematics classrooms, both as students 

and as teachers. The brilliance of many of the Black male participants in the studies reviewed is 

apparent by their ability to persevere through the innumerable inequities and injustices that they 

have faced in society generally and in schools and classrooms specifically in their journeys 

toward success. The purpose of this study was to explore whether there is a connection between 

Black men’s mathematics identities developed through their experiences as students and in turn 

how these identities might be reflected in the classroom norms and instructional practices of 
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those students who would eventually become African American male mathematics teachers.  

As I considered the perspectives brought forth in the works reviewed and reflected on my 

experiences as both a mathematics student and a mathematics teacher, a common theme is 

presented: mainstream society has a challenging time acknowledging Black males as formidable 

placeholders in the mathematics classroom. As a Black male learner and/or teacher of 

mathematics, you are “guilty until proven innocent” of being somehow deficient within the 

discipline.  

This forever present discourse manifests itself in a number of ways for teachers, whether 

it is how we are often commodified in the sense of being applied as a “one size fits all” (Brown, 

2009) remedy to rectifying the so-called Black boy dilemma (Pruitt et al., 2019) or even if it is 

from an organizational standpoint on a microcosmic level, where the internal conditions of the 

school or the dynamics within the school cause many of us to leave the profession (Bristol, 

2014). In sum, Black male teachers often find themselves in a precarious space. The same can be 

said for Black male students; they often must find ways to negotiate their identities to be seen as 

competent doers of mathematics. Despite these ever-reappearing realities, as many of the 

participants in the studies reviewed revealed, Black male students’ and teachers’ ability to 

accommodate, reconfigure, or resist (Stinson, 2004) has placed them in positions to become 

successful mathematics students; or in the case of educators, successful mathematics teachers 

who empower the students they teach.  

For me, I often think in retrospect about the many obstacles that I have surmounted, first 

as a student and now as a teacher, to become a formidable tenured stakeholder in the profession. 

Collectively, these experiences serve as motivation for me to continue to excel. I questioned 

whether the participants of this study shared similar experiences as the ones I endured and if so, 
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how have they influenced (or not) their mathematics identities? Did these experiences shape their 

teaching practices? I unpacked the layers of data collected with the participants of this study and 

analyzed those layers through a theoretical critical race lens given how pervasive the hegemonic 

structures of White supremacy are within the U.S. education system and society at large. 

Overview of Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I describe critical race theory (CRT) from a historical context first 

offering an overview of its founders. I then turn the focus to a detailed synopsis of four of its 

foundational tenets and the connectedness of CRT to narrative inquiry. Next, a historical 

overview of CRT is offered in terms of education in general first, then specifically regarding 

mathematics education and its implications for African American male students and African 

American teachers. Additionally, I pinpoint key criticisms that many of CRT’s detractors offer, 

as well as their influence on society in today’s social and political climate. I conclude by 

providing my epistemological stance and rationale for employing it in this study. 

Historical Context of CRT 

The origin of CRT can be traced to critical legal studies (CLS) (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001). CLS was initiated as a collection of law review articles and then grew into a bigger 

movement. CRT founders were a group of activists and scholars who were looking to study and 

improve conditions of race, racism, and power in the United States during the 1970s. Alan 

Freeman, Richard Delgado, and Derrick Bell (among others) are three of the legal scholars who 

contributed to CLS on a foundational level. CLS however was limited in its scope in addressing 

racism and as a result CRT was formed (Jett, 2009). CRT crosses epistemological boundaries by 

borrowing from liberalism, law, society, and feminism, Marxism, poststructuralism, CLS, 

cultural nationalism, and pragmatism to provide a more efficient analysis of the racialized 
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experiences of minoritized groups (Tate, 1997).  

Derrick Bell (1930–2011) is often identified as the father of CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001). Bell (1992) asserted that racism is embedded in American life to the extent that no matter 

what is done to improve or eradicate it, racism continues to prevail. Bell contended that the 

measures to remove racism in American society are temporary. His goal throughout his 

scholarship (e.g.,1970, 1976, 1980, 1989, 1992) is not to end racism, what he argued to be an 

impossibility, but rather to work diligently toward that impossibility. His research and activism 

significantly contributed to the critical discussions concerning race in America, often using 

allegory as a method to examine legal discourse. He demonstrated this artful use of allegory in 

Faces at the Bottom of the Well: The Permanence of Racism (Bell, 1992), with its stories sharing 

the common theme that racism is endemic in American life.  

Bell’s extensive body of scholarship hinges on three arguments surrounding 

constitutional contradiction: (a) property in American society and the role of government in 

protecting property interests, (b) interest convergence principle showing itself judiciously, and 

(c) legislative remedies aimed at eradicating racism are not supported by the dominant culture. 

Bell contended that race and property are interconnected and as a result racial subjugation and 

oppression are reproduced and reified. This subjugation and oppression are traced to the origins 

of the Constitution of the United States where the Black population was worth three fifths of the 

representation of the White population in terms of taxes and representation in the House of 

Representatives (Bell, 1976). Bell asserted that even with contemporary reforms and civil rights 

legislation, that property would consistently be used as a tool for subjugation.  

Interest convergence and manipulation of legislative remedies can best be exemplified 

through the Brown v Board of Education, 1954 decision. Bell argued that it was in the best 
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interest of the United States to push certain initiatives in civil rights legislation to protect its 

international image, as the United States and USSR attempted to persuade other countries to 

support either democracy or communism, respectively. In other words, the underlying motives 

for these legislative changes had an intertwined incentive. Interest convergence embodies Bell’s 

belief that mainstream society will not support any initiatives which might threaten their superior 

social status. Interest convergence and legislative manipulation are also exemplified through the 

Regents of the University of California v Bakke, 1978 decision: suburban zoning and referendum 

practices were designed and enforced to prevent low-income housing being built in certain areas. 

Another key contributor to CRT is Richard Delgado. Crenshaw (1995) placed Delgado 

and his work at the historical and conceptual beginnings of CRT. Delgado’s themes are based on: 

(a) insisting to name one’s own reality, (b) believing that knowledge and ideas are powerful, (c) 

questioning the basic premises of moderate/incremental civil rights law, (d) borrowing insights 

from social science, (e) examining critically the myths and stories powerful groups use to justify 

racial subjugation, (f) contextualizing of doctrine, and (g) critiquing of liberal legalisms, and the 

interests in structural determinism (i.e., the ways in which legal tools and thought-structures can 

impede law reform) (R. Delgado, as cited in Tate, 1997).  

Delgado and Stefancic (2012) explained that there are two camps in CRT: the idealists 

and the realists. In the idealist camp, proponents believe that racism and discrimination are ways 

of thinking, and that racism is a social construct. Idealists advocate for tort remedies for racist 

speech, diversity seminars, and even minority representation on TV shows. Realists, also known 

as economic determinists, believe that racism is a means in which society distributes privilege 

and status. Within this mindset, racial hierarchies determine who receives the benefits, such as 

the best jobs, the best schools, and even the best invitations into people’s homes. According to 
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Delgado and Stefancic (2001), “If the materials are right, one needs to change the physical 

circumstances of minorities’ lives before racism will abate” (p. 25). A CRT supporter who is 

“middle of the road” with respect to their affiliation would advocate for both cultural and 

material forces operating in concert to help bring forth reform. I tend to lean toward the realist 

camp; as an educator, I continue to witness the allocation of resources being distributed 

disproportionately in U.S. school systems, in turn perpetually marginalizing minoritized groups. 

A substantial portion of Delgado’s (e.g., 1983, 1989, 1990; see also Delgado & Stefancic, 

2000, 2001, 2007, 2017) work is committed to clarifying the role of story, counter-story, and 

naming one’s reality. Four principles substantiate his reasoning: (a) reality is socially 

constructed, (b) stories are powerful in destroying and changing mindsets, (c) stories have a 

community building function, and (d) stories provide members of outgroups mental self-

preservation. In paraphrasing Delgado, Tate (1997) summarized, “The dominant group of society 

justifies its position with stock stories” (p. 220). Counter-stories, on the other hand, allow for 

some push back against the hegemony that these stories have perpetuated in society. 

In “The Imperial Scholar: Reflections of Civil Rights Literature,” Delgado (1983), 

critiqued the legal scholarship of 26 White male legal scholars who all occupied key areas of 

civil rights scholarship. No legal scholars of color were included in any of these areas. 

Throughout his critique, Delgado highlighted that when these 26 legal scholars wrote about civil 

rights issues, they almost always referenced each other and ignored the work of scholars of color 

in the field. Delgado’s critique found in Imperial Scholar supports his reasoning for the need for 

documented counter-storytelling from minoritized groups. How can the normative mindset 

toward race change when the ones implementing the change are all non-members of 

marginalized and minoritized groups? The community building function that Delgado referenced 
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cannot progress without the outgroup’s admittance into the conversation. Counter-storytelling 

allows for the possibility of community building to occur. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s contributions have also been instrumental in the development of 

CRT. Originally a Harvard Law School student, Crenshaw became involved in CRT when the 

university would not hire a minoritized professor to teach a course on race and law. She helped 

organize an alternative course on the subject. According to Tate (1997), “Like other critical race 

scholars, Crenshaw borrows from several traditions, including cultural nationalism, 

postmodernism, CLS, and Black feminist thought, to provide a more comprehensive examination 

of race, society, and U.S. law” (p. 233). Crenshaw’s 1988 Harvard Law Review article helped 

challenge neoconservative and critical legal studies analyses of the civil rights movement. She 

asserted that CLS scholars did not ground their analysis in the realities of the socially oppressed 

and that its movement also did not look at the hegemonic role of racism, which left its solutions 

unrealistic. Crenshaw called for a framework that is intersectional which addresses multiple 

systems such as race and gender. Her intersectionality constructs included structural, 

representational, and political intersectional ties and how women are situated within the 

categories of race and gender32.  

Derrick Bell, Richard Delgado, and Kimberlé Crenshaw are often credited as being at the 

foundation of CRT. Their contributions along with others have helped CRT to grow substantially 

and even spawn subfields such as Black critical theory (BlackCrit) (Dumas & Ross, 2016), 

Latino critical race studies (LatCrit) (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001), Asian American critical race 

studies (AsianCrit) (Museus et al., 2013), and American Indian critical race studies (TribalCrit) 

                                                      
32 According to Crenshaw, her focus was on the intersectionality of Black women, as “Black women had no 

distinctive claim that the law seemed willing to respect, even when they were differently situated from Black men 

and White women” (Bello & Mancini, 2016, p. 11).  
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(Yosso, 2005). While each scholar brought tremendous contributions to the overarching 

framework of CRT, one commonality that they share is the existence of common pillars that 

embodies CRT at its foundation. CRT is based upon four foundational tenets: (a) the endemic 

nature of racism (e.g., Bell, 1992), (b) experiential knowledge; counter-storytelling (e.g., 

Delgado & Stefancic, 2012), (c) critique of liberalism (e.g., DeCuir & Dixon, 2004), and (d) 

interest-convergence (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Next, I provide a detailed analysis of each of 

these. 

Foundational Tenets of CRT 

One of the foundational tenets of CRT asserts that racism is normal and is embedded 

within the fabric of American society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000). According to Jett (2009), 

“Because the United States has historical structures, schooling practices, and so forth that 

perpetuate racism, racism seems normal to people in our society” (p. 73). On a broader scale and 

on a personal level, I witness this “normalcy” play-out with the naming of streets, monuments, 

and facilities after Confederate leaders and others in a way to “honor” those who advocated 

White supremacy and the enslavement of Africans. As a Black man who has spent nearly my 

entire life in the Southeast, it was second nature to travel these roads, view these monuments, 

and frequent these establishments without giving their names a second thought. I can remember 

visiting a local state park as a child that honors Confederate generals, but I never questioned it. 

These experiences might to some be inconsequential; however, they are powerful examples of 

how prevalent racism situates itself in everyday living (Dixit & Miller, 2022). Another example 

is when watching the major news broadcasts, how Black men are typically represented in a 

negative light. For instance, a story aired on the local news recently highlighting an African 

American middle school mathematics teacher who was arrested for drug trafficking in his school. 
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Seldom are positive stories of Black men and male youth and schooling on the daily news 

(Oliver, 2003), such as successful mathematics teachers serving as positive role models in the 

classroom. 

When I reflect introspectively and think specifically about mathematics education, school 

systems and curricula often disempower African American male youth and children in the same 

fashion (Martin, 2012). An unfortunate normalized act that Black male students know too well is 

being perceived as a troublemaker based merely on melanin as they are denied the opportunity of 

their character defining them (James, 2012). I experienced this injustice as a student (see Chapter 

1), and I continue to push back against this as a tenured educator. These examples are constant 

reminders of what Bell (1992) asserted: racism is deeply intertwined within the fabric of society 

and is endemic in nature. While I contend that incremental change has occurred from the origins 

of the United States with landmark events such as the passing of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

Amendments, the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the 

Fair Housing Act of 1968, racism persists in the United States (and throughout the world). CRT 

advocates for the improvement of marginalized people’s lives with respect to the discrimination 

they too frequently encounter by analyzing and identifying how race and racism exists in the 

structures and institutions of living. So, while racism will continue to exist, optimistically, I can 

continue to be hopeful for substantial change.  

Experiential knowledge, another key tenet of CRT is unique, as it gives “voice” to the 

disenfranchised othered. Delgado (2000) argued for the importance of storytelling because 

reality is merely a social construct. Counter-storytelling allows oppressed outgroups to seize 

power, while at the same time changing fixed mindsets that have occurred due to normative 

discourses that have been prevalent in society. Providing outgroups, the authority to story-tell 
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creates a sense of mental self-preservation and a community building function (Tate, 1997). The 

use of parables, autobiographies, and counter-narratives are used to make sense of the 

insensibleness of race and racism within this framework. 

Yet another major tenet of CRT critiques liberalism and pushes back against the ideas 

that neutrality should exist within constitutional law and in society in general. According to 

Delgado and Stefancic (2000), many liberalists believe in “equality for all” despite diverse 

backgrounds, histories, or situations. This stance neglects to allow marginalized groups to name 

their own reality (Delgado, 2000). Ladson-Billings and Tate claimed that critical race theorists 

argue that political and moral analysis is situational, “truths only exist for this person in this 

predicament at this time in history” (R. Delgado, as cited in Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 

20). This critical race theoretical understanding explains why “pull yourself up by your 

bootstraps” rhetoric reifies inequality in society. Later in the chapter, I explain how this tenet 

relates to mathematics identity, mathematics education, and the teaching and learning of Black 

male youth and children. 

Interest-convergence principle, the last major tenet of CRT highlighted in this chapter, 

explains that the only way in which Blacks or minoritized groups can have some of their 

initiatives met with respect to racial equality, is when the interests of Whites are met at the same 

time (Tate, 1997). Bell’s scholarship pinpoints this tenet throughout his work (e.g., Bell, 1979, 

1987, 1989, 1992). He extended this tenet with the idea that the majority will not support civil 

rights initiatives that threaten their superior social status. Below is an excerpt of an example of 

interest-convergence principle offered by Bell: 

I often cite the NAACP and government briefs in the Brown case, both of which maintain 

that the abandonment of state-supported segregation would be a crucial asset as we 
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compete with Communist countries for the hearts and minds of Third World people just 

emerging from the long years of colonialism. As far as I’m concerned, the Court’s 

decision in the Brown case cannot be understood without considering the decision’s value 

to Whites in policy-making positions who are able to recognize the economic and 

political beliefs at home and abroad that would follow abandonment of state-mandated 

racial segregation. (D. Bell, as cited in Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 62) 

Another example of the interest convergence principle being demonstrated is when the 

state of Arizona refused to acknowledge the King Holiday as a state holiday (G. Ladson-Billings, 

as cited, in Milner, Pearman, & McGee, 2013). Subsequently, several businesses and other 

institutions were boycotted in the state, including the potential playing of the NFL Super Bowl 

and NBA All Star Game. The decision would be reversed due to the financial consequences that 

not recognizing the holiday would have on the state.  

Next, I provide a synopsis of CRT and education, first in general and then specific to the 

field of mathematics education. I also discuss CRT’s implications with respect to African 

American male students and then African American teachers.  

CRT and Education 

CRT and its application in the field of education can be traced to the work of pedagogical 

theorists and educators Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate. One of their primary goals in 

situating CRT within the field of education was to attempt to theorize race and use its analytic 

tools for understanding inequity in schools. These goals were successfully accomplished in their 

foundational work “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

1995). Ladson-Billings and Tate began exploring the intersectionality of education and property. 

They then moved beyond the boundaries in education research literature and incorporated 
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propositions based on new laws and social sciences. The authors then explored tensions between 

conceptualizations of CRT in education and multicultural education. They claimed, “Despite the 

problematic nature of race, we offer a first met proposition that race, unlike gender and class, 

remains untheorized” (p. 13). 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) strived toward building upon the scholarship of Carter 

G. Woodson (1933) and his work within the structure of inequality in schools and W.E.B. Du 

Bois’s (1905) as well and his work related to “double-consciousness.” They explored the 

relationship between the United States and its hegemonic nature in the political, legislative, and 

other governing structures, and property rights. Ladson-Billings and Tate incorporated this 

relationship within the field of education both explicitly and implicitly. These ideas are best 

demonstrated when Kozol (1992) identified the connection between better property locations 

translating into better schools; it is easy to recognize how structures produce and reproduce 

inequity in terms of race. The authors also confirmed these inequities through intellectual 

property and curriculum, in the better science labs, computers with the most advanced state-of-

the-art technology, and even better qualified teachers are strategically placed socioeconomically. 

Ladson-Billings and Tate argued (1995), “But class and gender, examined alone or together, do 

not account for extraordinarily high rates of school dropout, suspension, expulsion, and failure 

among African American and Latino males” (p. 15). It is apparent that other factors, such as the 

aforementioned, influence the performance of minoritized students, particularly Black male 

students, and youth.  

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) then analyzed the shortcomings of the Brown v. Board 

of Education, 1954 ruling and how it was ineffective in creating substantial positive changes for 

minoritized groups. They contended that students of color are more segregated than they 
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previously were before civil rights legislation. This claim is supported in that 21 of the 22 largest 

school districts were Black, although African Americans only made up 12% of the population at 

the time. Increased White flight and the loss of Black teaching and administrative opportunities 

are directed as part of this demographic shift occurring.  

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) also draw from Delgado and the importance of the 

disempowered naming their own realities. They contended, “In contrast, critical race theorists 

argue that political and moral analysis is situational, ‘truths’ only exist for this person in this 

predicament at this time in history” (p. 20). Storytelling allows for psychic preservation; in that, 

it helps heal the wounds from racial oppression. It also helps one come to the self-realization of 

how they became oppressed and helps them from inflicting mental violence on themselves. This 

self-violence is attributed to the internalization of stereotypes assigned by mainstream society. 

They also argued that naming one’s own reality can also influence the oppressor. Most 

oppression does not feel like oppression to the oppressor. As Delgado suggested, “the dominant 

group justifies its power with stories––stock explanations––that construct reality in ways to 

maintain their privilege” (as cited in Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 57–58). Delgado further 

argued that the offering of experiential knowledge through counter-storytelling can help alleviate 

this reproductive wrong. The exchange of stories from teller to listener in this fashion can help us 

overcome ethnocentrism and the dysconscious racism (King, 2015) found when viewing the 

world from one lens.  

CRT, Mathematics Curriculum, and Implications for African American Male Students 

Much of the work that Bell (1970) Delgado & Stefancic (2001), Crenshaw (1988), 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995; also see Tate, 1997) contributed along with countless others has 

helped build a strong body of knowledge that initially began with CRT as a subject and 
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eventually led to its application in education. Its utilization in mathematics education is 

significant, as a growing amount of literature has been produced regarding it and how its 

influence can have pedagogical implications. In this section, I provide a discussion of the 

significance of each of the four tenets previously discussed and how they relate to the field of 

mathematics education. Then I further the discussion by analyzing their implications for African 

American male mathematics students and how in turn they influence the development of their 

mathematics identities. 

When considering how racism is endemic in mathematics education, one must look no 

further than the “so-called” achievement gap (Martin, 2009) that lies in standardized test scores. 

Only hegemony would permit such a standardized method of measuring student progress to 

exist, as it does not consider other crucial factors and experiences regarding the students who it 

attempts to measure. Anderson (2004) explained, “racialized invidious comparisons also ignore 

the fundamental inequalities that have and continue to produce the very racial achievement gap 

that is at the forefront of today’s educators’ and policymakers’ agenda” (p. 1). Martin (2009) 

asserted:  

I argue that rather than exploiting the usefulness of sociological and critical theory 

frameworks, the vast majority of mainstream mathematics education research and policy 

purporting to explain so-called racial achievement gaps between African American, 

Latino, and Native Americans on one hand, and White and Asian students on the other, 

continues to rely on inadequate and impoverished approaches to race, racism, and 

racialized inequality” (p. 297).  

The achievement gap has been used to diminish African Americans, particularly African 

American males’ performance in the mathematics classroom. The continued use of this method 
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of measuring achievement and the resistance for mathematics stakeholders to publish more 

stories of the brilliance of Black mathematics students (Leonard & Martin, 2013) reifies racism 

and allows it to remain as an integral part of our mathematics community. As an African 

American middle school mathematics teacher, it is necessary that we as educators recognize the 

harm that these measures have on our students, and I advocate for better initiatives in measuring 

our students’ success. By doing so, I believe that it will help build more robust mathematical 

identities (McGee, 2015) within our students. 

When tracing the history of mathematics curriculum, inequities related to race can be 

found throughout. Consequently, I consider the problems that Black mathematics students have 

faced as being, in many ways, connected to this marginalization that has occurred over time. 

According to Berry, Pinter, and McClain, (2013), the mathematical experience of pre-K–12 

Black mathematics students can be categorized into five chronological periods: (a) new 

industrialism and the Black nadir (early 1900s–1940s); (b) Brown, Sputnik, and new math 

(1940s–1960s); (c) the great society, desegregation, and “Back to Basics” (mid 1960s–1980); (d) 

a nation at risk and the standards movement (1980–2000); and (e) the No Child Left Behind and 

the National Mathematics Advisory Panel (2000–present). All five of these eras have helped 

contribute to the current landscape of U.S. mathematics curriculum with respect to minoritized 

students. 

During the new industrialism and Black nadir period (Berry et al., 2013), African 

Americans faced the toughest period of discrimination in the United States. During this time, the 

mathematics that was taught in schools primarily reflected the industrial movement that the 

country was experiencing. From an African American standpoint, two prominent 

philosophers/educators emerged with diverging views on how mathematics should be taught in 
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the form of W.E.B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington. Du Bois (1905) supported dualism in 

mathematics education (advocacy for democratic education, creative and interactive learning, 

along with support for rote memorization). He strongly advocated for Black people pursuing a 

secondary and post-secondary education that was comparable to their White counterparts. 

Washington, however, advocated industrial and vocational education for minorities. He 

contended that learning mathematics along these parameters would provide them with an 

adequate education which would give them utility in their lives. Washington however “indirectly 

acknowledged the brilliance of Black learners (Leonard & Martin, 2013) as being capable of 

knowing rigorous mathematics topics and other ‘high sounding things’” (Berry et al., 2013, p. 

27). Edward Thorndike, a renowned psychologist and education theorist, merged these two 

philosophies. His theory focused on mathematical efficiency for students, as well as separating 

them into mathematics courses that were suited for future perceived needs in our society. 

During the Brown, Sputnik, and new math era, several momentous events occurred 

including the Brown v. Board of Education, 1954 Supreme Court ruling, the Russian launch of 

Sputnik and the United States’ reaction to it, and the launch of the New Math curriculum in U.S. 

public-schools. With the USSR’s launch of the spacecraft Sputnik, the United States vowed to 

reform mathematics and science curriculum. The result of this reform was new math, which was 

the implementation of abstract mathematics concepts that did not exist in the general curriculum 

before (abstract algebra, topology, symbolic logic, set theory, and Boolean algebra, combined 

with the traditional curriculum) to help students gain a conceptual understanding that did not 

exist before (Berry et al. 2013). During the same period, the Brown ruling permitted integration 

of public schooling. The combination of these events placed the Black mathematics student in a 

disadvantageous situation than what existed before these changes took place. 
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The new math initiative focused primarily on the so-called “best and brightest” in 

mathematics and only catered to a small segment of the population. Most African American 

students came from segregated schools that received older textbooks with older material and did 

not have a comparable education to their White peers. Consequently, during integration many of 

these students were placed in lower-level mathematics courses with teachers who did not express 

the same level of nurturing as when they were in their previous segregated schools. Berry and 

colleagues (2013) asserted, “We see these impacts in classrooms today when we observe the 

racial composition of mathematics courses, mathematics achievement, and the care that Black 

children perceive as receiving in mathematics classrooms” (p.47). 

During the desegregation and back to basics era Black students were marginalized 

extensively as well. With Back to Basics, education stakeholders believed that the new math 

initiative had failed its students and as a result implemented the teaching of basic skills as the 

primary goal of the curriculum, along with basic competency tests. While these modifications 

did help increase Black students’ test scores on basic mathematics standardized tests, they did 

not help prepare them for higher level mathematics. During this same period, busing caused re-

segregation and tracking of students based on socioeconomic status. Consequently, the Black–

White achievement gap became a ubiquitous tool for measuring mathematical success by 

mainstream placeholders in the mathematics community. 

During the nation at risk period and standards movement, the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education issued a report: A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform. 

This report communicated that U.S. schools were failing, and several changes were made in the 

mathematics curriculum, including Algebra I instituted as a mandatory course in nearly all states. 

While there was an increase in the number of Black children who took this course, there was no 
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increase in the number who took higher level mathematics courses. During the No Child Left 

Behind and the National Mathematics Advisory Panel period standards were aligned to each 

grade level. The Principles and Standards for School Mathematics (NCTM, 2000) initiative were 

also implemented. One of its six primary principles was for the need for equity to exist in the 

mathematics classrooms. While this reform did call for equity, it neglected to recognize issues of 

social justice, or the social, political, and economic conditions in which mathematics is learned. 

In turn, many Black students continued to receive a mathematics education that aligned with 

mainstream society. The Elementary and Secondary Education (i.e., No Child Left Behind or 

NCLB) initiative was also passed during this reform period. Its intention was to increase student 

achievement and improve American school culture by setting lofty standards and setting 

measurable goals. NCLB implies that teachers are qualified to instruct all children if they are 

knowledgeable in content, teaching, and learning. I disagree with this claim. Several teachers are 

certified on paper but have not acquired the cultural training that aligns with the demographics of 

the students they serve. Berry and colleagues (2013) asserted: “We contend that highly qualified 

teachers need also to understand contexts, cultural backgrounds, and identities when teaching 

Black children” (p. 45). No Child left Behind situated Black students as deficient or lagging 

behind their White counterparts. 

The current mathematics curriculum is driven by the hegemony that can trade its roots 

back to the New Industrialism and Black Nadir period (Berry, et al., 2013). Most of our school 

systems have constructed curricula that primarily benefit mainstream society. Ortiz and Morton 

(2022) asserted “Whiteness is so far engrained in U.S. systems (Bell, 1987; Davis & Jett, 2019; 

Tate, 1997) that it is assumed that something culturally relevant for all students will take White 

norms as the default” (p. 56). Consequently, many minoritized students are left having to 
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assimilate to the guidelines of these curricula and if they are unsuccessful doing so, they are 

perceived as inferior to their White and Asian counterparts. Ortiz and Morton (2022) argue for a 

mathematics education that is communal in nature, which would accomplish two goals: (a) 

establish a mathematics education curriculum worthy of Black children, (b) Influence the 

facilitation of teaching and learning in which Black children are exposed. Such an emancipatory 

curriculum would push back against the deficit mindset that has been assigned to Black students 

mathematically.  

Additionally, as we consider African American male students and their matriculation 

through mathematics curriculum and for some, even their trajectory into STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics) related fields, we must consider that fragile identities 

(McGee, 2015) might have been developed because of the marginalization that our educational 

system places on them. Ortiz and colleagues’ (2021) study on helping to develop those identities 

starting in their elementary years helps resist this marginalization. The authors draw on Yosso’s 

(2005) Community Cultural Wealth as a framework to assist undergraduate STEM students in 

understanding their STEM identity formation. Yosso included six categories in her framework 

(as listed in Ortiz et al, 2021, p. 313). 

1. Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the 

future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers. 

2. Linguistic capital includes the intellectual and social skills attained through 

communication experiences in more than one language and/or style (see Faulstich 

Orellana, 2003). 

3. Familial capital refers to the cultural knowledge nurtured among familia (kin) that 

carry a sense of community history, memory, and cultural intuition. 
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4. Social capital can be understood as networks of people and community resources. 

These peer and other social contacts can provide both instrumental and emotional 

support to navigate through society’s institutions. 

5. Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions. 

Historically, this infers the ability to maneuver through institutions not created 

with Communities of Color in mind. 

6. Resistant capital refers to those knowledge and skills fostered through 

oppositional behavior that challenges inequality. 

 When considering CRT and its implications for African American male students, the 

categories of capital identified in this study resist normative practices that subjugate the 

minoritized. Ortiz et al. (2022) asserted “We contend that these aspects of Black students’ 

identity are made salient, even within STEM contexts, and that the capital that develops from 

their own communities should be leveraged at the post-secondary level to cultivate success (p. 

323). Employing such a framework during primary schooling years could assist in helping Black 

boys build robust mathematics identities and successfully matriculate into STEM related fields. 

Another implication worth noting is how our education system often villainizes Black 

males. Ferguson’s (2020) book Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black Masculinity 

exemplifies this unfortunate act. The “Black boy” troublemakers in this work were deemed 

unsalvageable by their teachers due to their unwillingness or inability to assimilate into the 

norms of the school and adhere to the nuances of the curriculum. I question whether if these 

young men would have had curricula that was embedded in an emancipatory paradigm (cf. 

Lather, 2006; Ortiz & Morton, 2022), whether they would have been perceived as successful by 

their educators, as opposed to being positioned for the school to prison pipeline (Mallett, 2016). 
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The current curriculum and the pedagogical practices of many U.S. educators continue to 

alienate Black male students. As a result, many of our students matriculate through school with 

fragile mathematics identities, which in turn leads them away from having the confidence to 

perform mathematics and/or pursue careers in the STEM related fields. I realize that I was in the 

minority of African American male students who were able to successfully maneuver through 

these adversities. In this study, I was curious to find how the participants matriculated through to 

become successful mathematics teachers. The (re)living and (re)telling of these stories have shed 

light on ways in which all mathematics educators can work toward helping Black male students 

overcome many of the obstacles that they face because of the current educational system. Next, I 

discuss the implications that the foundational tenets (as discussed previously) have on African 

American male teachers.  

CRT and Implications for African American Mathematics Teachers 

Four major tenets of CRT (i.e., the endemic nature of racism, experiential knowledge, 

critique of liberalism, and interest convergence) can be identified in the hiring and retention of 

African American male teachers. Frank’s (2019) work on the teacher pipeline and its relationship 

to CRT exemplifies how the hiring practices of many U.S. school districts are embedded with 

racism. Below, I pinpoint key findings from the aforementioned. 

The endemic nature of racism is evident when considering the employment habits of 

African American mathematics teachers, particularly their length of time in the field. Neil (2016) 

found that Black secondary mathematics teachers had among the highest turnover rates in 

education. Frank (2019) explained, “I assert that the veiled performance of racism and the 

inherent racist structures of district- and school-level practices contribute to the Black 

mathematics teacher shortage and attrition” (p. 113). Issues such as student poverty and high 
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minoritized populations appear to not have an impact on attrition for Black mathematics teachers 

but organizational issues are a statistically significant indicator (Ingersoll & May 2011). Some of 

these issues include limited autonomy, low levels of faculty decision making ability, racially 

biased human resources practices (D’ Amico et al., 2017), certification exams, and even teacher 

evaluations. Frank asserted that placing Black teachers as behavior managers instead of content 

experts is a veiled racist practice. These practices influence the length of time that these 

educators decide to stay in the field and are another example of how certain structures that have 

been embedded within society have impact on the U.S. educational system, particularly with 

respect to African American teachers. 

In my first year of teaching, I experienced this practice taking place. I was hired during 

standardized testing time in my school district along with another Black male educator. We were 

both given students who were labeled as being “problem students” from each grade level and 

were tasked with having to “manage” them, while the other teachers helped the so-called “good” 

students prepare for testing. I nearly quit and watched one of my peers leave at the end of the 

school year. As Brown (2012) asserted, placing Black male teachers solely as behavior managers 

prevents their abilities and talents of teaching from being utilized. 

Recall experiential knowledge, using counter-storytelling (e.g., Delgado, 2001) is a 

method of psychic preservation of marginalized groups. It has been perceived as a medicine to 

help heal the wounds of oppression (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It also helps one come to the 

self-realization of how they became oppressed and helps them stop inflicting mental pain on 

themselves. The use of the participants’ counter-narratives was crucial to my analysis of how 

racialized mathematics experiences helped to shape (or not) mathematical identity and in turn 

shape (or not) teaching practices. Ladson-Billings (1998) contended that sharing one’s reality 
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through sharing personal encounters relates directly to counter-storytelling. The experiential 

knowledge that the participants bring to the table gave them agency to narrate their life 

experiences. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) noted that counter-stories are created from data 

gathered from the research itself, existing literature on the topic, professional experiences, and 

personal experiences. The stories that the participants of this study told will be embedded within 

their personal and professional experiences and will help fill a void regarding gaps in the 

literature that currently exists. 

Critique of liberalism rejects the common themes that are found in liberal ideology such 

as neutrality around race and how it normalizes Whiteness with a faulty premise centered around 

equality and meritocracy (Ladson-Billings, 1998). It pushes back against false ideas such as that 

all citizens have equal opportunity to access jobs, education, and income. In mathematics 

education, educators must resist pedagogy that employs a color-blind approach. A neutrality 

stance that disregards inequity perpetually helps to reproduce the racism that exists in 

mathematics classrooms. Martin (2009) argued: “This new racism suggests that racism is a thing 

of the past and that Whites today are not responsible for prior historical events and conditions. 

Equal opportunity exists for all who choose to seize it” (p. 301). I believe that educators must 

implement an equitable mathematics curriculum that transcends ethnic and cultural barriers. 

Such a curriculum could self-empower students to find relevance in their mathematics and 

situate their lives in the center of the mathematics that they learn. Freire (2000) taught that “in 

problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in 

the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83). To have 

this type of teaching and learning take place, mathematics educators must first eliminate the 

mindset that all students are on an equal playing field when they enter the mathematics 
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classroom. 

The commodification of Black mathematics teachers (Frank, 2019) is a prime example of 

how liberalist ideology has crossed over into mathematics classrooms. This commodification is 

exemplified when Black teachers are treated like objects of trade rather than valuable resources. 

The ways in which recruitment and retention of “diverse” mathematics teachers is initiated in 

contemporary research is an example. A pervasive but limited race matching logic of why Black 

mathematics teachers are needed in mathematics education is another example (Achinstein et al. 

2010; Egalite et al., 2015, as cited in Frank, 2019). The race matching initiative of grouping 

students disregards how impactful Black teachers can be with non-minoritized students. This 

flawed mindset assumes that placing a Black teacher in a classroom with Black students 

guarantees positive results will occur (Brown, 2009). Frank (2019) contended, “the conversation 

regarding why Black mathematics teachers either do not enter or choose to leave must include 

overlooked sociocultural and sociopolitical factors, including teachers’ racialized experiences 

with mathematics and teaching the content” (p.107). 

The interest-convergence principle can best be demonstrated in mathematics education 

through the analysis of mathematics teachers and their retention in the field. When racial equity 

for people of color only occurs when it converges with the preferences, interests, needs, 

expectations, and ideologies of those in majority this principle is reified (Frank, 2019). In 

mathematics education, when equity for African American mathematics teachers and students 

only comes if it aligns with those who hold power in educational settings, the interest-

convergence principle is being employed. Frank identified the “loss-gain” nature of interest-

convergence in terms of Black educators. When asked what their main motivations are for 

staying in the profession, they often cite intrinsic values, such as fulfilling their sense of mission, 
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or intangible and altruistic beliefs regarding teaching. At the same time, these schools and school 

districts gain from the teachers being employed––an interest-convergence occurs in that instance. 

Criticisms of CRT 

CRT has drawn much criticism from its origins in the late 1970s even to the present day. 

In general, people tend to perceive it as being pessimistic. According to Sawchuk (2021), “critics 

charge that the theory leads to negative dynamics, such as a focus on group identity over 

universal, shared traits; divides people into ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressor’ groups; and urges 

intolerance” (para. 10). Some critics even claim that it advocates discriminating against White 

people to achieve equity (Sawchuk, 2021). Even at its origins, many detractors felt that CRT 

implied too many criticisms of the civil rights movement of the 1960s (Tate, 1997).  

So much negative attention has been pinned to CRT that it even forced me to reflect on 

whether these criticisms are valid and even if they are not, whether I should employ such a 

framework in my writings as a developing researcher. With trying to gain traction as a scholar in 

the academy, I am fully aware of how polarizing this framework is, especially within the current 

political climate. While I consider myself an optimist in general and like Stinson (2004), I do 

question what might be considered a pessimistic attitude toward school reform and social 

change, I do agree with the way that CRT positions race in American society. As an African 

American man who has matriculated through the U.S. public school system and as a tenured 

educator, I have witnessed firsthand how the educational system has the ability of marginalizing 

Black male students. For this reason, I can firmly ground my research within this framework. 

When I first began conceptualizing my dissertation project, if a lay person were asked 

about CRT, not many would be able to give an opinion on the topic or even give a valid 

definition. Now, with it being such a politically charged “hot topic” it is hard to find anyone in 
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the public who at least does not have some type of opinion on the topic, or who believes they 

know what it is. Politically, both the former vice president and the current president of the United 

States both went on record opposing CRT. According to Hoadley-Brill, (2021) “former vice 

president Mike Pence said that ‘critical race theory teaches children as young as kindergarten to 

be ashamed of their skin color’” (Hoadley-Brill, 2021, para. 7). Some critics of CRT suggest that 

it is divisive anti-American discourse that villainizes White people and indoctrinates younger 

minds (Duhaney et al., 2022). In some instances, it has alienated its proponents and in extreme 

cases it has provoked extremists to issue death threats on some of its scholars (Villareal, 2021).  

CRT has found its way on the floor of the legislature of several state chambers and has 

been outlawed from being part of the K-12 curriculum in many U.S. States (Alexander, 2023). 

Moreover, federal funding has been restricted from colleges or universities that sponsor 

programs with diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives (Ng et al., 2025). With the United 

States currently being entangled in political turmoil regarding DEI and CRT, like Conyers & 

Fields (2025), I question the parallels that exist between these initiatives being banned and the 

progress occurring regarding racial equity. Like the implementation of Jim Crow as a response to 

emancipation and the War on Drugs as a response to successful civil rights legislation, the 

banning of CRT represents racial paralysis (Conyers & Fields, 2025) in American society in 

general, but specifically to the educational system. 

Another major criticism of CRT is the validity of experiential knowledge. Take for 

instance, Farber and Sherry’s (1998) critical analysis of the use of the tenet. Among their 

critiques were the validity of “different voices” in narrative scholarship and their reproval of 

outsider stories in the form of personal accounts (Delgado, 1993). I disagree with such criticisms, 

as I contend that the power of storytelling is limitless. Like Delgado (1993), I assert that the 
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primary objective of storytelling through the counter narrative is not to impose some requirement 

for it to be deemed unique, but for the reader to learn from the stories themselves. As offered in 

this study, the four participants and their chronicled journeys in becoming adroit mathematics 

educators provide the educational community with a nuanced perspective that resists the 

customary hegemonic viewpoints that society purports concerning African American males and 

mathematics.  Moreover, in Farber and Sherry’s critique of outsider stories, they neglected to 

consider the counter story and seemed to focus specifically on personal accounts (Delgado, 

1993). As represented in this study, counter narratives do not serve the purpose of setting forth a 

minority view but are positioned to challenge normative discourse.   

Moreover, some assert that counter narratives could be considered as working against 

their purpose. For example, Bullock (2020), troubled “success counter narratives” revealing how 

they appeal to mainstream benevolence and reinforce anti-blackness by reducing the hope for 

Black agency pedagogically. Using afro-pessimism as an analytical lens, Bullock posited that 

many success stories have been published in the mathematics education literature regarding the 

successful endeavors of Black students. While these stories verify that if several conditions are 

met (e.g., teachers overcoming racist beliefs, out-of-school support resources, mathematics tasks 

that relate to the students’ communities), that students can find success. However, meeting these 

conditions will not divorce them from experiencing the “psychic violence” that they face in the 

school setting (e.g., disproportionate discipline, link between schools and prisons). Bullock 

(2020) suggested that educational stakeholders that are invested in the mathematical success of 

Black children must take an axiomatic approach to mathematics education research such as 

“Black children are brilliant” (p. 132), to help prevent a reactionary position, in which they 

employ counter stories as a response. This study aims to take such a stance by proactively 
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highlighting the brilliance of its participants through tracing how their robust mathematics 

identities that were developed as students transferred into their classroom norms and 

instructional practices as teachers. 

Epistemological Stance and Concluding Words 

As a researcher employing CRT, I contend that when it is analyzed based on its tenets, 

that it is not a framework that has the intention of being divisive but rather that it explicitly 

speaks to how racism functions in everyday American society. The focus of this study pinpointed 

three of its tenets in detail: (a) the endemic nature of racism (e.g., Bell, 1992), (b) experiential 

knowledge (e.g., Delgado & Stefancic, 2012), and (c) critique of liberalism (e.g., DeCuir & 

Dixon, 2004)33. 

Many in our society have become so accustomed to the systemic aspect of racism to 

where it cannot be easily recognized. Frequently these power imbalances manifest themselves in 

the mathematics classrooms. By employing CRT as a framework, it made salient many of the 

subtleties that exist that would not be identified superficially. When considering my 

epistemological stance, I closely align with the idea that racism is endemic in our society (Bell, 

1992). When analyzing that the foundation of this nation was established with racism 

inextricably intertwined in its very fabric (e.g., genocide and enslavement), like Bell, I believe 

that it will always exist, at least in some capacity. As an optimist, I hope that we can vastly 

improve how we dismantle many of the oppressive forces and systems that are in place that have 

helped produce and reproduce the hegemony that has been so securely established. I contend 

such changes begin by acknowledging and taking ownership of many of the transgressions that 

have occurred not only at the inception of the country but also for the time periods that followed; 

                                                      
33 The fourth tenet that was highlighted in this chapter, Interest Convergence Principle did not emerge as a key 

finding in the data retrieved from the research in this study. 
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tracing back from the Revolutionary War, all the way up to the recent conflicts including the 

insurrection at the United States Capitol in 2021 and the contemporary bans on race-related 

work. Publishing the (re)lived and (re)told stories of the educators in this study and their 

racialized experiences created a space for this to occur. 

Moreover, by utilizing counter narratives as an analytical tool, it gave voice to the 

participants, African American middle and high school mathematics teachers. Delgado and 

Stefancic (2000) contended, “Although some writers criticize CRT for excessive negativity and 

failure to develop a positive program, legal storytelling and narrative analyses are clear cut 

advances that the movement can claim” (p. 45). Considering the inequities and injustices that 

Black men and male youth experience, particularly in the field of education and specifically, in 

the discipline of mathematics, the created space for their experiences to be told, heard, and 

confirmed is crucial for affirming school and mathematics education reform efforts. This 

enrichment and transformation allow for the mental self-preservation that Delgado (2000) 

advocates for. These participants’ lived stories have served the purpose of pushing back against 

the hegemony that exists mathematically.  

When considering how liberalist ideology often takes a color-blind approach to society 

and the same to our educational system, it reifies the racism that has been so firmly established 

since our country’s inception. The meritocratic belief to “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” 

reinforces such bias. I advocate against this rhetoric, as it neglects to account for the residual 

effects of the marginalization that has taken place against people of African descent dating back 

to 1619 when the first slave ship landed at Point Comfort, Virginia, to the present day. The same 

could be stated in terms of the mathematics classroom, as biased tools such as standardized 

testing continue to diminish the perception of Black males and their competency in the 
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discipline. Before the test score gap became a measuring tool in our educational system, there 

were also other discriminating devices (i.e., literacy gap, elementary school attendance gap, high 

school completion gap, etc.) that were up for debate and remedy in the educational community 

(Anderson, 2004). Each of these devices placed Black students at a disadvantage that was not of 

their own doing (i.e., literacy gap in the early 20th century as a circumstance from slaves being 

forbidden to read). The storytelling that exists in this study is a positive step in the right direction 

towards creating equity in the mathematics community. Martin Luther King Jr. was once quoted 

as saying “It’s all right to tell a man to lift himself by his own bootstraps, but it is cruel jest to 

say to a bootless man that he ought to lift himself by his own bootstraps” (King, as cited in Silk, 

2021, p. 197). I contend that his quote is analogous to our educational community advocating for 

“equality for all” superficially as opposed to a nuanced stance of equity for its marginalized 

students.  

As an African American man from the Southeastern United States, I have witnessed 

several firsthand accounts of racism directed toward me or people I know. Subscribing to these 

foundational tenets of CRT only helps confirm much of what I have experienced. This study has 

juxtaposed my experiences as a struggling mathematics student (at times) turned successful 

middle school mathematics teacher next to the experiences of the participants. CRT, I believe, 

was the ideal framework to undergird this work and was employed for that reason. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

Before embarking on the methodological path of using narrative inquiry (e.g., Clandinin, 

2023) in this study, I took a detour that helped me realize some of its specific benefits. Initially, I 

had planned to use phenomenology and while it could be effective, especially in establishing 

commonalities among the participants’ lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994), I felt as if it would 

not capture the full essence of what might become apparent within my findings. According to 

Creswell (2013), “The basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce individual experiences in a 

phenomenon to a description of the universal essence ‘grasp of the very nature of the thing’” 

(van Manen, as cited in Creswell, p. 76). Considering that critical race theory (CRT) is the 

chosen theoretical framework, I saw the need to embed a methodology that allowed not only the 

participants’ stories to be (re)told and analyzed but also the space for me, as the researcher, to 

embed my story and lived experiences within the analysis. Narrative inquiry allows such an 

analysis. While narrative analysis does have traces of phenomenology embedded within its 

practice, it also uses methods within the stories (re)told that join perfectly with my research 

project. 

Recall, the purpose of this study is to explore the mathematics identities of four African 

American male middle school and high school mathematics teachers and to uncover how in-

school and out-of-school learning experiences influenced the development of their mathematics 

identities and how these identities influence their classroom norms and instructional practices. 

Three, two-part questions guided the study:  

● How do the participants define and/or describe mathematics identity? How do the 

participants interpret the utility of their mathematics identities?  
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● How have in-school and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, 

mathematics learning experiences) of the participants influenced the development 

of their understandings of mathematics? How have in-school and out-of-school 

experiences of the participants contributed (or not) to the development of their 

mathematics identities? 

● How do the participants define and/or describe their classroom norms and 

instructional practices? How do the participants’ mathematics identities influence 

(or not) their classroom norms and instructional practices?  

In this chapter, I first give an overview of qualitative research. I then provide a synopsis 

of narrative inquiry, providing details on how I used it in this study and noting some of the 

challenges and critiques of narrative inquiry. Then I offer insights into several components of the 

methods portion of this study including (a) research setting, participants, and participant 

selection; (b) field texts collection plan; (c) field texts management plan; (d) field texts analysis 

plan; (e) researcher role; and (f) confidentiality and ethics. I give a detailed overview of how I 

conducted this study and how, in turn, it allowed the participants’ lived stories to be (re)told. 

Through this process, I identified whether a connection existed between mathematics identity 

and African American students turned teachers and whether these identities have any connection 

to the teachers’ classroom norms and instructional practices. 

Qualitative Research in Social Sciences 

Creswell (2013) defined qualitative research as beginning with “assumptions and the use 

of interpretative/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing 

the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 44). Qualitative 

research refers to several research techniques that share common characteristics. According to 
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Bogdan and Biklen (2007), “The data collected have been termed soft, that is rich in description 

of people, places, and conversations, and not easily handled by statistical procedures” (p. 2). 

Crucial to the makeup of qualitative studies is the ability for the researcher to investigate topics 

in all their complexity, and in context (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Qualitative research methods 

allow researchers to give due diligence to people or ideas that have been diminished by empirical 

data. Gottlieb and Lasser (2001) asserted, “Just like the drunk who lost his keys looks for them 

under the lamppost because that is where the light is, so the scientific method can only 

manipulate or control variables with which we are already familiar” (p. 191). Another 

distinguishing characteristic that sets qualitative research apart from quantitative is its ability to 

not be confined to raw data in determining the implications of a study: 

Qualitative research is multi-method in focus, involving an interpretative naturalistic 

approach to its subject matter…qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings attempting to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them. Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a 

variety of empirical materials…that describe routine and problematic moments and 

meaning in individuals’ lives. (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2) 

 Quantitative methods tend to lie in positivist and post-positivist, while qualitative 

methods are typically situated in interpretative and human action (Clandinin, 2000). Qualitative 

researchers aim to understand, not predict, or control. I therefore aimed to understand the 

participants from their perspectives with respect to their classroom norms and instructional 

practices and how their mathematics experiences as students helped shape their mathematics 

identities, which in turn might or might not influence their classroom practices. I am committed 

to a qualitative approach in conducting this study. 
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Within a qualitative approach, four elements emerge as key to any study: (a) methods, (b) 

methodology, (c) theoretical perspective, and (d) epistemology (Crotty, 1998). Methods are the 

techniques or procedures used to gather and analyze data related to some research question or 

hypothesis. Methodology is the strategy, plan of action, process or design lying behind the 

choice and use of methods and linking the choice and use of methods to the desired outcomes. 

Theoretical perspective (see Chapter 2) is the philosophical stance informing the methodology 

and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic and criteria; and 

epistemology is the theory of knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and thereby in 

the methodology (Crotty, 1998).  

These elements in turn speak to the structure of any qualitative study. Five features that 

are commonly found in qualitative works (to some degree) are: (a) naturalistic contexts, (b) 

descriptive data, (c) process focused, (d) inductive reasoning, and (e) meaning making (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007). Brief descriptions of each feature are provided in turn. 

Qualitative studies and their aim to be naturalistic relates to the researcher going to the 

actual settings of where the study is occurring. In that, qualitative researchers “feel that action 

can be best understood when it is observed in the setting in which it occurs” (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007, p. 4). They do not bring participants into a lab, nor send out documents, such as surveys to 

be completed. But the qualitative researcher collects data in real time to notice how participants 

behave within the context of responding (Creswell, 2013). When the participants (re)told their 

stories through conversations, I was able to take notice of their verbal responses at different 

times. Slight pauses, emphasis on statements when something was emphatically being conveyed, 

pauses in speech on more substantial topics all were common mannerisms that occurred during 

the interviews. Each conversation took place in local coffee shops and a pizza restaurant that 
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were located within a ten-mile radius of their schools. During these conversations me and the 

participants had substantial dialogue as they (re)told their stories of their mathematics 

experiences. 

The data collected can be referred to as descriptive data due to its richness in content. 

The data used, which can come from several sources (e.g., interview transcripts, fieldnotes, 

photographs, videotapes, personal documents, memos, and other official records to name a few) 

is never reduced, as its extensiveness speaks to its richness. According to Bogdan and Biklen 

(2007) –– 

The qualitative research approach demands that the world be examined with the 

assumption that nothing is trivial, that everything has the potential of being a clue that 

might unlock a more comprehensive understanding of what is to be studied. The 

researcher continually asks questions such as: “Why are these desks arranged the way 

they are?” (p. 5)  

Even the ways that documents are used in any setting should be examined and are key in 

qualitative studies (Prior, 2012). In this study, the Participant Demographic Survey was the first 

instrument utilized to elicit information before each conversation. During the dialogues, the 

artifacts that the participants presented enhanced the storytelling process. They were able to 

provide a deeper description of the stories being told by using these artifacts as a point of 

reference. The most substantial device employed for data retrieval were the transcripts from the 

conversations34. The participants provided in-depth details of their upbringings and how 

mathematics was intertwined within them. Additionally, we discussed the influence that race had 

on their in-school and out-of-school experiences. Their nuanced responses added context to how 

                                                      
34 I also used a notebook to record my remarks about each participant during the conversations. 
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significant racism was (or not) in influencing the development of their mathematics identities. In 

sum, the information retrieved from the participants that manifested itself through the documents 

employed (i.e., demographic surveys, artifacts, and transcripts from conversations) had a 

richness that informed the findings in this study. 

Qualitative researchers are concerned with the process more than just outcomes or end 

results. By taking a bottom-up approach (Creswell, 2013), researchers can develop complex 

reasoning through inductive and deductive reasoning. In other words, the methods of qualitative 

inquiry allow for an inductive element to exist in the data collection process. Qualitative 

researchers intend to interpret how people negotiate meaning. This interpretive approach allows 

the participants to have voice in the data, as opposed to being generalized based solely on 

numerical data. I consider this feature to be vital to my study, as the participants and their 

interpretations of their mathematics identities and even how they have come to make sense of 

their identities based on their racialized and mathematical past directly aligns with a bottom-up 

approach as I made collective meanings of their and my (re)telling of stories. 

Meaning making relates to how people make sense of their lives (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007). By the researcher carefully recording the participants’ perspectives, their meaning is 

accurately conveyed (Erickson, 1986). Questions such as “What assumptions do people make 

about their lives? or “What do they take for granted?” emerge (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Capturing perspectives accurately is key to qualitative researchers; exploring meaning from the 

participants’ lens makes room for such accuracy. In this study, the participants defined how they 

make sense of their utility as African American male middle school and high school educators. 

Overall, qualitative research can be categorized into several methodologies including 

narrative research, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study to name a 
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few. For this study, I have chosen to employ narrative inquiry. I next discuss specific 

components of narrative inquiry and highlight some challenges and critiques.  

What is Narrative Inquiry? 

Narrative inquiry, sometimes called narrative analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), 

narrative construction (Barone, 2007), and even narrative research (Casey, 1996), is a 

methodology that empowers its speakers. It existed for a while, but not as a social science 

methodology (Clandinin, 2000). According to Czarniawska, narrative inquiry is a specific type 

of qualitative design in which “narrative is understood as spoken or written text giving an 

account of an event/action or series of events/actions, chronologically connected” (B. 

Czarniawska, as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 70). With narrative inquiry comes the intensified talk 

about its participants’ stories (Grbich, 2007), how those stories function in their stories, and their 

place in composing the participants’ and researcher’s collective affairs (Clandinin, 2006). At its 

origins as a methodology, it bridges the gap at pointing toward the need for narrative inquiry 

being a methodological response to positivist and post-positivist paradigms by shifting the turn 

toward thinking about experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Connelly and Clandinin 

suggested that narrative is both a phenomenon and a method. It names the structured quality of 

the experience to be studied, and it also names the pattern of inquiry for its study. They asserted 

that “people live storied lives and tell the stories, where narrative researchers describe such lives, 

tell stories of them, and write narratives of the experience” (p. 2).  

Some of the key features of narrative inquiry include (a) narrative researchers collect 

stories from people about their (re)lived and (re)told experiences; (b) narrative stories tell of 

individual experiences, and often shed light on the identities of people and how they perceive 

themselves; (c) narrative stories are gathered from various forms of data; (d) narrative stories are 
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often arranged chronologically by the researcher; (e) narrative stories are analyzed in different 

ways; (f) narrative stories tend to contain turning points; and (g) narrative stories occur within 

specific locations or situations (Creswell, 2013). This study included all these features, at least to 

some capacity. I collected stories from the participants that included the (re)telling of their 

mathematics experiences while matriculating through school. Through investigation of these 

stories, I was able to establish how these participants interpreted their mathematics identities. My 

data collection methods included field texts from the Demographic Participant Survey (See 

Appendix B), the artifacts that each participant brought to the conversations,35 and from the 

conducted conversations. The narrative accounts of each participant were structured with a 

chronological flow, as I believe that doing so helped justify the rationale when considering the 

establishing of the participants’ mathematics identities. Moreover, I performed a thorough 

analysis of the field texts to help identify key patterns or revelations. I accomplished this 

identification by analyzing the participants’ stories from a critical race theory (CRT) framework, 

as outlined in Chapter 2. The last two features––a turning point existing in the narrative story and 

the narrative stories occurring in specific places or situations––varied according to each 

participant.  

Narrative inquirers study experience. According to White-Fredette (2009), participants 

share their stories that are then accepted as their beliefs and understandings at a particular time 

within a particular context. The participants’ lived experiences as mathematics students helped 

shape this study and the data that was revealed. Narrative inquiry permits such an action. 

Investigating and re-investigating these stories several times makes it possible for the researcher 

and the participants to make sense of the experiences and stories shared. Narrative inquiry is 

                                                      
35 Mr. Dennis was unable to produce an artifact during his storytelling process. 
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cited as being an effective tool for epiphanic moments, crises, or significant incidents in people’s 

lives, relationships, or careers (Cortazzi, 2001). When I consider how mathematics identities are 

developed from a combination of micro mathematical moments (Wood, 2013) that collectively 

have considerable influence on a larger macro identity, these crucial moments on the micro level 

must be explored in detail. White-Fredette asserted, “Narrative analysis therefore is an 

informative methodology in a study that pushes teachers to explore their own philosophies of 

mathematics as a historical moment when they are being challenged to shift their instructional 

practices” (p. 80). The excerpt below, provided by Connelly and Clandinin (2006), exemplifies 

the guiding principle of narrative inquiry: 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they interpret 

their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a 

person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and 

made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as a story, then 

is, primarily a way of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology 

entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a 

particular view of experience as a phenomenon under study. (p. 479) 

Narrative inquiry can be classified using four key terms: (a) living, (b) telling, (c) 

retelling, and (d) reliving (Clandinin, 2023). These terms help view the participants’ experiences 

as storied phenomena. When I consider the participants of this study, I understand that they have 

lived out their stories and consequently they were able to tell and retell and relive those stories 

which are indicated in the collection of field texts. When I went alongside the participants in the 

narrative inquiry process and inquired about their (re)telling and (re)living of their stories, I was 

fully engaged in the (re)telling and (re)living process. As a result, as they (re)told their stories, I 
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(re)lived the experiences with them, as they (re)lived my experiences with me. 

Connelly and Clandinin (2006) asserted that while there are various philosophical 

perspectives on the utility of experience, they drew on John Dewey’s (1859–1952) pragmatic 

philosophy for theirs. Dewey’s (1986) two criteria for experience are: (a) people are individuals 

and need to be interpreted as such, but they cannot be understood solely as individuals, they are 

always comparative from a social standpoint; and (b) experiences grow from other experiences 

and these experiences lead to other experiences, and when someone positions themselves in that 

continuum, each point has an experiential past that leads to an experiential future. Building on 

Dewey’s view and taking a narrative turn, narrative inquiry is a way of understanding 

experience. It is collaboration between researchers and participants, over time, in a place or 

series of places, and in social interactions within milieu.  

Clandinin and Rosiek (2006) explained that while a person’s experience is the starting 

point in narrative inquiry, that an exploration of the cultural, social, and institutional narratives 

within the individual’s experiences are shaped must be explored. They must be explored in a way 

that begins and ends within the storied lives of the participants. The narrative inquirer studies a 

person’s experience in the world, and through their study, they attempt to seek and find ways to 

enrich and transform that experience for themselves and others.  

 Within this approach, narrative inquiry can be analyzed from a three-dimensional lens. It 

considers personal and social interactions; it exhibits continuity by examining the past, present, 

and future; and it also observes the place or the situation of its participants. Much of this lens is 

drawn from Dewey’s criteria of community and interaction and considers the notion of situation 

(Clandinin, 2000). Clandinin and Connelly (1998) claimed that the: 

Narrative inquirers cannot bracket themselves out of the inquiry but rather need to find 
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ways to inquire into the participant’s experiences, their own experiences as well as the 

co-constructed experiences developed through the relational inquiry process (p. 47).  

Narrative inquirers enter the midst of stories by telling their own or by joining their 

participants in living out of theirs (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). In other words, narrative 

inquirers negotiate how they can be useful in relationships and consider the research purposes 

and transitions. I often think in retrospect about my mathematics experiences as a student and 

how they have contributed to the development of my mathematics identity. Through this process, 

as the participants began to (re)tell their lived experiences, I was able to (re)tell parts of my 

experiences and aid them in a (re)telling parts of theirs.  

Narrative inquirers begin to compose field texts as they enter the field of their 

participants. These can include photographs, field notes, conversation transcripts (i.e., interview 

transcripts), and other artifacts. Later in this chapter, I will discuss how I used field texts to make 

sense of the participants’ conversations. Clandinin (2006) cautioned researchers to make sure to 

situate their field texts within the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (temporality, 

sociality, and place) and to beware of the tension of transitioning back and forth from the field to 

the authoring of research texts. She also asserted that ethically, narrative inquiry should be about 

negotiation, respect, mutuality, and openness to multiple voices (Clandinin, 2023). These stories 

also should be dependable and steady. All of this was valid during my field text collection 

process and analysis in this study. 

Challenges and Critiques of Narrative Inquiry 

While narrative analysis is effective in creating a space for its participants to tell stories 

and make meaning to their worlds (Delgado, 2012), challenges do exist when implementing this 

methodology. For one, the researcher needs to collect extensive information about the participant 
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and understand the context of the person’s life (Creswell, 2013). Doing so allows the field texts 

that are being collected to accurately tell the stories of its participants. According to Creswell 

(2013): 

Active collaboration with the participant is necessary, and researchers need to discuss the 

participant’s stories as well as be reflective about their own personal and political 

background, which shapes how they (re)story the account (p. 76).  

Not doing so could lead to gaps in the field texts, or misrepresentation of their contribution in a 

study. To help circumvent this, I employed the Participant Demographic Survey to help give me 

a better understanding of the participants and to help me more efficiently analyze the data. 

 One of the main criticisms of the use of narrative inquiry is the blurred line that exists 

between the researcher and her or his participants, in the balancing of the intimate relationship 

that is formed during the research process and the professional relationship that must be 

maintained throughout. According to Josselson (2007), “Interpersonal ethics demand 

responsibility to the dignity, privacy, and well-being of those who are studied, and these often 

conflict with the scholarly obligation to accuracy, authenticity, and interpretation” (p. 538). One 

solution to such a problem is for the researcher to be aware of this inherent dilemma and act 

appropriately in recognition of it. Such awareness should be conducted consistently through the 

data collection, data planning, and data reporting phases of the project. Regarding this study, this 

never became an issue, as the participants were assigned pseudonyms for anonymity and a firm 

boundary was established which helped to build mutual trust and respect during the process 

between me and the participants. 

 Another criticism related to narrative research is that it tends to privilege some voices 

over others. According to Gottlieb and Lasser (2001): 
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Narrative researchers aspire to the goal of including all voices in their work. At the same 

time, they have the responsibility of protecting participants from harm. We recommend 

that narrative researchers develop guidelines for inclusion of participants that are 

maximally inclusive to avoid the systemic bias of disadvantaging unpopular voices. (p. 

194). 

They further contend that a conflict of interest exists, particularly when it comes to the 

researcher choosing her or his own participants. This selection process once again contributes to 

the privilege of some voices over others, due to bias. Gottlieb and Lasser suggested, for example, 

allowing a disinterested colleague who is familiar with the ethical concerns of narrative inquiry 

to screen potential participants. Through the selection process, the Participant Recruitment Email 

(see Appendix A) was distributed to middle school and high school African American male 

mathematics teachers with no preference or bias. Only the ones interested in participating in the 

survey were considered. In turn, the participants that showed interest had no personal affiliation 

with me, besides being acquaintances from professional development class and department 

meetings held in the past. 

 Moreover, narrative analysis is criticized for the lingering effects that its process can have 

on its participants. Josselson (2007) stated, “We have a lot of evidence that most people find our 

interviews with them healing, integrative, useful, and meaningful, but this does not guarantee 

that nobody will ever have a less sanguine experience” (p. 559). Subsequently, it is necessary 

that researchers have a strong ethical commitment to the work they do. Researchers conduct this 

work with the goal of bettering humankind. The benefit of conducting sound qualitative work on 

human beings outweighs the unlikely occurrence that someone is harmed as a participant in the 

work. In sum, the work must be done with the most ethical intentions in mind. I upheld the 
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strongest level of ethics personally, and from an institutional standpoint by utilizing my 

university’s IRB process. Participants were fully informed of the purpose, design, and details of 

this study and acknowledged by signing an Informed Consent Form (see Appendix D) before the 

study began. 

 Researchers must also be aware of how as social scientists the questions of “So What” 

and “Who Cares” (Clandinin, 2023) that arise when conducting studies in narrative analysis are 

addressed. Often critics reduce the work found in this methodology to its researchers by asking a 

few questions to its participants and writing down their responses. Providing personal, practical, 

and social justifications helps to provide detailed rationale and depth behind the design of the 

studies. When conducting this study, before listening to the participants (re)tell their stories 

retrospectively of their schooling experiences, I considered my own experiences and reflected on 

my feelings and many significant moments when I was a student in a mathematics classroom. I 

reflected on my experiences as a teacher in the classroom as well and was attentive to these 

stories when listening to the participants during the data collection process. These measures were 

enacted to justify my personal affiliation with the study. This project was initiated to make 

available more meaningful studies highlighting successful stories of African American male 

middle school and high school mathematics teachers. 

Methods 

Research Setting, Participants, and Participant Selection 

Participants of this study are four African American men, who teach in Smith 

(pseudonym) Public School District as middle and high school mathematics teachers. Smith 

Public School District is in a suburban county and is part of a major Southeastern metropolitan 

area in the United States. The school system is the fifth largest in the state and has a population 
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of over 50,000 students; 99.5% of the student population qualify for free or reduced lunch; racial 

demographics are 68.8% African American, 23.3 % Hispanic, 3.2% Asian, 4.7% “other”; the 

student-to-teacher ratio is 19:1.36 The selection of four African American male participants was 

ideal considering the richness of the data that derived from each participant. The participants of 

this study included African American men exclusively. I believe that the experiences of being a 

native of the United States and living the “American experience” from that lens would differ 

significantly for Black men who immigrate from other countries. 

The educators chosen all have at least 19 years of teaching experience. Each participant 

currently has professional certifications to teach in their state and are U.S. citizens. They all 

received their primary, secondary, and post-secondary education in the United States.  

Initially, I intended to only include participants that had an acceptable rating on their 

prior state observations, but after further consideration, I did not employ this standard; as often in 

our school systems, school politics and bias from administrators can influence these subjective 

evaluation instruments. Each of these participants are professional acquaintances whom I have 

met at professional development sessions or department meetings during my tenure as an 

educator. The intention of this study was provided to each participant (in writing) before the 

collection of data began. Before using the field texts from each participant, I received IRB 

approval, and each person signed an informed consent form. Additionally, I scheduled the dates 

and times for each participant’s conversations (i.e., interviews) via email or telephone.  

Field Texts Collection 

As part of the field texts collection process, I completed an autobiographical narrative 

analysis by reflecting on many of the questions found in Prompts for First Conversation and 

                                                      
36 The data and labels for Smith School System were retrieved from niche.com. 
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Prompts for Second Conversation (See Appendices C & D) to assist me in situating my story 

beside the mathematics teachers who I investigated (e.g., see Chapter 1). Clandinin (2023) 

explained, “As we design narrative inquiries, we need to imaginatively place ourselves amid 

possible lives of potential participants” (p. 26). By doing so, I was able to intertwine my lived 

experiences and stories with the participants creating an ongoing continuum that created a new 

and collective story for future implications. Knowing that the story never ends, I am aware of the 

relational responsibilities that I carry for myself, the participants, and the research project. 

Participants were solicited via email through the school district’s directory (see 

Recruitment Email Appendix A). All conversations were arranged at set times and dates at local 

coffee houses and a pizza restaurant within a ten-mile radius of their schools, which allowed the 

participants to have privacy during the process. Before the conversations took place, each 

participant completed a participant demographic survey (see Appendix B). It served as an 

instrument that provided an overview of the background of each participant, assisting in making 

the interview process more fluid and efficient.  

Initially, three 60–90-minute conversations were planned for each participant. After 

going through the interview process, three of the four participants completed two interviews that 

were approximately one hour each. One participant’s conversations were conducted virtually due 

to time and logistical constraints. The fourth participant was part of one interview that lasted for 

two and a half hours, as opposed to separating it into two conversations. The proposed third 

interview served as an opportunity for the participants to member check (Lincoln & Guba, 1986) 

the data to ensure accuracy. One of the participants opted to participate in the third conversation. 

It was informally conducted in a virtual setting. 

The first conversation was initially intended to focus on the participants’ experiences 
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with mathematics inside and outside of school as a student (see Appendix C for conversation 

prompts). Its initial purpose was to allow participants to speak candidly on their perception of 

themselves (when they were students) regarding their ability to do and perform mathematics and 

how they believe that being a Black male influenced their experiences mathematically. 

Additionally, it was arranged to allow the participants to identify specific incidents that occurred 

through their schooling years which shaped their current beliefs about mathematics and 

mathematics teaching and learning and positioned them as competent doers of mathematics (i.e., 

as mathematics teachers). Prior to the first conversation, each was originally intended to read 

“Learning Mathematics While Black” (Martin, 2012), a critical scholarly publication on race and 

mathematics identity.  

The second conversation was intended to focus on mathematics identity and the 

classroom norms and instructional practices of the participants as secondary mathematics 

teachers. Part of its structure was arranged for the participants to consider their own mathematics 

identities and their influence on their classroom norms and instructional practices. During the 

second conversation, the participants were asked to bring artifacts that represent much of their 

meaning, making of their mathematical identities. These items elicited more vivid descriptions of 

the information that was shared and, in turn, added to the richness of the data for both me as the 

interviewer and the participants as the interviewees. Initially, the participants would be asked to 

read “Mathematical micro identities: Moment-to-Moment Positioning and Learning in a Fourth-

Grade Classroom” (Wood, 2013; see Appendix D for conversation prompts). This article 

explains mathematics identity not only from a macro level but also from a micro level; in that, 

micro identities can shift in significant ways, in the span of one classroom setting or even within 

a single momentary event. 
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After careful consideration, the initial plan of how I would facilitate the conversations, 

which involved the participants reading articles (as mentioned above) was altered. While the 

same conversation prompts were used to help elicit data from the participants, an organic 

conversation and/or artifacts were used to initiate each conversation. This allowed the 

participants genuine stories to be told. It also permitted the natural flow of the dialogue between 

me and each participant. Consequently, some of the conversation prompts from the second 

instrument appeared during the first conversation and vice versa. Retrospectively, by not 

following the prompts as originally planned, allowed the study to adhere to narrative inquiry’s 

commitment to the natural story being re(lived) and re(told) between the researcher and the 

participant. Additionally, the articles that were to be read by the participants were omitted. As 

the researcher, I contended that sufficient data could be retrieved through the Participant 

Demographic Surveys, the artifacts that each participant presented, and the conversations, so the 

use of the articles became redundant.  

A third informal conversation was offered as an opportunity for the participants to review 

the transcripts of the first two conversations and to highlight any information that they deemed 

important (see Wilson et al., 2005). This process allowed space for critiquing and providing 

feedback and member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1986) the transcribed conversation data. It also 

allowed any information that the participants felt was omitted from the first two conversations to 

be added and to ask any additional follow-up questions regarding the study. As mentioned 

previously, one of the participants took advantage of participating in this process. 

Field Texts Management   

Within one week of conducting the conversations, I had them transcribed. Having a 

transcribed copy of each conversation was vital to the data collection phase of my project. Rubin 
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and Rubin (2012) asserted that reading a transcript is a far quicker way of finding valuable 

information than listening to a recording without a transcript. They argued that neglecting to 

have a written copy of the conversation and relying solely on an audio recording might cause the 

researcher to forget vital details or confuse what was said by the participant. 

The data retrieved from the conversations is stored on an external hard drive and secured 

in Microsoft OneDrive. The data that was retrieved is stored securely by password, where only I 

(and my major advisor) had access to it. All the information was confidential. Each conversation 

was organized and arranged based on a pseudonym for each participant along with the date to 

make accessibility easier. Participants have been given copies of the transcriptions. 

Field Texts Analyses   

I initiated conversations as a starting point for the collection of field texts from the 

participants. Clandinin (2023) asserted that while interviewing, it can be used to collect field 

texts, that conversations allow for the stories of both the participants and the researcher to be 

heard and used. Conversations are not as structured as interviews, as they are often initiated by 

artifacts, not a set of predetermined guiding questions. As indicated previously, in my 

researcher’s notebook, I kept track of each participant’s remarks from our conversations. These 

notes helped accentuate the participants’ classroom norms and instructional practices, along with 

vital data retrieved from the descriptions of the artifacts that they shared. With this data in hand, 

I composed interim research texts to allow a space for continual modifications, as lived stories 

are never fixed or permanent and can be altered based on changes in interpretation or meaning of 

life experiences. I was careful to revise with a critical eye.  

I implemented open coding during the initial phase of data analysis. According to 

Saldaña (2013), open or initial coding “is an opportunity for…[the] researcher to reflect deeply 
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on the contents and nuances of [the] data and to begin to take ownership” (p. 100). I employed 

line-by-line open coding initially, condensing codes into specific identified themes that 

responded to the three, two-part research questions. Saldaña suggested that thematic analysis 

allows categories to be identified from within the data. I employed a CRT framework throughout 

the study; consequently, three key tenets emerged (e.g., endemic nature of racism, experiential 

knowledge, & critique of liberalism) during the categorizing processes. 

I began this study excited knowing that these mathematics educators were bringing a 

wealth of knowledge to the table from their experiences as students, years of being in the 

classroom and from having secured at the minimum a 4-year undergraduate degree, along with 

their primary and secondary schooling. They also brought experiences that are unable be 

measured by educational attainment; experiences as Black men in the United States––a 

collection of experiences that are often embedded with racism and adversity being at the 

forefront. Through narrative inquiry methodology, I successfully categorized each participant’s 

field texts through this systematic process into a collective story about African American male 

mathematics teachers, their mathematics identities, and their classroom norms and instructional 

practices. Using CRT counter-narratives, the individual stories and the composed collective 

stories produced a wealth of knowledge that can benefit the larger mathematics education 

community.  

Researcher Role 

I am in my 18th year of teaching mathematics. I am a middle-class African American 

middle school mathematics teacher in a suburban, Title I, public magnet school that is part of the 

Smith School District located in the Southeastern United States. I teach Algebra I to eighth 

graders, as all students that attend my school are on an accelerated curriculum track. My average 
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class size is 22 students; I have a student-load of approximately 120 students each year. I began 

my teaching career at a Title I, public middle school in the same county and taught in its gender-

based all-male academy. The racial demographics of both schools are approximately 75% 

African American. I consider my positionality a privilege; being able to influence the minds and 

mathematics identities of students. I currently hold a master’s degree in teaching and learning 

with a concentration in mathematics education and an undergraduate degree in business 

administration with a concentration in finance. I have resided in the Southeastern United States 

my entire life. I am a husband, father of six children, and most recently a grandfather. I am 

cognizant of how racism can influence African American males firsthand, especially in terms of 

identity in the mathematics classroom. I believe that my life experiences personally and 

professionally have adequately prepared me to conduct this study confidently and ethically. To 

ensure thoroughness in my reflexivity, I completed an analysis during each interview of my 

positionality regarding the study. I questioned whether other successful African American male 

middle school and high school mathematics teachers shared commonalities in their mathematics 

experiences regarding how race and gender influenced their mathematics identities? I questioned 

whether these developing identities had influence on their classroom practices? These were the 

primary motivators for me conducting this study.  

Confidentiality and Ethics 

I maintained sound ethics when collecting field texts from the participants. According to 

Josselson (2007), “It is self-evident that narrative researchers have an ethical duty to protect the 

privacy and dignity of those whose lives we study to contribute to knowledge in our scholarly 

fields” (p. 537). I guarded the confidentiality of the participants and protected them from any 

harm that could come because of their participation in the project. I received IRB approval and 
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obtained the informed consent of the participants, and I continue to stay committed to 

maintaining sound ethics in every aspect of the information from this study. I employed 

pseudonyms throughout my study to keep anonymity in place. The intention of this project was 

not only to make more prevalent literature highlighting the successful mathematical endeavors of 

African American males as students and teachers for policy makers and the educational 

community, but also that it would provide me and my participants some optimism through this 

reflective process. 

Concluding Words 

The use of narrative inquiry provided a unique intellectual space for the mathematics 

teachers in this project to paint pictures of the stories of their lives in terms of their mathematics 

experiences (Lynn, 2001). When I reflect on my journey through mathematics and the stories 

that I told and (re)told in reference to those experiences, my reflections evoked a wide range of 

emotions, from moments of complete exhilaration and pride to moments of undeniable shame, 

despair, and even inadequacy. When I spoke about these experiences, the tone in my voice often 

changed, my facial expressions sometimes altered, and even my mannerisms tended to become 

more animated. The power of documenting (scientifically) lived experiences are unable to be 

measured and the ability to recreate those moments through storytelling is priceless. I am 

thankful for my participants’ willingness to (re)live and (re)tell their mathematical stories and 

allow me to share mine with them. According to Clandinin (2023), researchers are not objective 

inquirers, but rather are relational with our lived experiences in comparison to our participants.  
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4. RESULTS 

After several months of collaborating, each of the four participants and I had the 

opportunity to explore their racialized mathematics identities through the (re)living and 

(re)telling of their mathematical experiences in and out of the classroom. The biographies of 

each of the participants are presented separately, including a brief description of their family 

backgrounds, a vivid account of their mathematics experiences, first through K-12 schooling and 

then as post-secondary students. Then, a detailed description of each participant’s pedagogical 

careers is revealed. I conclude the chapter by identifying substantial themes that emerged from 

their stories and by providing an in-depth analysis of their (re)told stories from a CRT lens. 

The participants of this study are certified to teach mathematics in their state, tenured 

educators, and currently work for the same school district, Smith County Schools. (Please see 

Table 1 for years of experience and the teaching level of the participants). These teachers are 

acquaintances that I have met through our district’s professional development sessions. The four 

gentlemen each (re)told their stories of how they performed mathematically and how they 

perceived their race, and gender influenced their experiences as mathematics students turn 

practitioners in the classroom. They also explained how their experiences have influenced their 

mathematical identities and now as teachers whether these identities inform their classroom 

norms and teaching practices. 
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Table 1  

Summary of Participants of Study 

Mr. Dennis’s Story 

Family Background 

Mr. Dennis has been committed to mathematics since he was a child. He found his 

confidence in the discipline at an early age. The product of a two-parent household from a small 

town in the Northeast, Mr. Dennis, was the third oldest of eight children. His family was close-

knit; his father was the breadwinner and considered a stern authoritarian. His mother had a high 

school education and anchored the family on the home front when their father was working. 

Most of Mr. Dennis’s siblings participated in athletics, which made his trajectory into playing 

basketball and running track customary in his family. 

Mathematics Experiences as a K-12 Student 

As a child, Mr. Dennis had a fascination with mathematics inside and outside of the 

Name Years of experience in education Role 

Mr. 

Dennis 37 years 6th grade mathematics teacher 

Mr. 

Melton 20 years 9th grade mathematics teacher 

Mr. Martin 24 years 

8th grade mathematics 

teacher/Algebra 1 teacher 

Mr. 

Rodney 19 years 

8th grade mathematics 

teacher/Algebra 1 teacher 
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classroom. He noted that mathematics was his favorite subject in elementary school and was 

eager to attend mathematics class. He also enjoyed using his mathematics skills outside the 

classroom when the opportunities presented themselves: 

I don’t even know how to describe it. It’s like, and I could not wait to go to math class. I 

couldn’t wait because I knew my hands were going to go up all the time. That’s just 

something I just did. And I’m not even thinking about it. Unconsciously I did it. I know 

how much data comes into my head. I’m giving people money back. Why? Because 

they’ve given me too much money (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis was extraordinarily successful as he matriculated through his mathematics 

courses from elementary through high school. He recalled his peers knowing of his mathematical 

strength and relying on him for help:  

“Mike, help me with this. Mike, did you do your homework to help cheat off me?” Or 

whatever the case may be. Nothing really shined over anything else, you know what I 

mean? I just knew I was good. It made me proud to know that I was good at it. People 

came to me for help (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis was able to earn all As and Bs in Algebra 1, Geometry, and Algebra 2. His 

schools had a mixed demographic that he recalled being approximately 67% Black, 20% White, 

and 13% others. He remembered only having a couple of African American teachers from K-12; 

all his mathematics teachers were White women. He felt that they prepared him adequately. Mr. 

Denniss conveyed that racism did not have a negative impact on his confidence or ability to 

become a competent doer of mathematics, but he believed that being an athlete might have given 

him an easier path in the classroom. 
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Mathematics Experience in College 

Mr. Dennis completed his undergraduate studies majoring in business administration with 

a minor in mathematics. He recalled taking College Algebra, Geometry, Trigonometry, and 

Precalculus while in college and faring well in each course. His post-secondary education was 

funded through a track scholarship. He credits his track coach as the one aiding to his success 

and even giving him the motivation to eventually teach: 

I’ve traveled the world. Olympic trials the whole nine. I made money through it because 

of one man. Being in education because of that one man. I would have never wanted to 

be a teacher. It never crossed my mind. I was avoiding track. I didn’t realize it’s more 

than just running, jumping, throwing and all that. So, he is my mentor. He’s been there. I 

follow his footsteps. He was a teacher (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Teaching Career 

Mr. Dennis started as a security officer at one of the schools in his hometown. He 

believed that by occupying this position, it gave him the ability to build relationships with 

students with him being a familiar face and knowing a lot of the students’ families. Little did he 

know, being there would become the catalyst for a career as a teacher that would span nearly 

four decades: 

I saw these kids struggling. They had some math. So, I went there, and I sat down. I said, 

“Can I help you with this”? And they were like “Ah, that was so easy.” And it became a 

regular thing every day during lunch, they would come back. I had a group of about ten 

of them around me. But I enjoyed doing it. It was no big thing (M. Dennis, personal 

conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Through his interaction with these students and their eagerness to learn, the principal 
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offered Mr. Dennis a teaching position at the school. At first, he was reluctant to take on being 

an educator, but over time he gradually began to entertain the idea until he made the decision to 

join the teaching workforce: 

Dr. Tims called me into his office. He said, “Mr. Dennis?” I said, “Yes sir.” “You do a 

wonderful job with the kids here. They respect you here. Are you having a good time?” I 

said, “Yeah, I like it here.” So, he said, “You ever thought about becoming a….” And let 

me tell you what I said. I said, “Hell no!” He said “Go home and think about it. I’ll ask 

you again a week from now.” Over the week, I finally thought, “Why not?” And so, I 

went back and took my education courses up there and got my certificate (M. Dennis, 

personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis currently is a sixth-grade mathematics teacher and is in his 37th year of 

teaching. He had taught in the Northeast for a few years, but most of his experience has been in 

his current school district in a suburb of a major Southeastern city. His school has a student 

population that is approximately 90% Black. He has had shorter stints as a social studies teacher, 

a science teacher and as an assistant principal. Most of his time in education has been as a middle 

school mathematics teacher. 

Mr. Dennis has been married 27 years and has four children ranging in age from the late 

twenties to the early forties. He is an avid athlete, a former Olympian, and continues to train to 

stay in shape. He has earned several awards and accolades through his years in education, 

including winning teacher of the year three times, coaching mathematics teams to several county 

championships, and training several athletes to winning state championships. Many of his former 

students have become (mathematics) educators and secured positions in STEM fields. Several of 

the athletes that he coached have moved on to competing professionally, including some playing 
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in the National Football League and others competing in track and field on a professional level.  

Mr. Dennis takes pride in being an ambassador for mathematics and guiding his students 

to become superior in their mathematical pursuits. He believes that through building strong 

relationships with his students, pushing them to be persistent and persevering mathematically, 

but also by establishing firm boundaries in the classroom setting, that he can assist them in 

reaching their highest potential in mathematics. Mr. Dennis explained that he wants his students 

to see the best in him and that he gives 100% every day when he enters the building: 

Teachers that can remember watching me and ask questions like “Why do kids listen to 

you, and they don’t listen to anybody else?” I said “Because they know I care about them. 

They know I’ll be hard on them. But they know I’ll pull them to the side.” And again, I 

made that a practice to pull them to the side and say, “You know I had to get you right?” 

And tell them why. Because some of them, they really don’t know why you got on to 

them. They may say “What did I do?” Then some of them they’re so used to doing things 

and no one’s ever said anything to them. They don’t know that they did something 

wrong. So, they know I come down the hall and the halls are clear. “Mr. Dennis! Oh, here 

he comes.” And they’re gone, but they come out there and come out and play and they’ll 

talk to me, but then I’ll say, “It’s time to go to class, let’s go.” You’ve got to build a 

relationship. (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis advocates building the confidence of his students, especially the ones that 

need a boost to their mathematics self-esteem. He believes in building a positive classroom 

culture that encourages students to motivate their peers, even when they struggle. He asserted 

that even when students are explaining their work to the class that respect is non-negotiable. That 

when criticism is made, it must be done in a constructive manner. Mr. Dennis believes that the 
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reason that many students are afraid to speak out in class is out of fear of being wrong and being 

picked on. He posited that often students will act out in class to get kicked out to avoid having to 

be humiliated publicly. That is why respect is the expectation in his classroom: 

I always tell kids on the first day, “You better not ever put anybody down in this class; 

you better not laugh.” Some teachers allow that in their classrooms. How are you going 

to build relationships with kids if you allow other people to put them down? That’s why 

they don’t want to raise their hand because they don’t want to be wrong. And if 

somebody laughs at them, I tell them “You say something and it’s not constructive... If 

you’re not saying …” I gave them an example: “If somebody gets something wrong and 

you say, “you dummy …”” Some teachers allow that. “If you do that, I’m going to get 

you. I’m going to hurt your feelings.” Now it’s different when you say “Mr. Dennis. Can 

I explain it to him?” Because sometimes kids explain better than when we do. We must 

realize that too. (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis also uses competition as a strategy to build mathematical confidence and efficacy. 

He organizes school-wide mathematics competitions, and his students prepare to compete during 

the entire year. He has found significant success through the utility of competition.  

When discussing how he was awarded teacher of the year three times, he commented on 

how the nominations reveal how peers notice the exceptional work that is being done even if the 

attention is not intentional. He believes that the effective work that educators do is intrinsically 

motivated and that others can tell when it is done from the heart: 

Just being nominated says a lot that they see you. Those are the times when they talk 

about math, they’re always talking about the competitions. They remember those 

competitions. Those are the moments that keep me going. Like even being nominated in 
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the top three? Well, just top three with this 24-25. That says something. They see you. 

But being Teacher of the Year, that really says a lot about what you’re doing (M. Dennis, 

personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

As our conversation progressed, I asked Mr. Dennis about his thoughts on how his race 

and gender influence him as a mathematics teacher. His response indicated that he recognizes his 

agency as an African American male mathematics teacher. As a reputable ambassador for the 

discipline, he takes responsibility for shaping young minds: 

They’ve got to see African American males. Because our kids are the same way you and 

I grew up. Probably the dad was a stern person. Your mom was nurturing, nurturing the 

baby, and all that. They need to see dad, because a lot of dads aren’t involved so they 

need to see that dads can be positive. They can be smart Black men (M. Dennis, personal 

conversation, June 4, 2024). 

To put into action his utility as a Black male educator, Mr. Dennis is also involved in 

mentoring outside of the classroom as a track coach and with his mentoring group Men of Valor. 

The goal of his program is to teach young males how to become well-rounded while still in their 

adolescent years. During these sessions, its participants engage in several activities, such as 

community service, acts of kindness, and roundtable discussions.  

They often go to the homeless shelter and serve dinner to its residents. On Valentine’s 

Day, they go to each woman in the school and give her a rose. They have specific days when the 

fathers join the sessions and, in a roundtable format, the participants have conversations 

concerning things that matter to them, the school, and their community. Through his 

organization, Mr. Dennis strives to build thoughtful, caring, and responsible leaders for the next 

generation. The following comments further articulate the function of Men of Valor: 
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We have about 20 kids. And we talk about first dates, decision making; throughout your 

life and making decisions, good decisions, bad decisions. We taught them about credit. 

Credit’s your life. But they’re not being taught. And a lot of them, dad’s not even in 

there. So, I had sessions where I invited all the dads. And they hung out with their kids all 

day throughout the school, then we came back together to discuss them. I have a 

PowerPoint with all the data about the effects of dads not being there and I share that 

with the dads and it’s such a big impact. They must dress once a week like me37. We had 

guest speakers. We had people come from Morehouse, young men come and speak to the 

kids. So that’s huge. Everybody wants to get into my group. Because they first want to 

get a snack. And at the end, we normally go to Urban Air. So, we give them that. Because 

it’s needed. (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

As we continued our conversation regarding race and mathematics, we pivoted our 

conversation to focus on Black male students and their mathematical performance. Mr. Dennis 

believes that the “so-called” achievement gap (Martin, 2009) places African American males at 

the bottom mathematically and needs to be evaluated past the superficial. He explained that 

regularly he must push back against the notion that lackluster mathematics performance is 

hereditary; a viewpoint that parents often communicate to their children. According to Mr. 

Dennis, parents feel if they are unable to perform well in mathematics, then their children should 

not. He spends considerable time dispelling this myth: 

I’ve heard in meetings with parents when kids are struggling that parents think it’s 

hereditary. It’s not hereditary. First, they’ll say “Well, I didn’t do well in math.” You’re 

sitting there telling your child “Well baby don’t worry about it; I didn’t do good in math.” 

                                                      
37 Mr. Dennis mentioned in our conversation that he dresses professionally in a suit with shirt and tie daily. 
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Then they’ll say: “Okay, well, I'm not supposed to be good because my dad didn’t do 

well.” So, I tell parents, “It’s not hereditary. Don’t say that to your child. Because when 

you say that what you’re, what you’re doing is confirming.” “Okay, I didn’t do well. So, 

you’re part of me. So, you’re not going to do well, so it’s okay.” So, you have the idea as 

a child that it’s okay not to do well in math because my parents said they didn’t do well. 

They shouldn’t say that. Academics are not hereditary. And they say that all the time 

because they didn’t do well. Maybe you didn’t apply yourself or whatever the case may 

be (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis also commented on the perception that some African American male students 

tend to have of themselves when it comes to mathematics and life in general. He believes that 

this deficit mindset38 becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy in many cases and that we as educators 

must push back against it. He also presumes that parental reinforcement is key to resolving this 

negative perception. By instructing their children not to settle for mediocrity will cause students 

to have a better outlook on life and will aid them in raising their expectation level. He lamented 

on the deficit mindset that tends to appear in his classroom: 

What I know is that there’s a lot of parts to this puzzle. Our kids accept being on the 

bottom and that’s an issue. I say to the kids sometimes “You think that African 

Americans are supposed to be on the bottom and it’s acceptable?” If you think about it, a 

lot of our kids accept being on the bottom and it’s okay. It doesn’t bother them to be on 

the bottom. It doesn’t bother them to almost be just barely passing or failing. “I’m only 

                                                      
38  Ford and Moore’s (2013) article on “Understanding and Reversing Underachievement, Low achievement, and 

Achievement Gaps Among High-Ability African American Males in Urban School Contexts” investigates the deficit 

mindset that Mr. Dennis refers to and suggests remedies such as an equity-based and culturally responsive approach 

to education. 
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failing two subjects, Mr. Dennis.” Your kids ever tell you this? That’s accepting being on 

the bottom. But this puzzle has a process. This development starts at home. Teaching 

begins at home first (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

Mr. Dennis believes that the “so-called” achievement gap neglects to consider the make-

up of a child’s home and the influence that it has on their ability to perform mathematically. He 

adds, in some African American homes, if there is only one parent, students find themselves 

taking on more responsibility for adult issues when compared to their counterparts in two-parent 

households. Consequently, they are unable to put their best effort forth mathematically, because 

life situations take precedence over their education: 

A lot of our African American homes are single-parent homes. Moms, they’re working 

probably one or two jobs. They don’t have the time to sit and help you with your work. 

Or they don’t know the work. So, our parents think that the teaching process starts in 

kindergarten, not at home. If you only have one parent in the house, a lot of times they 

are working. And we must look at the source of where it begins. If you don’t have parents 

that are sitting down talking with them helping them, or if they don’t have bigger sisters 

or brothers. So, it starts with their parents saying, “I didn’t do all the math, I didn’t do 

ELA. So, you’re not.” Or it’s just in our genes. Or parents accept the children failing or 

can’t do anything about it because their kids are running their household. So, there’s so 

many parts to this puzzle. When they get to us, if they don’t have the desire to do well 

because it’s accepted at home (M. Dennis, personal conversation, June 4, 2024). 

 What becomes salient through the chronicling of Mr. Dennis’s mathematics story is that 

he has a love for mathematics that goes back to his childhood. His perceived competent and 

confident agency in the discipline coupled with his successful athletic endeavors have influenced 
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much of his mathematics identity pedagogically. The exuberance that he has for mathematics is 

evident when he discusses it. As he sat across the table from me in the coffee shop, the infectious 

energy emitting from his demonstrative mannerisms and the elevated pitch in his voice with 

every experience that he recalled even drew the attention of other patrons sitting nearby. His 

(re)telling of his mathematics journey could confidently be heard throughout the quaint cafe, 

overshadowing the pop and jazz tunes that the restaurant had playing in rotation. His (re)told 

account of his amazing journey demonstrates what an effective mathematics ambassador he is. 

His 37 creditable years of service in the classroom as a mentor, teacher, coach, and role model, 

along with his mathematical endeavors outside the classroom exemplify how effective of a 

mathematics educator he strives to be. 

Mr. Melton’s Story 

Family Background 

Mr. Melton was also raised in the Northeast but in a major metropolis and always 

considered mathematics to be his favorite subject. He excelled mathematically in every class 

from primary school through secondary school and enjoyed the challenges that mathematics 

brought. The product of a two-parent household, Mr. Melton has a younger brother that is six 

years his junior. His father was the breadwinner of their home, as he worked for the sanitation 

department in their hometown. His mother would occasionally work a few side jobs to 

supplement his father’s income. Both of his parents graduated high school and instilled the 

importance of education to their children. 

Mathematics Experience as a K-12 Student 

Mr. Melton attended K-12 schools that had mixed demographics. His elementary school 

was predominantly Black. His middle and high schools were about 50% Black and a 
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combination of about 35% White, 10% Hispanic and 5% Asian. He primarily had White teachers 

during his matriculation through primary and secondary school. He was identified as being gifted 

and received accommodations due to it.  

Considered one of the best mathematicians in his class, Mr. Melton also thrived when 

facing mathematical experiences outside the classroom. He would often go to the back of the 

newspaper and flip to the statistics section and number crunch. His friends would regularly come 

to him for help with their mathematics homework. They had confidence in his skills 

mathematically, a validation that was confirmed when they would go to the back of the textbook 

to check the answers, and he would always have the correct solutions. He attributed much of this 

gift to him being solutions-based. He taught his peers so effectively that sometimes they would 

score better than him on their mathematics exams.  

Mr. Melton’s teachers were fascinated with his mathematical gifts and took a personal 

stake in his success. He recalled Mr. Scoggins, his White male Algebra teacher, having a positive 

impact on his learning experience, as he used humorous context clues to help his students 

remember how to solve problems: 

And he would always come up with weird and quirky ways to try to help you remember 

stuff. I don’t even know if this is still a thing, but it was like, with algebraic expressions, 

just call 2P RELIEF39! He would be talking about drinking a lot of water, you had to go 

to the bathroom, which means 2P RELIEF, for some reason that stuck in my head (S. 

Melton, February 9, 2024)! 

During our conversations, when asked about racism and how he believed it influenced 

him as a mathematics student, Mr. Melton contended that it did not have a profound negative 

                                                      
39 Mr. Melton explained that 2P RELIEF was a way to help students remember how to place the coefficient in front 

of the variable when writing algebraic expressions. 
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impact on his mathematical pursuits. He believed that living in a liberal state might have assisted 

him in bypassing some of its grim effects. In his recollection, he was aware of significant racial 

events that occurred including the Central Park 5 case or the murdering of innocent Black men, 

but in the peripheral sense. 

Mr. Melton was a member of the mathematics team in high school and played baseball as 

an extracurricular activity. He took AP classes his senior year in mathematics, social studies, and 

English/language arts. Additionally, he graduated in 1996 in the top 15% of his class. Mr. 

Melton remembered having great mathematics teachers, and how they did an exceptional job of 

preparing him for college.  

Mathematics Experience in College 

An attendee of an all-male Historically Black College and University (HBCU) Strive 

College (pseudonym), Mr. Melton received a partial scholarship for his academic performance in 

high school. Initially he majored in business, then computer science and eventually switched his 

major to mathematics. While there, he recalled his undergraduate college experience being a rite 

of passage of sorts, as he explained “I mean you can’t graduate from Strive College. You must 

escape from there. They make you earn that degree. They did not let you take the passive route 

you had to earn that grade” (S. Melton, personal communication, February 9, 2024). He recalled 

learning how to balance his social life with his education and realizing that accountability was at 

a higher level with him being a post-secondary student. Many of his professors dished out tough 

love to help him and his classmates succeed. Strive College would serve as Mr. Melton’s first 

encounter with learning mathematics from Black male teachers. He recalls his experience there:  

So, I guess from a Black perspective when I got to college that was like life lesson, life 

lesson, life lesson, mess-up, fall down, get up, mess-up again, get back up, accountability, 
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so all that stuff came into play. I had most of my Black teachers naturally at Strive (S. 

Melton, personal communication, February 9, 2024). 

Mr. Melton recalled how the department chair, Dr. Thompson, was an effective teacher 

and taught not only from the curriculum, but also life experience as well. Mr. Melton also 

procrastinated turning assignments in, and Dr. Thompson would give him a tough time by saying 

“I’m not taking that.” (S. Melton, personal communication, February 9, 2024). 

As a freshman in college, Mr. Melton took Mathematics Analysis 1 and 2 and made a B 

and a C. Subsequently he took Linear Algebra and Mathematics Analysis 3 as a sophomore and 

made Bs and Cs. In his junior year he took Set Theory and Discrete Mathematics and earned As 

and Bs. In his senior year he enrolled in Abstract Algebra and Advanced Calculus and earned Bs, 

a C, and an A+. He described his undergraduate college experience as one where he noticed that 

mathematics became more abstract. As a result, it started not to make sense, which caused a 

minor setback for him. But his love for the subject and his ability to better balance his academic 

and social life on campus helped him persevere through this challenge. Subsequently, he also 

received his master’s degree in education and his specialist degree in instructional technology. 

Teaching Career 

Mr. Melton has been a public-school teacher for 20 years, teaching mathematics 

exclusively. He is married; he and his wife have an eleven-year-old and welcomed an infant 

daughter to the family in 2024. He is a member of an adult softball league and plays 

occasionally. He is also an avid pro basketball fan.  

A member of Smith County School District, Mr. Melton teaches Algebra 1 at the 

district’s virtual school. Mr. Melton’s school is predominantly Black making up approximately 

69% of the school body. His class sizes range between 30 and 40 students and are made up of 
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approximately 50% males and 50% females. This school was formed in response to the COVID-

19 pandemic.  

Mr. Melton makes every effort to instill a sense of confidence and pride in his students, 

with the intention of them becoming competent mathematics doers. He believes that his 

experiences as a mathematics student have prepared him to educate his students. Several 

strategies are employed in his class to help students stay engaged in the virtual setting. He 

exercises moderate discipline to help establish the structure of the class, but primarily enforces a 

dialectic style by using questioning to encourage students to cognitively make decisions while in 

the classroom: 

“So, let’s see what you know, first, and let’s see if we can navigate our way to the 

answer.” I’m definitely a negotiator in terms of, I’m not super strict. I do have a certain 

policy that I stick to. I’m kind of flexible with policy, sometimes with late work and stuff 

like that. But for the most part, I stay consistent with my policies. And I definitely try to 

engage in a whole questioning aspect of math. I want the kids to be more involved in the 

why you do stuff as opposed to just doing it (S. Melton, personal communication, March 

14, 2024). 

He believes in building strong rapport with his students and encourages them to bring 

their ideas to the classroom. Mr. Melton explained how he advocates for his students, hoping to 

build their confidence at a level where they are comfortable taking the risk and articulating their 

approach to mathematics. His flexibility as a teacher is demonstrated in how he will change 

course pedagogically if a strategy or technique is not working: 

I always tell the kids that I’m a human being just like they are. I make mistakes. If I say 

something that’s wrong, then, let me know so that I can make that correction. If a kid 
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works out a problem, a certain way, then I’ll tell them, “Oh, I like that”! This one kid 

worked out combining like terms and was like, “take the like terms separate them.” He 

had a bar in between it. So, first term here, bar; second term, bar; third term, work out the 

problem and write the answer under the whole thing. And I really liked the way he did it. 

Because I used to combine like terms in a unique way. So, I adopted his way of doing it. 

And you know, whenever I show the kids that now I do it the way that that kid did it. And 

I always tell the kids, you don’t have to do it the way I’m doing it right now (S. Melton, 

personal communication, March 14, 2024). 

Mr. Melton also occasionally will dish out the same tough love approach to his students 

that his professors used on him: “I see myself being the same with my students. They slack and 

turn stuff in late and I be like “dude did you not read the due date!” (S. Melton, personal 

communication, February 9, 2024). He also considers himself to be a visual learner and in turn, 

he teaches his students to visualize mathematics to be able to interpret its meaning. If they do not 

have a visual representation, he directs them to construct one to make a connection. Color coding 

and the utility of diagrams are two ways that he teaches them to use this modality.  

Mr. Melton also video records his lessons. He notes that these recordings serve as a key 

representation of his utility in teaching mathematics. When asked what artifact represents his 

pedagogy within the discipline, he referred to these recordings. With him being a virtual 

educator, he contends that these recordings allow students who miss the lesson, or who need 

enrichment, to use them to their advantage. They also allow him to critique his teaching for 

future improvements.  

The efficacy that Mr. Melton strives to build in his students mathematically is evident 

through our conversations. He works to accomplish this through small group interaction. It 
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provides him with an opportunity to analyze how the students process the mathematics that they 

perform compared to his thought processes as the teacher. As we continued to discuss what he 

believes makes him an effective teacher, the conversation shifted to the topic of his race and 

gender and how it influences his pedagogy. Mr. Melton is aware of his utility and agency as an 

African American male teacher of mathematics: 

I mean, maybe it’s just like feeling the added responsibility to make sure they know stuff. 

Because you’ve got to know stuff. If you want to have any kind of accomplishments, be a 

productive citizen, whether that’s going to college or getting a trade or just, I take 

responsibility. And I think it’s important to show kids that they know how to follow 

steps. Even with Algebra and Geometry, a lot of kids may not necessarily need the 

concepts that we teach them, but they need to understand how to take a set of steps, 

follow instructions, and systematically work out a problem. So, I do take that seriously. 

Because I know that for our kids, we need it. Yeah, they definitely need it. Our kids are 

all over the place. So, I can just add my little two cents in, showing them how to do 

things better than I did things or learn how to systematically work out a problem, or how 

to follow instructions. Everything is a life lesson. Even if it may not necessarily relate to 

their everyday life, at some point, they’re going to be able to use what I teach them to 

help them navigate through adulthood (S. Melton, personal communication, March 14, 

2024). 

Mr. Melton contended that the achievement gap that is often reported when comparing 

Black male students to others mathematically should be analyzed incisively. He asserted that 

there are so many layers behind the numbers that the statistics alone do not tell. Variables such as 

home life, what is happening over the summer vacation, extracurricular activities and workshops, 
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and several other factors must be explored and not just the statistics alone: 

I just think that, before you look at the achievement gap for high school kids, you have to 

kind of take it back, every case is different. You’ve got to look at it from their whole 

academic history; how much pre schooling did they get? We should be looking at every 

single layer to see what the achievement gap is and look to see where it starts. Did it start 

in first grade, did it start in third grade, fifth grade where did it start, and then see if you 

notice trends from there. I think too many times people kind of just use numbers like a 

blanket statement. What they say without looking deeper inside. Okay, why are the 

numbers this way? Because we all know that education is progressive. If you didn’t learn 

stuff back in the days of course, you’re going to start from a behind position. Every 

student is different. Everyone has their own experiences (S. Melton, personal 

communication, March 14, 2024). 

 When conversing with Mr. Melton as he re(told) his story of his experiences with 

mathematics, it is easy to recognize his significance in the classroom. His poised demeanor 

combined with his witty personality indicates his pedagogical gifts. As a reputable ambassador 

of the discipline, Mr. Melton hopes to inspire all who interact with him, including the students 

that he teaches. 

Mr. Martin’s Story 

Family Background 

Mr. Martin performed well in mathematics starting at an early age. He was raised in a 

segregated rural Southern town and had minimal interactions with White people. The product of 

two educators, he was encouraged to pursue his education, especially since he matriculated 

through primary and secondary school in the 1970s and 80s when receiving an education was 
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considered the best path to success in the African American community. Mr. Martin commented 

on this in the following excerpt: 

I can remember the generation before me, striving and fighting for and telling us one 

thing. I remember them saying, once you get an education, nobody can take that from 

you. I mean, what they take from you financially, material possessions… As long as you 

get an education here, you have skills, you have knowledge that you can use to acquire 

more wealth. Nobody can take away what you have up here. And that’s why an education 

was so important because it opened doors to all other avenues in life. Without education 

you had nothing. And so, because everybody was poor, education was forced upon us, it 

was like it is the most important thing in your life. It is your ticket out of this situation 

(M. Martin, personal communication, March 6, 2024). 

Mathematics Experience as a K-12 Student 

Mr. Martin recalled his elementary years being full of discipline. He remembered the 

administrators and teachers in his public school having a no-nonsense approach to discipline and 

education. Showing a lack of mathematical competence, in some cases could lead to physical 

disciplinary action. 

It was a totally different atmosphere. And if you couldn’t answer a question you know, if 

you didn’t participate, you got whipped right in front of the class. I can still remember 

that. You had to hold your hand out and they would beat you three times when your butt 

couldn’t answer a math question. So, everybody came prepared for math class. You had 

that math problem worked out then 10 problems worked out that night. Everybody came 

with those 10 questions answered. And you are ready to answer those 10 questions 

because nobody wants to be beaten. Or, you know, embarrassed in front of class because 
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the embarrassment was worse than the beating. (M. Martin, personal communication, 

March 6, 2024). 

Mr. Martin had a strong aptitude and eagerness to do mathematics. He can recall as a 

young child, when his family would take road trips, being in the back of the car working out 

mathematics problems for leisure. His parents would purchase him mathematics books and he 

enjoyed being an analytical person. Studying and analyzing financial statements in his spare time 

was a regular hobby for him. He attributed this gift to being analytically inclined.  

 In middle and high school, Mr. Martin recalled excelling in his mathematics courses, 

making nearly all As in every class that he took. In one instance, he was afforded the opportunity 

to take one of his high school algebra courses at the local public state university. With his mother 

being a professional school counselor in the district, she was able to have him enrolled. He 

completed this course in three months over the summer, as opposed to the traditional ten months 

that high school students traditionally do. Below is Mr. Martin’s (re)telling of that experience: 

You know, nobody was really telling me, how it is with you in school, you’ve got to be 

here at this time, be there at that time, the freedom, but then having to be disciplined to 

go to class was so much faster than what I was used to, because, you know, in high 

school, back then we had a yearlong course. So now I’m taking a college course, in three 

months. Yep. Or two and a half months, whatever it was. So, to do that, I was by myself. 

I wasn’t going out with any friends. I didn’t really know anybody. It was different. 

You’re on an island. I didn’t know them. I didn’t know anyone. I didn’t know the 

professors either (M. Martin, personal communication, March 6, 2024). 

Regarding race, segregation was pronounced during Mr. Martin’s K-12 schooling. He 

explained that once integration took effect, White families moved their children to the private 
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schools in the area. Only a few White kids went to the public schools. Consequently, as a student 

Mr. Martin believed that racism did not have a negative impact on his confidence or ability to 

become a superior mathematics student. He considered his hometown to be a small, close-knit 

community where everyone knew each other. African Americans just did not associate with 

Whites. He was born in the 1960s and was shielded from the hostilities and other adversities 

associated with racism in his town. Mr. Martin felt that such a shelter differed from the 

experiences that he would encounter once he attended the PWIs (predominantly White 

institutions), such as larger universities in a bordering Southeastern state and other more diverse 

places.  

Mathematics Experience in College 

Growing up in the South, Mr. Martin recalled there was a binary that existed regarding 

race-Black or White. When he went to college, he witnessed the world from a more diverse lens 

by seeing a myriad of cultures and ethnicities, which in turn helped shape his racial identity 

(Sellers & Shelton, 2003):  

I experienced that as a young adult, when I went to college, being in a culture where my 

culture was now the minority and there were very few of us. I don’t know what 

percentage of the population we were in my college state back in the 80s. I don’t know. I 

would say less than 10%. I don’t know what it was. So now, in an environment where my 

culture is not the norm, but there are outlets for my own cultural expression, I also 

learned to experience and learn from the beauty of other cultures where there were Asian, 

Indian people. From the Caribbean islands like the Jamaicans and Bahamians (M. Martin, 

personal conversation, March 27, 2024). 

Mr. Martin explained that growing up in the United States, we tend to view experiences 
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from a Black or White lens, but once we are placed in an environment where we interact with a 

diverse demographic from various nationalities that our viewpoint shifts. He commented that by 

witnessing how other cultures function and how they refuse to classify others by race, it changed 

his way of thinking: 

There are some Cubans Blacker than you and me, in their skin tone, and Jamaicans and 

unless you’ve gotten out of the traditional southern states, and gone to the more 

cosmopolitan states, where you have people from all over the world, at least this is back 

in the 80s, you would never experience it. You would never even think that they’re Afro 

Cubans, or Afro Puerto Ricans. You would never even experience that, or that they’re 

Chinese Jamaicans. In the Americas, they embrace their country, cultural identity. That 

interaction in and of itself was mind blowing, because they don’t see themselves as Black 

when we see ourselves, as Black American; African American. They see themselves 

wherever they’re from, and they embrace that culture. Interacting with them influenced 

my thinking about this racial issue (M. Martin, personal conversation, March 27, 2024). 

Mr. Martin enrolled in college as an aeronautical engineering major. He described his 

undergraduate experience as one where his discipline determined his level of success. At certain 

points in his journey, he did not find as much mathematics success or success in general due to 

lack of discipline. Conversely, at other times he thrived due to it: 

But my successes and failures weren’t because I didn’t feel that I could do it. It was either 

I was disciplined, and I sat down and did the work, or I didn’t. It wasn’t a confidence 

issue, or inferiority complex or superiority complex, it was just either I sat down, like I’m 

sitting here talking to you now and for an hour I did my math work and studied, or I 

didn’t sit down and didn’t do my math work (M. Martin, personal conversation, March 
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27, 2024). 

In college, Mr. Martin excelled mathematically. He completed his undergraduate studies with 

nearly all As. After graduating, Mr. Martin began to work in the finance and accounting sectors 

as a mortgage specialist, consumer banker, assistant bank manager and manager. Afterwards, he 

worked in the corporate private sector and underwrote loans for an investment company. Many 

of the loans that the firm that he worked for would serve as guarantor for were for Black 

businesses. He then would become vice president of finance for a large transportation company 

in the state.  

Teaching Career 

 Mr. Martin moved his family to another major Southeastern metropolis when his wife, a 

software engineer, received a more lucrative job offer. When first arriving there, he began 

substitute teaching in a mathematics classroom to keep his mathematics skills fresh. As 

automation began to take place in the finance sector, Mr. Martin decided to remain in education. 

He first taught full-time at a local private school and eventually occupied a full-time position in 

his current school district. After moving to other districts for a few years, he returned to his 

current district, Smith School District in 2018 and has been at his current school ever since as an 

Algebra 1 teacher, eighth grade teacher, and STEM coordinator. Mr. Martin has been an educator 

for 24 years. 

Mr. Martin has been married over 30 years and is a father to three children whose ages 

span from late teens to mid-20s. He has served on the ethics commission board for Hines County 

(pseudonym) in which he resides. Once he retires from teaching, he is considering running for 

political office in the same county. Building the mathematical competency of his students is one 

of Mr. Martin’s biggest self-proclaimed strengths. He believes that his stability integrated with 
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his mathematical and life experiences have uniquely positioned him for his role as a mathematics 

teacher. In describing himself, he asserted:  

I would say I am consistent and strong and have a strong sense of self-worth and 

mentality to deal with the different issues that our students bring, and to still deliver a 

quality experience each day for the students to come prepared each day. They have 

resources. And despite all the behavior, and all the social issues that our kids have at 

home, and the trauma that they bring, to respond to that, address it and move on with 

your lesson and not let that stop you. You have to be strong and a very stable person 

mentally to deal with all of that and still teach despite it” (M. Martin, personal 

conversation, March 27, 2024). 

He advocates for building a strong positive environment for teaching and learning. According to 

Mr. Martin, through discipline, commitment, and care, he believes that he can deliver positive 

outcomes to his students. He also asserted that his preparedness and vision of seeing the self-

actualization of his students must stay consistent for them to reach their highest levels of success: 

As a teacher, I come prepared, I’m supposed to come prepared as part of my contract. I 

come prepared each day with a lesson and resources. The only other thing I can do to stay 

grounded, to stay centered, is not to get up too high and gloat, and don’t get too low and 

dwell in self-pity. Respond to whatever the situations are, whether it’s admin, parents, 

students, outside political voices. Control how I respond to all of that, but still stay 

focused on my plan, which is to move forward with the curriculum and advance students 

(M. Martin, personal conversation, March 27, 2024). 

Mr. Martin uses a plethora of strategies to keep his students engaged. He often 

incentivizes in several ways so that the learning environment does not become stale. He reflected 
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on how often these minor incentives can augment students’ interest in learning: 

I’ve tried all kinds of things to get kids to learn, like, one year, I had a kid, a class that 

just loved to tell jokes, they just loved comedy, right? So, as a strategy, I would put a 

problem on the board each day and say, “Whoever can solve it, you can tell the class a 

joke.” Believe it or not, it was like candy or something, you would think I was giving 

away a lottery winning lottery ticket to tell a joke, to have a chance to make everybody 

laugh. So, that was something I did with a particular class here. I would say PBIS40 

strategies, at the moment, on Fridays, when I allow them to buy something from the 

store, that lion paw ticket is valuable now. So at that moment, at the lion paw is money to 

them, it is money because it allows them to buy something from the Lion Den store I 

have in the room and so that would be another example of a micro strategy, where in that 

moment, even the most disruptive, disrespectful irreverent child you can think of is 

focused on what I’m saying, and trying to do that math problem and get to be able to buy 

something from the store (M. Martin, personal conversation, March 27, 2024). 

The fruit of his work is witnessing his former students and their transition into becoming 

productive adults in society. Mr. Martin’s key artifact that he presented was his resume, as each 

experience on it represented the number of lives he has influenced not only through his work as a 

mathematics educator41, but in other areas of his life, including being a scoutmaster for the Boy 

Scouts: 

My resume shows all the years that I’ve been in the classroom. I think that if a person is 

stable, you have fruit. And so, the fruits of my labor, the quality of students that have 

                                                      
40 PBIS is an acronym for Positive Behavior Intervention Support (Baule & Superior, 2020). 
41 Mr. Martin also coached two of his students in winning a national mathematics competition and he led his 

school’s mathematics team to first place in a state robotics competition.  
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produced in the last 24 years, who’ve gone on to be successful in life, in all walks of life, 

in academia, in the legal field and military. I think the roots of my community service are 

all the different people that I’ve touched as a Scoutmaster as the district commissioner for 

this county. The entities that still exist that I helped to establish here in the Black 

community, there were no scouting programs up here in this county. I worked with the 

scout executive to establish them many years ago. I just think the fruits of my labor will 

speak for the people who have learned from me and went on to be successful; the 

relationships I have, the friendships that I’ve built (M. Martin, personal conversation, 

March 27, 2024). 

When asked about how he believes the influence of him being a Black male mathematics 

educator has on his teaching, he proudly recalled several of his students returning to visit him 

after graduating and becoming mathematics teachers. He explained how they attributed his 

influence as a primary motivating factor in deciding to become mathematics teachers. He also 

stressed that being an educator is not one-dimensional; teachers often are mentors, advocates, 

and other key influential figures in their students’ lives. He commented: 

It wasn’t just the classroom experiences. We had experiences outside the classroom 

whether they were boy scouts, or they were former basketball players, and you know, the 

relationship we had outside of just teaching math in the classroom. Those experiences 

really stand out (M. Martin, personal communication, March 6, 2024).  

As our conversation continued, we discussed how Black boys perform mathematically. 

He asserted that the “so-called” achievement gap (Martin, 2009) that places African American 

male students at the bottom mathematically should not be taken superficially. Mr. Martin 

asserted that other factors must be considered: 
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It’s more to it than just Black and White. What are the other factors, your home life, your 

parental support, your parental values, then the school that you attend, are you attending a 

failing school with uncertified teachers? And you’re poorly taught? Do you have certified 

teachers who are experts who, what they do, and they, they really know what they’re 

doing, explain the concept to you? Are you exposed to experiences outside of the 

classroom (M. Martin, personal communication, March 6, 2024)? 

 Recently, I attended an event in our local school district where the state superintendent 

came to recognize the top mathematics and language arts teachers who went over and beyond in 

their classrooms. Mr. Martin was one of the recipients for his students, achieving the highest 

growth in the district mathematically. His contributions to the discipline embody themselves 

through his humility, dedication, and work ethic; some of the same traits that he indicates that he 

instills in his students. He is a strong representative and ambassador for the mathematics 

community.  

Mr. Rodney’s Story 

Family Background 

Mr. Rodney, like Mr. Martin also, was raised in the South, but in an urban area of a major 

city. Being one of three sons, he was raised in a single-parent household. His mother was 

college-educated and instilled the importance of achieving education to her sons. Mr. Rodney 

grew up poor and identified it as a key influencer in him aspiring to be successful: 

So, what I had to teach students has more to do with the fact that I grew up poor than 

anything else. And the fact that I grew up poor I see the same kind of stuff like the bill 

transition; I see a lot of kids in transition. And so, a lot of that stuff that they go through 

I’ve been through it, so I recognize it. So, what I try to impart in them more than anything 
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else is that they have to overcome, and I know its intrinsic (D. Rodney, personal 

communication, April 15, 2024). 

Mathematics Experience as a K-12 Student 

Mr. Rodney attended predominantly African American public schools from elementary 

through high school during the 1970s and 80s. He regarded himself as the smartest kid in his 

class. Mr. Rodney had a strong efficacy for mathematics and was fascinated with the problem-

solving aspect of it: 

So, for me, I’m a goal person, let’s get to the bottom line. You have the opportunity to 

see multiple ways to accomplish any one problem and then come up with the same 

solution. For me, personally that was big. That means if I see the end result without all 

the steps, I can get there quickly. And just the fact that math is so precise, and the laws of 

mathematics don’t really change, there’s no real gray area. And just that sureness of 

knowing the exact result that you’re going to get every time I think that makes you think 

(D. Rodney, personal communication, May 13, 2024). 

Never coded as gifted, Mr. Rodney asserted that if he had been assessed that he would have been 

designated as such. Always situated in the “elite” group of students, he felt that he was at a 

disadvantage due to the limited resources at his school, a reality that resonated whenever his 

mathematics team went against local White schools in the area. These adversities motivated him 

to excel. 

 Mr. Rodney was a member of the National Honors Society and ROTC, with a 3.8 grade 

point average while in high school. A mainstay on the school’s mathematics team, he was also 

awarded student of the month several times. Finishing in the top 5 % of his class, he also 

maintained an A average in every high school mathematics course, including Algebra 1, 
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Geometry, and Algebra 2. To his remembrance, all his K-12 mathematics teachers were Black 

women. Additionally, he was a member of the National Honors Society and scored a 21 out of 

27 on the ACT. 

Mathematics Experience in College 

 After high school, Mr. Rodney enrolled at a HBCU in his native state and graduated with 

his Bachelor of Science in Engineering. He also received a Master of Science in Management 

and a Specialist, Educational Leadership degree. His mathematical experiences with other races 

and cultures while in college were sometimes negative due to not having as much access to 

resources in high school: 

In college, I would always seem to have found myself in competition with foreigners. 

They always for whatever reason felt like they were smarter, and that used to aggravate 

me. And a lot of times they were correct and those problems I felt 100% sure and then 

found out were 100% sure and it was still the wrong answer, and they were right, that 

used to tear me up. But I kept trying (D. Rodney, personal communication, May 13, 

2024). 

Academically, he enrolled in Abstract Algebra and earned an A. He also took Calculus 1, 2, and 

3, and earned a C, a C, and a D, respectively, completing his undergraduate degree with a 2.5 

GPA.  

Teaching Career 

Mr. Rodney’s first career was in the railroad industry where he served as an engineer and 

terminal manager. Eventually, he pivoted himself to becoming a mathematics instructor and has 

enjoyed nearly 20 years as a middle school and secondary mathematics teacher. Mr. Rodney has 

also been married for over 20 years and is the father of a son and daughter who are both in their 



128 
 

20s. He has authored a book that teaches essential parenting skills. He attributes the raising of his 

children and the family life that accompanied it as the motivation and the validation for the 

writing of his book. When asked to describe one key artifact that is representative of his teaching 

and learning mathematics journey, he identified his book, as he explains that many of the 

principles articulated in it are at the framework of his teaching practices.  

Mr. Rodney teaches in Smith County School District at a middle school which has a 

demographic that has approximately 70% Black students. The student-to-teacher ratio at his 

location is approximately 27:1. He champions his ability to build students who struggle 

mathematically. He contended that he empowers his students by utilizing a plethora of methods. 

While he advocates for discovery-based teaching and learning42 in general, in some instances he 

also employs an explicit teaching model. When some of his students struggle and spend too 

much time grappling with discovering their mathematics, Mr. Rodney believes that presenting 

them with a more explicit approach will help make mathematics make more sense and will aid in 

boosting their confidence. His primary goal as a mathematics teacher is to make mathematics 

efficient for his students. He believes he accomplishes this task by modifying his teaching based 

on the appropriateness of the student and their learning styles: 

Start off with the hard problem, but you give them the exact way to get it done. Don’t 

spend a lot of time trying to force them to discover mathematics. I understand a lot of 

people believe that the best way to teach is discovery. What I’m saying is if you have 

people who have low self-esteem, low math identity, who have found that the foundation 

                                                      
42 Castronova (2002) defines discovery learning as having the following components “1) exploring and problem 

solving to create, integrate, and generalize knowledge, 2) student driven, interest-based activities in which the 

student determines the sequence and frequency, and 3) activities to encourage integration of new knowledge into the 

learner’s existing knowledge base” (p. 2). 
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of deficits already, to have them discover mathematics is always difficult, because they 

don’t have anything to draw from in the first place. (D. Rodney, personal communication, 

May 13, 2024). 

Mr. Rodney also believes in instilling a sense of work ethic in his students; a trait that 

compliments his experience as the swim and baseball coach for his school. He permits 

enrichment through repetition; a process that helps his students gain comprehension and that 

teaches perseverance mathematically: 

Every day, they get homework in the virtual book, every day, they get results or feedback 

from it. And every day they find one that they cannot figure out through the help, through 

the videos, or all the resources that’s already allotted to them. The first thing they do 

when they come in the doors, I pull up the grades and say, hey, you didn’t get the 95. But 

you were supposed to get so what is it? What problem did you have? What were your 

problems? So, we start off the class with a review of the homework. The day prior (D. 

Rodney, personal communication, May 13, 2024). 

Mr. Rodney advocates for his mathematics students taking risks. He referenced Michael 

Jordan and how in one of his commercials, he explained that through the trial and error of his 

failures, that he was able to succeed. Mr. Rodney believes that his students must take the same 

approach. They must accept making mistakes, as their success will come consequentially. His 

ability to create a safe space for his students permits this type of growth to occur. According to 

Mr. Rodney, he also facilitates rigidly. He attributes his disciplinarian approach as being an 

essential part of his classroom norms and instructional practices, because children love 

consistency: 

Believe it or not kids love structure. They love to know what’s expected. They thrive in a 
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situation where they know that they can go into the environment and know how to 

navigate in the classroom. In my classroom, there’s no need to ask me; don’t disturb the 

learning environment by asking me to go to the bathroom. Put a pass on the board one at 

a time, grab the pass, you go and come back. If the pass isn’t there, don’t ask (D. Rodney, 

personal communication, April 15, 2024). 

 In Mr. Rodney’s book, he reiterated the importance of being prepared. He believes that 

by doing so, it provides several benefits including instilling confidence, building efficiency, 

reducing fear and anxiety, and building understanding amongst others. To aid them in their day-

to-day preparation, he has unlimited supplies, such as pencil and paper readily available for his 

students. That way, once they come to class, they can adhere to the classroom norms, including 

putting their name on top of the paper and beginning the assignment for the day. He assigns 

homework nightly and gives his students unlimited attempts to complete the work accurately via 

the online platform of the textbook. Mr. Rodney believes by doing so, it empowers his students 

to have autonomy in their mathematical growth. 

When asked about the relevance that race and gender has on his experiences 

mathematically, Mr. Rodney communicated that he understands his significance as an African 

American male mathematics teacher. However, he offered that a reason that Black males only 

make up 1.3% of the teacher workforce in the United States is due to the pay (Mollenkamp, 

2023): 

So, I mean, you have to understand that most of the professionals in every profession are 

generated from some source of teaching led environment. And because of that, that 

means that there is a significant importance that’s associated with it. However, the 

revenue associated with being a teacher is not significant enough for men if you aspire to 
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be a provider for your family. To achieve mathematics or any other teacher profession 

over another. That’s where I am. So that’s why I don’t think we see the numbers because 

the revenue is not there (D. Rodney, personal communication, May 13, 2024). 

To advance the discussion of the implications that race, and gender has on mathematics 

classrooms, Mr. Rodney also stressed that socioeconomic status plays a significant part on the 

performance and aspirations of African American male students. While he believes race and 

gender are indicators, he asserted that socioeconomic status is more influential in current times. 

He argued that a student is not able to focus on curriculum when their situation outside of the 

classroom is in disarray. He recalled a conversation that took place in one of his classes: 

Just recently, I was in the class with the kids, and we were having a conversation about 

my life. They were asking me questions, and we came up with a conversation about 

parents. And I said, “What does dad do?” And she said, “I don’t know.” I said, “What 

you mean?” She said, “I do know what he does, he’s in jail. That’s what he does.” And 

one little girl said it, and in that group, I was talking to four people, every one of them 

said, “You know my dad is locked up too.” All four of them! All four! So that means that 

just the dynamics of somebody being locked up is a financial burden itself. (D. Rodney, 

personal communication, May 13, 2024). 

Mr. Rodney explained that the makeup of a child’s household also has significance in 

how they perform in the classroom. He explained “When I have conversations with people in my 

circle who were really successful, most of them had both parents inside the household, most of 

them had that foundation.” (D. Rodney, personal communication, May 13, 2024) He believed 

that these households typically provide access to more opportunities and exposure, as opposed to 

ones where a single parent is busy trying to make ends meet. Mr. Rodney also contended that 
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there is a paradigm shift occurring in American society that is deviating away from race being as 

prevalent of a discriminating marker, to a more polarizing dichotomy between the affluent and 

the poor occurring: 

Don’t get me wrong, race has something to do with it. But in today’s time with the 

invention of AI and the service industry has gone away because it’s gone away, you have 

strictly haves and have nots. And it doesn’t really apply evenly along the lines of race 

anymore, especially in some Black Meccas where there is no economic level that Black 

people haven’t already accomplished. So, it’s hard to compare (D. Rodney, personal 

communication, May 13, 2024). 

 Through Mr. Rodney’s narrative, it is evident that he brings a stern approach to 

mathematics, with his teaching strategies and in the way in which he facilitates his classroom. 

Much of this can be linked to his determination as a child; subscribing to specific ways to 

evaluate his mathematics and knowing that once he could proficiently evaluate an algorithm, that 

the method would persist. He embodies confidence and strength in his demeanor and represents 

the mathematics community in an exceptional manner.  

Overview of Common Themes 

Recall, the purpose of this study was to explore the mathematical experiences of four 

successful African American male middle and high school mathematics educators in and out of 

the classroom as they matriculated through school as students. Additionally, its focus was to 

investigate how these experiences have influenced their mathematics identities while considering 

whether these identities had an influence (or not) on their classroom norms and instructional 

practices as teachers. Each participant told of their mathematical journeys that spanned from 

being elementary students to becoming tenured mathematics educators. I utilized narrative 
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inquiry to analyze their stories through a critical race theoretical lens. All four mathematicians, 

as indicated in their stories, have at least nineteen years of teaching experience. Three currently 

teach middle grades (Mr. Dennis, Mr. Martin, and Mr. Rodney) and one teaches high school (Mr. 

Melton), all in Smith School District located in a suburban area of a major Southeastern 

American city. 

Through analyzation, four themes emerged: (a) Each participant had an affinity for 

mathematics that started at an early age, that helped them build robust mathematics identities; (b) 

as students, racism did not have a negative impact on their confidence or ability to make 

mathematics meaningful; (c) each of the educators were enforcer, negotiator, and/or playful (as 

outlined in Brown’s (2009) study), and employed them in their classroom norms and 

instructional practices; and (d) each teacher believed that building effective relationships is 

influential to the implementation of their successful classroom norms and instructional practices. 

While each of these commonalities were salient based on the findings of this study, there is much 

more that remains unexplored and untheorized regarding this topic. As narrative inquiry reminds 

us, “the knowledge developed from narrative inquiries is textured by particularity and 

incompleteness” (Clandinin, 2023, p. 32) when considering the nuances and uniqueness of each 

participant’s storied experiences. Considering this, I will focus on the identifiable similarities. 

Affinity for Mathematics 

When each participant was asked to speak about their mathematical journey, they spoke 

of a deep love for mathematics that existed inside and outside of the classroom starting in their 

elementary years. They each indicated that mathematics was their favorite subject. Also, they 

earned high grades in their K-12 and post-secondary schooling (see tables 2 & 3). Hence, their 

affinity for the subject propelled their academic performance and mathematical identity growth. 
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Table 2  

High School Mathematics Course Grades 

 

 Course Algebra 1 Geometry Algebra 2 Precalculus Calculus 

College 

Algebra 

Name        

Mr. 

Dennis  A B A    

Mr. 

Melton  A A A A A  

Mr. Martin  A C A A  A 

Mr. 

Rodney  A A A    
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Table 3  

College Mathematics Course Grades 

 Course 

College 

Algebra 

Geometr

y 

Statistic

s 

Precalcu

lus 

Calculus 

1 

Calculu

s 2 

Calculus 

3 Misc. 

Name          

Mr. 

Dennis  B B  B     

Mr. 

Melton      A A A B 

Mr. 

Martin  A A A A A A   

Mr. 

Rodney      C C D A 

 

Mr. Dennis recalled how he could not wait to get to class each day just to get an 

opportunity to volunteer and share the mathematics that he learned from the day before. He 

remarked that he would use his ability to mentally calculate when counting how much change he 

was owed when going to the store and would often have to correct the cashier if they 

miscalculated. He also mentioned how other students would come to him to check their work 

before turning it in. Likewise, Mr. Melton spoke of how he excelled in his mathematics courses 

and was considered one of the best students in his class. As a hobby, he would number-crunch 

the statistics in the back of the newspaper. Like Mr. Dennis, his friends would come to him for 
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assistance with their homework and he would enthusiastically assist. Comparably, Mr. Martin 

remembered earning As in every mathematics course from middle school through high school. 

He explained how when traveling on family road trips, he would be in the back of the car 

working out problems and sharpening his critical thinking skills. Additionally, Mr. Rodney was 

also considered one of the best mathematicians in his area and displayed his talents as part of his 

high school mathematics team that competed across the state. He enjoyed the certainty of 

mathematics, in that if he could identify the correct process, he could always come to a solution.  

Each of these participants demonstrated an affinity for mathematics. It became salient 

when identifying their willingness to utilize mathematics in and out-of-school for academic, 

leisurely, and extra-curricular purposes. Jett (2022) asserted that “African American students’ 

mathematically rich out-of-school experiences shore up their disciplinary comprehension and 

connections across home, school, and community contexts” (p. 35). These scholars embodied 

this trait, and it was exemplified through their recalling of their mathematics experiences as 

students. The successful integration of their in-school and out-of-school mathematical success 

validated their strength mathematically, which assisted them in developing robust mathematics 

identities. 

Robust Mathematics Identities 

When the participants were asked to reflect and classify their mathematics identities as 

students, they shared the similarity of rating them as being robust. Ubiquitous in their stories is 

they never believed that their identities were compromised. However, it is worth noting that 

negative mathematical micro identity moments (Wood, 2013) did occur for some of the 

participants, while not for others. Even when these minor setbacks did exist, they were able to 

overcome them and reaffirm their strength in their mathematical macro identities. 
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For instance, Mr. Melton commented on his college mathematics courses becoming more 

abstract and not making sense once more of the numbers switched to variables. His mathematics 

identity took a step back temporarily until he made the adjustment of better balancing his social 

college life with his academics. Once this change occurred, he was able to focus better on the 

shift in mathematics and regain full autonomy mathematically. Moreover, when Mr. Martin 

indicated that even when minor mathematical setbacks occurred, they could have been avoided if 

he had increased his level of commitment; it implies that in moments of being less disciplined, 

his mathematics skills were not at their highest level. However, his resilience, which is indicated 

through his ability to regain his focus, stabilized his mathematics identity on a micro and macro 

level. Furthermore, a disruption in Mr. Rodney’s robust mathematics identity is exemplified 

when his school team lost mathematics competitions when facing predominantly White schools 

from other areas. He articulated that these outcomes were related to not having access to 

comparable resources to his counterparts at predominantly White schools, not his ability to make 

sense of mathematics.  

Another instance worth noting was when Mr. Rodney referred to “foreigners” being able 

to solve abstract problems more fluidly than he could and how it bothered him. These incidents 

served as markers of negative micro moments for him mathematically. Nevertheless, he was able 

to accommodate, reconfigure, and resist (Stinson, 2008) accordingly. Contrastingly, Mr. Dennis 

did not recall ever having his mathematics identity compromised. He remembered struggling in 

English/language arts class, but never in mathematics class. Much of this testament speaks of the 

confidence that he exuded mathematically.  

Each participant embraced their positionality as placeholders of being one of the best 

mathematics students in their classes and carried it with them as they matriculated through 
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schooling, and eventually into the teaching profession. Varelas et al.’s (2012) definition of 

mathematics identity (one’s ability to perform mathematics and the perception that others have 

of their ability to perform it) is exemplified through the participants successfully navigating 

through their mathematical endeavors and transitioning into careers in mathematics. These 

educators (as students) had innumerable instances of success and seldom had identifiable 

negative micro identity mathematical moments (Wood, 2013), while in or out of the classroom.  

Race-Based Mathematics Perspectives 

The storytellers’ experiences with racism and its influence on their mathematics 

education was another common theme that emerged. As I chronicled each participant’s 

experiences, they communicated that racism did not have a negative impact on their confidence 

or ability to make mathematics meaningful in bettering the conditions of their lives. However, 

they acknowledged discrimination based on race in general and its influence on our society.  

Mr. Dennis had White women teachers in his middle and high school mathematics 

courses. He contended that they adequately prepared him for post-secondary mathematics 

courses. Mr. Dennis also attributed that his reputation as an athlete aided him in success as he 

matriculated from course to course. Similarly, Mr. Melton recalled how none of his K-12 

mathematics teachers were Black and he was aware of publicized racist incidents that occurred. 

Mr. Martin asserted being isolated from White people in his Southern rural community and in his 

matriculation was customary, but he was able to realize diversity through other cultures once he 

transitioned to college. Coincidentally, Mr. Rodney also was raised in the South but contrastingly 

felt that poverty was at the forefront of his recalled experiences. In sum, each of the participants 

asserted that explicit racism had little to no impact on their ability to confidently navigate 

through their mathematical endeavors.  
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Performance Styles 

When interpreting the classroom norms and instructional practices of the participants, I 

drew from Brown’s (2009) “Understanding the Pedagogic Performance of African American 

Male Teachers Working with African American Male Students”, Hunter and Stinson’s (2019) 

research on Black males’ teacher care concerning Black male students, and the NCTM’s 

“Effective Mathematics Teaching Practices” (Leinwand, 2014) framework to provide a 

comprehensive way of understanding how the teacher-student dynamic came into play.   

In Brown’s (2009) study, he highlighted three performance styles that were classified as 

employed in his participants’ teaching: enforcer, negotiator, and playful. In my study, each 

participant could be classified as employing at least one of the indicated performance styles (see 

Table 4 for how each participant was classified)43. These pedagogical practices are inexplicably 

linked to their mathematics identities that were developed when they were students.44 In turn, 

these practices also inform the mathematical development of the students they serve. As listed in 

Chapter 2, brief descriptions of the three teaching styles of performance include: 

● The enforcer style of performance seeks abrupt and immediate enforcement of the 

defined expectations in the classroom and throughout the school. This teacher 

generally holds a standard for behaving and executing an action with the expectation 

that students adhere to the defined standard. 

                                                      
43 It is worth noting that in Brown’s (2009) study, his participants that were highlighted were each classified as 

having only one performance type, while two of the participants in this study (Mr. Dennis and Mr. Martin) 

possessed two. 
44 It is worth noting that Brown’s (2009) study explored the relationship between Black males teaching Black male 

students. In this study, the demographics reveal that the student bodies for each of the participants are predominantly 

Black, but they each are composed of coed classrooms. 
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● The negotiator style of performance is more prone to asking questions, probing for 

answers, and listening to students’ perspectives. This approach attempts to resolve 

conflicts and motivate students. 

● The playful style of performance occurs within different school contexts (e.g., 

hallways and lunchrooms). These teachers exchange jokes, debate ideas, and share 

personal experiences generally within an informal learning context. Teachers at times 

however use this approach in classrooms to break the monotony of schoolwork and to 

motivate students (Brown, 2009, pg. 424).

 

Table 4  

Performance Styles 

    

 

         

Recall from the literature review (i.e., see Chapter 2), that in Hunter and Stinson’s (2019) 

research, their student participants identified six overarching themes to describe teacher care in 

the mathematics classroom: (a) motivation, (b) culture, (c) confidence, (d) discipline, (e) concern 

for futures, and (f) environment. A sub-theme in this study revealed that the participants believed 

that the performance styles that they employed helped their students establish firm robust 

mathematics identities. Moreover, they asserted that their classes embodied some if not all the 

six themes mentioned above. When referencing one of the African American male mathematics 

 Mr. Dennis Mr. Melton Mr. Martin Mr. Rodney 

Enforcer X  X X 

Negotiator  X   

Playful X  X  
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educators that were part of their study, Hunter and Stinson (2019) asserted “The way Mr. Ira 

negotiated his interactions, his patience, his concern, his lack of judgment, his cultural 

understandings, and, most importantly, his love were all key components to the success of Black 

male youth in mathematics” (p. 27). Fittingly, I will discuss how each of my participants 

engaged with the three performance styles (indicated above) in conjunction with these six themes 

and how they emerged in their classroom norms and instructional practices.  

Furthermore, through analysis each of the participants reported employing several, if not 

all the pedagogical practices that the NCTM consider customary for effective teaching to take 

place. Considering this, I will pinpoint several of these instances that were identifiable based on 

the participants’ narratives. As listed in Chapter 2, below are the eight tenets found in the 

“Effective Mathematics Teaching Practices” (Leinwand, 2014) framework: 

• Establish Mathematics Goals to Focus Learning: Establishes clear goals for the mathematics 

students are learning, situates goals with learning progressions, and uses goals to guide 

instructional decisions. 

• Implement Tasks that Promote Reasoning and Problem Solving: Engages students in 

solving and discussing tasks that promote mathematical reasoning and problem 

solving and allow multiple entry points and varied solution strategies. 

• Use and Connect Mathematical Representations: Engages students in making 

connections among mathematical representations to deepen understanding of 

mathematics concepts and procedures and as tools for problem solving. 

• Facilitate Meaningful Mathematical Discourse: Facilitates discourse among students to 

build shared understanding of mathematical ideas by analyzing and comparing 

student approaches and arguments. 

• Pose Purposeful Questions: Uses purposeful questions to assess and advance students’ 
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reasoning and sense making about important mathematical ideas and relationships. 

• Building Procedural Fluency from Conceptual Understanding: Builds fluency with 

procedures on a foundation of conceptual understanding so that students, over time, 

become skillful in using procedures flexibly as they solve contextual and 

mathematical problems. 

• Supportive Productive Struggle in Learning Mathematics: consistently provides students, 

individually and collectively, with opportunities and supports to engage in productive 

struggle as they grapple with mathematical ideas and relationships. 

• Elicit and use Evidence of Student Thinking: uses evidence of student thinking to assess 

progress toward mathematical understanding and to adjust instruction continually in 

ways that support and extend learning.   

Mr. Dennis employs the enforcer and playful performance styles in his classroom. When 

conducting an initial analysis, he might be interpreted as only being an enforcer; a firm 

disciplinarian with a rigid set of guidelines that students must adhere to daily. While this 

characteristic does exist in his day-to-day classroom operations, his ability to connect with 

students through building relationships, exchanging jokes, and facilitating mathematics 

competitions is indicative of his playful style. Mr. Dennis’s utilization of these two performance 

styles also validates his implementation of the culture tenet of care in his classroom.  

During pre-planning, he served as the grade level chair and advocated for sixth grade 

teachers to spend the first few weeks of the new school year getting to know their students. He 

asserted that by doing so, it helps build rapport but also provides the teacher with a clearer 

perspective of what the students bring with them in the classroom. Mr. Dennis explained that it 

also creates a space that will permit students to get comfortable taking risks in class and gives 
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them the motivation to strive to perform their best. He mentioned how the kids that have fragile 

mathematical identities (McGee, 2015) in the class tend not to speak out and the relationship 

building helps give them the courage to do so. Mr. Dennis’s effort to create this type of culture 

embodies the effective mathematics teaching practice of supporting productive struggle in 

learning mathematics by allowing his students opportunities to engage in persevering and 

building mathematical stamina as they grapple with the mathematics being taught (Leinwand, 

2014). His taking the initiative to create a safe and productive culture is confirmed through the 

countless measures that he enacts in his classroom norms and instructional practices. 

We also discussed Mr. Dennis’s ability to command order not just in his classroom, but 

even in the hallways and other commons areas, such as the cafeteria, which is of notoriety, to the 

extent that administrators often call on him to restore order when needed: The teacher care 

component of discipline is clearly identified in this sense. When the time comes for students to 

get to class during transitions, students will clear the hallway when they see him coming. In 

addition, when in the classroom, Mr. Dennis can be identified as an enforcer by having students 

follow a specific daily routine. In our conversation, he discussed the importance of having an 

order of events in the classroom that students can count on. He starts his class by having them 

complete a “math minute” warm-up problem. He also assigns tasks that students can take turns 

doing.  

Additionally, when Mr. Dennis builds relationships with his students, it allows a space 

for him to be playful, a supplement to his enforcer teaching style and a testament to his use of the 

motivation and environment tenets of care. He mentioned during our conversation, how he often 

wrestles with some of his male students during the class change. Sometimes he and one of his 

team members will go back and forth, and she will have some of her male students serve as 
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security against him, all in jest. He often holds school-wide mathematics competitions and has a 

reputation for his classes never losing them. Hence, students from other classes will see him in 

the hallway and have exchanges with him about how in the next competition their class will beat 

him. His playful style permits such interactions to occur. Also, through his organizing the 

mathematics competitions, Mr. Dennis is implementing tasks that promote reasoning and 

problem solving, in that his students are required to access multiple entry points and efficiently 

use a plethora of strategies in solving the problems that they are presented (Leinwand, 2014). 

Of the four performance styles mentioned, the one that occurs the least is negotiator. Mr. 

Melton has the unique feature of being the only of four participants to teach in a virtual setting 

and have a negotiator performance style. He enacts the culture, confidence, and environment 

themes of care in his pedagogy. These traits are exemplified through his dialectic approach, 

which allows his students to discover mathematics using open-ended questioning. This technique 

validates his negotiator performance style.  

Mr. Melton commented “I definitely try to engage in a whole questioning aspect of math. 

I want the kids to be more involved in why you do stuff as opposed to just doing it” (S. Melton, 

personal communication, March 14, 2024). His ability to use open-ended questioning adheres to 

the effective teaching practices of eliciting and using evidence of student thinking and posing 

purposeful questions by permitting students to take different approaches to solving problems, 

even different from the way that he might model them. It also aligns with the facilitating 

meaningful mathematical discourse tenet by allowing them to analyze and compare their 

approaches and arguments to the mathematics that they are learning (Leinwand, 2014). Mr. 

Melton believes that often we as mathematics teachers limit our students by modeling one or two 

ways to solve problems. By allowing his students to use an open-ended approach to problem 
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solving, he believes it is preparing them for post-secondary study and careers afterwards.  

Mr. Melton’s effort to enact the concern for future tenet of care is also exemplified 

through his teaching. He considers himself not to be too strict regarding his classroom structure, 

but like Mr. Dennis believes in building rapport with his students. That way, they are 

comfortable taking risks and will bring their ideas to the classroom. He explained “I always tell 

the kids that I’m a human being just like they are. I make mistakes. If I say something that’s 

wrong, then, let me know so that I can make that correction” (S. Melton, personal 

communication, March 14, 2024). The motivation care theme is enforced in this sense. His 

instructional norms and classroom practices accommodate students for him to meet them where 

they are; a validation of him implementing the support productive struggle in learning 

mathematics tenet in his teaching practices. He often uses diagrams and other visual aids to help 

them comprehend the algebra that he teaches. When they struggle, he creates a space for them to 

construct their own illustrations that are representative of the concepts being taught. In this sense, 

his utility of using and connecting mathematical representations is demonstrated. His 

commitment to video recording the lessons to aid students who missed instruction, or who need 

enrichment reiterates his commitment to helping them find a common ground when learning in 

the virtual setting.  

In contrast, Mr. Martin could be identified as implementing both enforcer and playful 

performance styles (like Mr. Dennis) when classifying his classroom norms and instructional 

practices. He believes that his commitment to consistency is customary in his teaching practices. 

His ability to be consistent permits him to assist his students in building procedural fluency from 

conceptual understanding. He never gets too high, or too low when responding to the situations 

that occur in his classroom. By regulating his classroom management norms, it allows him to 
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successfully navigate through the curriculum. Mr. Martin commented that “As a teacher, I come 

prepared, I’m supposed to come prepared as part of my contract. I come prepared each day with 

a lesson and resources” (M. Martin, personal conversation, March 27, 2024). He contended that 

students thrive when they have a model of consistency presented to them. His ability to create a 

stable space for students while staying laser focused on educating speaks to his enforcer 

performance style. 

 Mr. Martin also permits the culture tenet of care to be enacted. When he mentioned 

delivering a quality level of instruction daily, despite what issues might arise externally 

(behavioral issues, social issues, issues from home, etc.), it attests to him enabling curriculum 

and instruction to proceed in the face of adversity. Mr. Martin allows a space in his class for 

students to be informal as a compliment to his disciplinarian style, which speaks to him knowing 

how to negotiate a combination of performance styles (enforcer and playful) accordingly. He 

allows his students who can correctly solve the bellringer to come to the front of the class and 

tell a joke. In doing so, Mr. Martin is implementing tasks that promote reasoning and problem 

solving as an effective mathematics teaching practice (Leinwand, 2014). Additionally, when he 

permits students who solve problems correctly to visit the Lion’s Den, this also reinforces how 

he balances his enforcer style with allowing students to be extrinsically motivated, an indication 

of his use of the confidence and motivation tenets of care.  

Lastly, Mr. Rodney is also a disciplinarian and adheres to an enforcer performance style, 

which indicates his use of the discipline tenet of care. In our conversations, he suggested that 

children desire structure and love to know what is expected. His classroom is facilitated with 

precision, which demonstrates his use of the culture tenet of care. Students know to start on the 

warm-up once the bell rings and know where the pencils and paper are that he provides. He 
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assigns homework nightly in their virtual textbook and allows students to continue retaking the 

quiz at the end of it; this demonstrates his act of establishing mathematics goals to focus 

learning. This is accomplished through Mr. Rodney, creating a goal for his students to obtain 

proficiency through perseverance, which in turn aids in their learning progression (Leinwand, 

2014). 

Mr. Rodney believes in diversifying his teaching practices but often teaches explicitly 

when students struggle. He asserted that it helps build students who have a weak mathematical 

identity; a compliment to his employing the support productive struggle in learning 

mathematics effective teaching practice. By presenting mathematics in this fashion, combining 

with him instilling a work ethic in his students, he suggested that they will build confidence 

(another tenet of care) mathematically.  

What became noticeable is that each participant solidified their unique style of facilitating 

their classrooms and learned what was most effective pedagogically based on their strengths. 

Additionally, based on their narratives, they validate much of what the NCTM’s “Effective 

Mathematics Teaching Practices” framework identifies as formidable mathematics educators. 

Mr. Dennis enacts an enforcer/playful performance style, and the fruit of its effectiveness is 

quantified through the number of educators, students, and others in the community that he has 

influenced. Differently, Mr. Melton subscribes to a negotiator performance type which has been 

of significant value to him and his students, especially being in the virtual setting. Him being 

able to negotiate the distinctive space of teaching online with a dialectic approach speaks to his 

cleverness and effectiveness as a mathematics teacher. Additionally, Mr. Martin exhibits a 

hybrid pedagogical style of enforcer/playful, which speaks to his unique nature of staying the 

course of facilitating his students’ success by delivering the consistency of sound instruction 
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while also integrating space for student-centered witticism.  Lastly, Mr. Rodney benefits from 

managing his classes with an enforcer teaching type, and it has aided him in the success of his 

students. The preciseness that he employs builds on his students’ ability to develop robust 

mathematics identities. In sum, the educators reveal components of what they embody 

mathematically through fidelity and care, and it is reflected in the ways that they employ their 

classroom norms and instructional practices.  

Building Relationships 

Another salient theme in this study is the significance of building relationships in the 

classroom with students to help develop their mathematics identity. Each of the participants 

succinctly conveyed its importance and employs its function as a common component in their 

classroom norms and instructional practices. As Howard (2001) suggests, students find efficacy 

in classrooms where teachers show care (Hunter & Stinson, 2019), establish community and 

family-style classroom environments, and make the classroom fun and entertaining. Each of 

these components involve the relationship building process and the participants in this study 

embody some if not all these characteristics in their pedagogy.  

Earlier, Mr. Dennis explained how he entered the teaching profession through interacting 

with students as a security officer at their school. His ability to build relationships created the 

space for him to be approachable outside the classroom regarding their mathematics homework 

problems. Also, when he commented on how occasionally he will have parents attend parent 

conferences and state that their child is not mathematically strong because of genetics, he is able 

to push back against this rhetoric in the minds of his students through initiatives such as Men of 

Valor and the mathematics competitions. These social components help build rapport and 

influence his students to increase their mathematical efficacy. Furthermore, when Mr. Dennis 
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sets the expectation at the beginning of the school year that students will show respect to all 

students when they speak and that they only could provide constructive criticism; it speaks to the 

community building function of his class.  

Analogously, Mr. Melton offered the same sentiments regarding forming a bond and its 

influence on building the mathematics identities of his students. He asserted that building a 

strong rapport encourages them to bring their own ideas to the classroom. One of the key 

components in his pedagogical practices is how he encourages students to take ownership of 

their mathematics. Part of that process involves thinking critically and being able to derive their 

own thinking through the processes that are being learned. Mr. Melton stated that this can only 

be accomplished by establishing relationships with his students so that they have the confidence 

to take risks in the lessons that they learn. Additionally, when Mr. Melton allows students to 

participate in breakout rooms virtually during class, it attests to the community building function 

as well. Students have an opportunity to establish norms and expectations while learning their 

mathematical concepts collaboratively. 

 Similarly, Mr. Martin advocates for relationship building as a tenet in his classroom 

norms and instructional practices. He confirms that this is established through building 

experiences outside the classroom that will transfer back into the mathematics classroom through 

strength and confidence. For instance, when he conveyed how by him serving as a Boy Scout 

scoutmaster, being a basketball coach, and serving in the utility of other positions in the school 

and the community, it allowed students to reveal more of their lives, which helped build trust and 

confidence that transferred back in the mathematics classroom. Therefore, the students are more 

likely to build a robust mathematics identity and in moments when the mathematics identity is 

fragile (McGee, 2015), they have established the trust to have it reaffirmed by him as their 
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teacher and mentor. In addition, when Mr. Martin referred to how he allows students who solve 

the bellringer correctly to come to the front of the class and tell a joke, it attests to him creating a 

fun environment for his students and also builds the communal norms (Cobb et al., 2009) of his 

classes.  

Lastly, Mr. Rodney also commits to building a rapport with his students. Recall the 

conversation that took place between him and his students regarding their fathers. When they 

conveyed personal information to him about their fathers being incarcerated, it demonstrates the 

social capital (Yosso, 2005) that he has established with them in his classroom. His pupils were 

able to comfortably navigate between the formal and informal spaces that he allows, which 

permits transparency in the learning process. Although he is entrenched to the arduous task of 

teaching algebra 1 and eighth grade mathematics (two courses) in the same year and must 

manage the scope and sequence in time for the end of course tests administered by his state, he 

comfortably engaged in dialogue with his students. Despite being a firm disciplinarian, Mr. 

Rodney utilized relationship building to further the mathematics identities of his students. He 

built a sense of community by allowing informal conversations to take place in the instructional 

setting.  

Each of these participants found agency in establishing rapport with their students. In 

turn, they created an atmosphere where when mathematics becomes abstract and when their 

students’ mathematics identities are momentarily compromised, misunderstandings can be 

clarified, and the students’ identities can be positively reaffirmed. These educators remind us that 

teaching is caring, and at the foundation of caring is understanding how to connect with the ones 

that we teach. By building classroom environments that provide positive communal norms (Cobb 

et al., 2009) and that maintain the productive attention of its students, these mathematics 
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identities have a stronger opportunity to flourish. 

In sum, the participants of this study went to great measures to articulate their stories as 

African American male mathematics students turn educators. The analyzation of their stories 

revealed how each had a deep love for mathematics that started in their formative years, which 

could be traced to the development of them establishing strong mathematics identities. They 

spoke of their experiences with racism (or not) in the mathematics classrooms. Moreover, 

through analysis they each employed a myriad of teaching styles in their pursuits to becoming 

effective educators. Lastly, they all conveyed the importance of building meaningful and 

effective relationships with their students to reach them mathematically. These identifiable 

themes are not exhaustive in terms of establishing the embodiment of what a successful African 

American male educator is (when considering their mathematics identity development from 

being students and the influence it has on their classroom norms and instructional practices) but 

is a step in the right direction in making salient positive literature that intends to push back 

against normative discourse concerning African American males pedagogically. 
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Table 5  

Mathematics Identities Profile 

(Based on Identifiable Common Themes) 

 

 Mr. Dennis Mr. Melton Mr. Martin Mr. Rodney 

Affinity for 

Mathematics  

(As Students) 

Considered a Top 

Mathematics Student 

by Educators and 

Peers 

 

Competitive  

 

Proficient with Mental 

Mathematics, 

 

Resource for Peers 

Considered 

a Top 

Mathematics 

Student by 

Educators 

and Peers  

 

Number-

Cruncher  

 

Resource for 

Peers 

Considered a 

Top 

Mathematics 

Student by 

Educators 

and Peers  

 

Critical 

Thinker  

 

Problem 

Solver 

Considered a 

Top 

Mathematics 

Student by 

Educators and 

Peers 

 

Precise and 

Efficient 

 

Competitive  

Negative 

Mathematical 

Micro-Moments 

(As Students) 

N/A Abstract 

Nature of 

Higher-

Level 

College 

Mathematics 

Courses 

Temporary 

Loss of 

Focus and 

Commitment 

to Discipline 

Defeat in 

High School 

Mathematics 

Competitions 

Performance Styles 

(As Educators) 

Enforcer, Playful Negotiator Enforcer, 

Playful 

Enforcer 

Building 

Relationships 

(As Educators) 

Inclusion/Participation 

(Risk Taking) of all 

Students in the 

Classroom Setting 

Breakout 

Rooms in 

the Virtual 

Setting (to 

Create a 

Sense of 

Community) 

Students 

Telling 

Jokes (in 

Front of the 

Class) as a 

Reward  

Informal 

Conversations 

during Class 

(to Create a 

Sense of 

Community) 
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CRT Analysis  

 After thoughtful analysis of the four themes that emerged from this study, it is evident 

that they can be analyzed from a CRT viewpoint. As mentioned previously, CRT has several 

foundational tenets. I will discuss three of these major tenets and provide interpretation of them 

with respect to the findings of this study. 

The Endemic Nature of Racism 

When analyzing each participant’s story, it is noticeable that they had the commonality of 

building robust mathematical identities and from their perspective, racism did not have a 

negative impact on their confidence or ability to make mathematics meaningful in bettering the 

conditions of their lives. However, racism is structurally intertwined in the fabric of every 

American system and institution (Bell, 1992), including the educational system (Ladson-Billings 

& Tate, 1995; Vaught & Castagno, 2020). Considering this, I propose that racism did exist in the 

participant’s mathematical endeavors and that it is so deeply embedded in the African American 

male experience that often it goes unrecognized. Each of these gentlemen attended public 

schools that are part of a hegemonic system that tends to disempower African American males 

(Dancy, 2014), especially in terms of mathematics. Nevertheless, they were able to find success 

despite this. 

When tracing the history of the mathematics curriculum and how it has marginalized 

African Americans from its origins (Berry et al., 2013), it is apparent that racism is endemic in 

mathematics education. I contend that it often exists in subtleties, to the extent that it is prevalent 

even when it is not visible. This study is representative of such, as the participants were not able 

to identify any overt acts of racism in their recollection of their mathematical journeys. However, 

the grim reality that discrimination based on race is embedded within the educational system is a 
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dilemma that African Americans have continued to grapple with. Several external factors 

substantiate this claim. Take for instance, the “so-called” achievement gap (Martin, 2009). As 

mentioned previously (e.g., see Chapter 2), its utility when evaluating standardized test scores of 

African American male students continues to be a primary example of how racism is prevalent in 

our current educational system generally and in mathematics education specifically.  

Part of the hegemonic structure (Cabrera, 2018) of the American educational system 

continues to employ standardized testing as a means of marginalizing minoritized groups, 

without exploring other factors beyond the raw data. In this study, the four participants were 

mathematically successful, which in turn solidified their ability to develop robust mathematics 

identities (McGee, 2015), ultimately assisting them in bypassing the standardized testing trap.45 

These mathematicians were members of an educational system full of racial bias, but as students, 

they were able to avoid being subdued due to their affinity for the subject and their ability to 

thrive mathematically. Their success in the mathematics classroom (as students) speaks to the 

strength found in their mathematics identities. It is also a complement to other factors (e.g., 

mathematics socialization, (Martin, 2006a), robust family/parental support systems (Spencer, 

2010), accessing community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005)) that aided in their success.  

CRT scholars argue that segregation and its grim effects are examples of external factors 

that exude racism in the educational system (Reardon et al., 2024; Saddler, 2014). Mr. Martin 

explained that he was raised in a segregated rural town. The conditions that would permit such 

segregation to exist are a by-product of racism. With him going through his schooling in the 

1970s and 1980s, our country was experiencing the aftermath of the civil rights movement where 

                                                      
45I coin the phrase standardized testing trap to refer to how standardized testing is one of the primary mechanisms 

that helps perpetuate a recurring cycle that situates Black male students as being inferior mathematically (Berry, et 

al., 2009). Consequently, ability tracking and other mechanisms further marginalize these students deeming them as 

mathematically deficient. 
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before it, Jim Crow allowed segregation to occur, forming second-class citizenship of Black 

people (Kennedy, 2011; Marti, 2020). It manifested itself in the school system with minoritized 

groups essentially receiving a second-class education that featured fewer and older outdated 

resources, while their counterparts had better equipped schools with sophisticated intellectual 

property and curriculum, innovative science labs, and even computers with the most advanced 

state of the art technology (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Vaught & Castagno, 2020). Moreover, 

Mr. Martin communicated how he witnessed nearly all the White kids moving to private schools. 

This act is indicative of another key component of racism that was noticeable in our educational 

system specifically and in our society on a broader basis (Andrews, 2002; Wilson, 2019).  

 Mr. Rodney mentioned how poverty was prevalent in his upbringing, once again racism 

is at the root of this condition. Being raised in an urban town, often urban decay and White flight 

were the predecessors to the poverty that existed (Haines, 2010). Black citizens were typically 

centralized in these decrepit urban centers with dilapidated amenities and outdated resources. 

Such conditions extended themselves to the educational system. Furthermore, when Mr. Rodney 

asserted that, based on his aptitude and ability, if he had been assessed for gifted services, that he 

certainly would have been classified as such, serves as a marker of the influence that race and 

socioeconomic status has on the educational system. Often African American males, particularly 

in poverty-stricken areas are not afforded the same privileged resources as their White and Asian 

counterparts, such as AP courses and the gifted program (McGee, 2013) and are more prone to 

be coded as deficient and/or deviant (Ferguson, 2020). 

As purported in CRT’s permanence of racism tenet (Bell, 1992), racism is deeply 

embedded in American society and has an ever-appearing reality of existing in our educational 

system, particularly in our mathematics classrooms. Many of the obstacles that Black males have 
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encountered are salient in the five chronological periods of the mathematics curriculum (Berry 

et. al., 2013), are also evident through the use of standardized testing, and continue to embody 

themselves through other external factors (i.e., segregation, poverty, etc.) that are interconnected 

to our educational system. The mathematical brilliance of the participants in this study helped 

them in overcoming many of these discriminating agents and assisted them in building robust 

mathematics identities that they employ in their everyday teaching practices. Next, I will 

pinpoint how these educators’ experiential knowledge, which is demonstrated through counter-

storytelling, affirmed the strength in their racial and mathematics identities.  

Experiential Knowledge  

Experiential knowledge is at the foundation of CRT. As Gasman and Hilton (2012) 

suggested, “CRT asserts that the experiential knowledge of people of color is appropriate, 

legitimate, and an integral part of analyzing and understanding racial inequality” (p. 3). The use 

of counter narratives is an effective tool that is often enacted in this tenet. The use of these 

counter-stories is effective in the use of CRT because: (a) reality is socially constructed, (b) 

stories are powerful in destroying and changing mindsets, (c) stories have a community building 

function, and (d) stories provide members of outgroups mental self-preservation (Delgado, 

2017).  

Counter narratives allow for some push back against the hegemony that stock stories 

have perpetuated in society. By publicizing the (re)told stories of the participants of this study, 

successful African American mathematics students turn educators, agency is given to a group 

that has been too often marginalized in the mathematics classrooms and community, African 

American males. Through the use of counter narratives with these (re)told stories, four sub-

themes regarding the participants’ robust mathematical identities were identifiable; (a) how the 
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participants’ racial and mathematical identities reaffirmed each other in finding mathematical 

success; (b) how the participants’ developed mathematical identities could be interpreted from a 

racialized lens; and (c) how these participants performance teaching styles were influenced by 

their developed mathematics identities, and (d) how the participants’ experiential knowledge as 

African American men has influence on their teaching of African Americans, males. Next, I will 

discuss in detail how these commonalities in the participants’ mathematical journeys can be 

interpreted. 

Affirmation of Racial and Mathematics Identities 

Consider Berry and colleagues (2011) study on successful middle school Black male 

mathematics students and the analysis of their mathematics and racial identities. The same 

factors that emerged in their study when identifying how their participants were able to prosper 

mathematically were evident regarding the participants in this study (as students) as well (see 

figure 1). Berry and colleagues (2011) identified that their participants had acquired 

computational fluency by third grade. Similarly, the (re)told stories by Mr. Dennis, Mr. Shelton, 

Mr. Martin, and Mr. Rodney all demonstrated their strength mathematically that was initially 

realized while in elementary school. During the primary school years in mathematics class, 

computation fluency is established and validated through the standards taught46; confirmation of 

the similarities between the participants in this study and the ones in Berry and colleagues’ work.  

Also, the participants in Berry and colleagues’ (2011) study found value in extrinsic 

gratification via high standardized test scores, grades, tracking, and being identified as gifted. 

Likewise, the participants in this study found satisfaction from external factors. These four 

gentlemen took pride in being respected as one of the best in their mathematics classes by their 

                                                      
46 The Common Core K-12 Mathematics standards can be found at the following link: 

https://learning.ccsso.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/ADA-Compliant-Math-Standards.pdf 
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peers. Moreover, Mr. Melton, Mr. Martin, and Mr. Rodney were members of their mathematics 

teams in high school due to their prominent level of success. This is a testament to them utilizing 

their relational connectedness and showing an engagement with unique qualities of mathematics 

through extracurricular activities which in turn solidified their mathematics identities. 

Additionally, Mr. Melton was identified as gifted, which to him was an affirmation of his 

brilliance mathematically (Leonard & Martin, 2013). Conclusively, the otherness (Berry et al., 

2011) that these students developed, being Black male high mathematics achievers reaffirmed 

both their mathematical and racial identities and assisted them in producing tremendous success.  
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Figure 1  

Affirmation of Racial and Mathematics Identities Diagram 
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Racialized Mathematics Identities 

Another apparent sub-theme that emerged through the experiential knowledge tenet is 

how the participants’ mathematics experiences that assisted them in developing robust 

mathematics identities could be interpreted from a racialized lens. For instance, Mr. Dennis 

competed as an athlete in high school during the 1980s and was able to persevere during a time 

when one of the common perceptions that existed regarding African American male athletes was 

prevalent. According to Hodge and colleagues (2008), a common stereotypic belief was how 

Black males were portrayed as athletically superior, but intellectually inferior to their White 

counterparts. Additionally, as Smith and colleagues (2017) asserted, “Analogous to education, 

Black males in sport are often depicted as static, athletically gifted, and intellectually inferior.” 

(p. 748). This hegemonic belief system could easily be transferred into the mathematics 

classroom, with mathematics being considered a discipline designated only for a select 

privileged few. Such rhetoric could place sociological and psychological burdens on African 

American athletes to perform proficiently in the classroom. 

 In their study, Hodge, and colleagues (2008) employed psychological CRT as a 

framework to analyze high school athletes and their perceptions of academic and athletic ability 

based on race. Psychological CRT is an extension of CRT that serves to assist in understanding 

the role of social psychological processes such as race-based stereotyping has on racial 

disparities (Hodge et al., 2008). According to Taylor (2000), as cited in Hodge et al., (2008) “Not 

only does the reinforcement of physical ability over intellectual capability diminish the potential 

of young Black men, but it also perpetuates the myth that the road to success is paved with sports 

contracts, not diplomas” (p. 104). The researchers found that society had a considerable 

influence on high school students’ perceptions of Black athletes being superior in sports and 
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inferior in intellect. Of the ethnic and gender groups that participated in the study, Black males 

affirmed the aforementioned at the highest rate, which validated the influence that misguided 

stereotypes have on society. For Mr. Dennis to confidently navigate through these common 

stereotypes and be among the best both as an athlete and a mathematics student and teacher 

pushes back against the negative connotation that this belief system conveys and reifies his 

excellence mathematically.  

From a racialized lens, Mr. Melton, and Mr. Rodney both attended HBCUs as part of 

their undergraduate college matriculation. In turn, it could be suggested that being members of 

these institutions assisted them in developing robust mathematics identities. As Jett (2022) 

asserted, “HBCUs have elevated concentrations of Black students, faculty, staff, and 

administrators who racially empower African American mathematics students” (p. 110). Yet in 

still, Black men must negotiate their mathematical space in society and deal with the stereotypes 

and microaggressions that accompany learning mathematics while Black (Martin, 2012). These 

schools serve as a refuge for its students from many of these racist acts that they endure and 

allow for unique bonds to be created with the student body, the faculty, and the community. Such 

a covering is nuanced and exclusive to the HBCU experience.  

Recall when Mr. Rodney mentioned the aggravation that he experienced when working 

with “foreigners” who would solve problems correctly that he could not. During our 

conversation, his face wrinkled in consternation, and he put his hand on his side defensively as 

he described how he often struggled in these situations. He articulated what irritated him most 

was the arrogance that they would have when he opposed them with his reasoning. It could be 

argued that much of this assertion relates to how society perceives Black males in mathematics, 

that they are deficient when compared to other ethnicities (Martin, 2009). Being a student on a 
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HBCU campus allows African American men an opportunity to seek refuge from these typical 

generalizations. Hence, having a space for mathematical affirmation such as a HBCU campus 

helps to build solid mathematics identities.  

Additionally, when Mr. Melton referred to the tough love approach that his mathematics 

professor at Strive College, an HBCU, used, he expressed that the amount of care and nurturing 

that accompanied those teaching moments became life lessons for him. He further asserted that 

their effect had long-term implications for him, especially as a college student transitioning to 

the job market and preparing to transition into mainstream society as an adult. Recall, he 

currently uses the same tough love approach on his students; confirmation of how parts of his 

racialized mathematics identity that evolved from when he was a student transferred into his 

classroom norms and instructional practices. Of the four participants, Mr. Martin was most 

communicative about his experience as a child being part of a segregated community. Embedded 

within his matriculation are the nuances that accompany being educated in predominantly 

African American schools. Joseph and colleagues (2021) asserted: 

Historically, Black educators nurtured their students with high expectations and 

humanizing, loving relationships—relationships that were thwarted with the onset of 

integration (Walker, 2000), potentially pushing Black learners out of advanced 

mathematical spaces and detaching their identity and culture from mathematics (Frank, 

2019), (p. 478). 

Like Joseph and colleagues’ (2021) assertion, much of what Mr. Martin communicated in 

his story attests to the firm but caring support that he received in his segregated K-12 

mathematical experience. Consequently, he built a robust mathematical identity. While some 

African American male students struggled with much of what was lost with integration during 
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this time (Smith et al., 2017), Mr. Martin reported benefitting from being part of a highly 

stratified school setting. Therefore, Mr. Martin’s schooling experience as a student aligns with 

his teaching in a predominantly Black school. In turn, he adheres to similar strategies when 

employing his classroom norms and instructional practices which in turn validates how his 

racialized mathematical identity, which was formative as a student, is now being utilized in his 

pedagogy as a teacher.  

Performance Teaching Styles Influenced by Mathematics Identities 

Another key theme that existed when considering each participant’s experiential 

knowledge was the connectivity between elements of their mathematics identities developed as 

students and their performance styles utilized as teachers. While each educator differed in how 

their mathematics identities related to their pedagogy, they each brought components of their 

identities to the classroom. Mr. Dennis’s career as a track athlete and his tenure as a mathematics 

teacher have paralleled. The utility of him being a track coach, an Olympic athlete, and a 

mathematics teacher does not express a direct relationship between his mathematics identity and 

his teaching style, but connectedness is substantiated through his overall identity development as 

a student. However, the confidence that he exudes can be traced to his mathematics experiences 

as a student.  

Of the four participants, through analysis of their storytelling, he is the only educator who 

through the field text analysis had no identifiable fragile micro mathematical moments47 a 

testament to his confidence as a student. This trait transfers into his pedagogy, through the 

confidence that he exercises in his teaching practices. For instance, he explained how he will 

                                                      
47 The indication of Mr. Dennis not having any identifiable fragile micro mathematical moments does not imply that 

he never had any setback mathematically, but that through the analysis of the data from this study none were 

recognized. 
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often put a problem on the board and allow students to race him in solving it. This demonstrates 

the confidence that he exhibits within his teaching. Furthermore, his students rarely, if ever, lose 

any of the mathematics competitions that he facilitates. I contend this component to be validation 

of the efficacy that is embedded within the culture of his classroom and consequently, his 

students take ownership of it. In turn, it assists them in developing robust mathematical 

identities.  

As a student, Mr. Melton possessed the multiple intelligence — how people acquire and 

learn information in various ways (Armstrong, 2009) — of being a visual learner. Similarly, as 

an educator, his instructional practices are deeply influenced by his virtual teaching style of 

using color coding, recording video copies of his lessons, and using visual representations of 

mathematics via charts. This serves as confirmation that a strong correlation exists between his 

mathematics identity developed as a student and how he teaches. Contrastingly, Mr. Rodney 

explicated one of the key attributes of mathematics is its appeal of being absolute. He asserted 

that as a student, when he could identify a correct process to evaluate a problem, that the same 

premise would continue to hold true for similar problems. His rationale to problem solving 

connects with the explicit instruction teaching model48 that he sometimes enforces when 

educating his students. Both examples verify the connectedness between these participants’ 

development of their mathematics identities and their utility in the classroom as educators. 

Another connection to mathematics identity and the participants’ experiences can be 

revealed in Mr. Martin’s story. When he reflected on how as an elementary student he and his 

                                                      
48Hughes, Morris, and Therrien, (2017), provide a brief description of explicit instruction as: “After a new skill or 

strategy has been modeled, the teacher provides initial practice opportunities and promotes student accuracy and 

confidence by using appropriate levels of guidance or scaffolding through use of prompts (physical, visual, and/or 

verbal)” (p. 2). 
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peers were disciplined heavily, to the extent that if they were not participating in mathematics 

class, or did not complete their arithmetic, they would get whoopings. A correlation is 

recognized between how discipline influenced his mathematics identity as a student and his 

enforcer performance style as a teacher. Although he does not inflict physical discipline on his 

students, he operates his classroom with a disciplinarian approach that requires strict compliance. 

Mr. Martin offsets the rigidness of this teaching style by incentivizing his class appropriately.  

Experiential Knowledge and Teaching Black Males 

 Experiential knowledge can also be considered impactful in mathematics education 

research due to the uniqueness of the African American male experience. The narratives of the 

participants of this study come with a distinctive gravitas, as only Black men can conceptualize 

the nuanced journey of matriculating through schools with specific marginalization that is 

assigned to their race and gender. As indicated in Chapter 2, Lynn (2002), explored the influence 

that a Black male educator has in the classroom and used CRT’s experiential knowledge tenet to 

explore their experiences. Like Lynn’s findings, the participants in this study viewed themselves 

as change agents in their lives of their students. During our conversations, the participants were 

asked to discuss their roles as African American men and the significance that they have on their 

teaching of Black males. Three of the four participants spoke directly to their efficacy in seeing 

these young men succeed and one participant spoke in general on the topic. 

 Mr. Dennis conveyed the importance of his existence in the mathematics classroom. 

When he commented that Black male students must see examples of Black male educators in the 

classroom to know that they exist, he was referencing the small representation of African 

American male teachers in the American workforce. This is one impact of racist hiring practices 

existing in the educational community (Frank, 2019), where African American men are seldom 
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employed as mathematics teachers; a byproduct of Black teachers being “weeded out” of the 

schools during integration (Thompson, 2022). He asserted that his Men of Valor initiative was 

implemented to help fulfill his purpose as a change agent for Black boys.  

 Similarly, Mr. Melton communicated his vital role being in the mathematics classroom 

for Black males. He conveyed that he is effective as a change agent, in the sense that he can 

assist his students in doing things better than he did. He also articulated how in some cases he 

realized that every mathematics lesson will not be directly applied to his students’ everyday 

lives, but that much of what he taught could be used to help them navigate through adulthood.  

 Moreover, when Mr. Martin was asked how his agency as a Black male educator 

influences his Black male students, he referred to his resume and the number of lives he touched 

from being an educator. His role as a basketball coach, Boy Scouts scoutmaster, and other roles 

in the community reinforce his belief that as a Black man, teaching is not one-dimensional and 

that several of his students return to his school to visit and to say thank you for being a difference 

maker in their lives once they have successfully made it into their careers.  

 The only participant that did not speak directly to his role as a change agent to Black 

males was Mr. Rodney, as he was not asked the same questions as the other participants but did 

speak of his significance of being an effective change agent for his students in general. 

 Storytelling helps heal the wounds from racial oppression (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It 

also helps the marginalized overcome the internalization of stereotypes assigned from 

mainstream society. The (re)lived and (re)told stories of the mathematicians in this study 

revealed their experiential knowledge in mathematics that was developed as students in primary 

school and harnessed through their robust mathematics identities in their successful classroom 

norms and instructional practices. Through their counter narratives, greatness shines through 
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revealing to the rest of society what their communities have recognized for some time, an 

undeniable and uncommon brilliance for mathematics that they embody. Next, I will discuss 

another identifiable tenet of CRT that was evident in this study, the critique of liberalism. 

Critique of Liberalism 

When critically analyzing liberalism, one of the general beliefs, “equality for all” often 

neglects to account for diverse backgrounds and histories of the marginalized. Often embedded 

within this belief system is that success should be meritocratic in nature and is often 

accompanied with a “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” rhetoric. Enforcing such a stance 

allows hegemony to persist, which can be identified in the classification of cultural wealth.  

Cultural wealth can be defined as the knowledge and skills obtained over time through 

socialization and education (Bourdieu, 1986). As noted in Yosso (2005), Bourdieu’s theoretical 

explanation of how social and cultural capital is possessed or obtained by the upper and middle 

classes and how a hierarchical society reproduces itself (Bourdieu & Patterson, 1977) has been 

normalized in our society, thus often placing students of color in a deficit position. By 

classifying it in this manner, it implies that African Americans lack the adequate cultural capital 

for social mobility. Like Ortiz and colleagues (2019), I draw on Yosso’s community cultural 

wealth (CCW) framework as a method of analyzing the attributes that can be found in Black 

communities and to push back against normative discourse. 

Community Cultural Wealth 

Through analysis, it is evident that the levels of prosperity that the participants in this 

study achieved in building robust mathematical identities was due in part to them accessing 

components of their community cultural wealth at distinct phases of their mathematical 

educational pursuits. Ortiz and colleagues (2019) suggested that community cultural wealth are 
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viable resources that African American students utilize during their PK-20 matriculation to assist 

them in finding success as they progress into STEM majors. As listed in Chapter 2, below is a 

list of the six main classifications of CCW (Yosso, 2005):  

A. Social capital can be understood as networks of people and community resources. 

These peer and other social contacts can provide both instrumental and emotional support 

to navigate through society’s institutions. 

B. Familial capital refers to the cultural knowledge nurtured among familia (kin) that 

carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition. 

C. Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions. 

Historically, this infers the ability to maneuver through institutions not created with 

Communities of Color in mind. 

D. Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, 

even in the face of real and perceived barriers. 

E. Linguistic capital includes the intellectual and social skills attained through 

communication experiences in more than one language and/or style (see Faulstich 

Orellana, 2003). 

F. Resistant capital refers to those knowledge and skills fostered through oppositional 

behavior that challenges inequality. 

Four of these six types of capital could be identified as being employed through these 

participants’ mathematical identity development: (a) social capital, (b) familial capital, (c) 

navigational capital, (d) aspirational capital (as listed in Table 5). Mr. Dennis accessed social 

capital by assisting other students with their homework. The strength in his mathematical agency 

was confirmed through his network of friends who were confident in his ability to problem-solve 
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that allowed him to assist them with their assignments. The communal norms of the classrooms 

in which he participated enabled him to solidify his mathematical strength through the utility of 

his mathematical socialization (Martin, 2006a). By employing community cultural wealth, he 

was able to build upon his mathematical identity.  

Mr. Melton employed social capital while at Strive College. Recall when he asserted “I 

mean you can’t graduate from Strive College. You have to escape from there. They make you 

earn that degree. They did not let you take the passive route you had to earn that grade” (S. 

Melton, personal communication, February 9, 2024). He attributed the strength of the 

brotherhood (Jett, 2022) on campus and his close-knit network of friends as a dedicated support 

system as enablers for his success. Contrastingly,  

Mr. Martin accessed familial capital, as well as social capital when enrolling in a College 

Algebra course while in high school. With his mother being a professional school counselor and 

educator in his school district, the familial capital that he obtained permitted him to utilize his 

navigational capital49. Lastly, Mr. Rodney tapped into his aspirational capital to secure upward 

mobility from the poverty that he experienced as a child. He was able to achieve upper-middle 

class status through his realized ambitions from his childhood years. In sum, in each of these 

cases, the use of community cultural wealth helped strengthen these participants’ mathematics 

identities and enabled them to graduate college and transition into successful mathematics 

teaching careers. 

                                                      
49 Mr. Martin’s navigational capital was realized by him being able to access college level classes as a high schooler; 

an anomaly for African American students during the 1980s. 
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Table 6  

Community Cultural Wealth Instrument 

Participants  Social Familial Navigational Aspirational 

Mr. Dennis  X    

Mr. Melton  X    

Mr. Martin  X X X  

Mr. Rodney     X 

Concluding Words 

After having the opportunity to converse with the four participants of this study, their 

(re)told stories enriched me. CRT and its use of the counter narrative tenet was exemplified 

through these nuanced chronicles. While each educator is distinct, (e.g., personalities, 

backgrounds, and approaches to mathematics), some key commonalities emerged. They come 

from four completely distinct locations with varying demographics, but as students, they each 

afforded their communities a mathematical affinity as youth that aided in the development of 

their robust mathematics identities. They varied in their physical appearance, but they each 

matriculated through their mathematical pursuits as Black men and were not thrown off course 

by the endemic nature of racism. They differ in their vernacular, but they were similar in 

recognizing the significance of building rapport, which in turn solidified robust mathematics 

identities for their students. In sum, through a combination of utilizing enforcer, playful, or 

negotiator performance style(s), these brilliant African American male middle school and high 

school mathematics teachers employed their experiential knowledge to inform their teaching and 

to set the standard of excellence that elevated them and their students to achieve success on a 
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global level.
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5. DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the (re)living and (re)telling of the mathematical 

experiences of four successful Black male middle school and high school mathematics teachers 

to identify how their mathematics identities were developed and whether their identities 

influenced (or not) their classroom norms and instructional practices. In this concluding chapter, 

I present a summary of the findings and will also discuss whether a parallel exists between my 

story and the participants. Moreover, I will point out any limitations that were identified, as well 

as explore the implications of the study. Finally, I will mention possible next steps to further the 

research before providing concluding thoughts. 

Conclusion 

 There is a limited number of Black men who teach in the United States. As stated 

previously, African American men only makeup approximately 1.3% of the educators in this 

country (Mollenkamp, 2023). Furthermore, there are even fewer men from racially minoritized 

groups who are mathematics teachers. Much is untheorized regarding the experiences that Black 

men encounter mathematically first as students and later as educators. Three two-part research 

questions guided this study: 

1.  How do four Black men define and/or describe mathematics identity? How do 

four Black men interpret the utility of their mathematics identities? 

2.  How have in-school and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, 

mathematics learning experiences) influenced the development of the 

participants’ understandings of mathematics? How have in-school and out-of-

school experiences contributed (or not) to the development of the participants’ 

mathematics identities? 
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3.  How do the participants define and/or describe their classroom norms and 

instructional practices? How do the participants’ mathematics identities influence 

(or not) their classroom norms and instructional practices? 

As previously mentioned, (see Chapter 3), in using narrative inquiry methodology, (e.g., 

Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 2006), the participants gave descriptive accounts of how their 

matriculation through mathematics courses (inside the classroom) and their experiences with the 

discipline (outside the classroom) influenced their future classroom norms and instructional 

practices as teachers. In each story, the participants went to great depths to discuss their 

orientation into mathematics, how their confidence was established mathematically, its 

affirmation towards their mathematics identities, how minor setbacks or mathematical micro 

moments (Wood, 2013) might have occurred that they were able to overcome, reconfigure, and 

preserve through, and ultimately how they transitioned into becoming highly successful 

mathematics teachers. Their mathematics identities were solidified as robust and, in every case, 

these identities influenced their classroom norms and instructional practices.  

I utilized a critical race theoretical lens (e.g., Tate, 1997) to analyze the participants’ 

experiences in this study. This comprehensive process allowed me to explore their mathematical 

encounters inside and outside of the classroom from a racialized viewpoint. CRT and three of its 

tenets, the endemic nature of racism (e.g., Bell, 1992); experiential knowledge (e.g., Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2012); and critique of liberalism (e.g., DeCuir & Dixon, 2004); integrated well with 

narrative inquiry, and provided an epistemological base for this study. Hence, what became 

incontestable, is that although the participants reported that racism did not have a negative 

impact on their confidence or ability to make mathematics meaningful in bettering the conditions 

of their lives, that the external conditions in which some of them functioned (e.g., highly 
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segregated communities, impoverished neighborhoods due to urban decay, the lack of access to 

Black teachers, etc.) were a by-product of highly racialized society; a component that is also 

embedded in our educational system. The mathematical resiliency and brilliance (Leonard & 

Martin, 2013) of the participants shined through due in large part to their established robust 

mathematics identities which were supported through their ability to access their community 

cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). In sum, CRT and its tenets provided the ideal framework to 

accentuate those themes. 

Before facilitating the conversations, each participant completed a participant 

demographic survey (see Appendix B) that permitted the interview process to flow fluidly. The 

first conversation was initially intended to focus on the participants’ experiences with 

mathematics inside and outside of school (as students) allowing them to speak candidly on their 

ability to perform mathematics. In turn, they communicated how they believed that being a Black 

male influenced (or not) these experiences. They were asked to identify specific incidents that 

occurred through their schooling years which shaped their current beliefs about mathematics and 

mathematics teaching and learning. The participants were not asked to read “Learning 

Mathematics While Black” (Martin, 2012), as initially planned, as I surmised that the 

participants would offer sufficient field texts for this study through their storytelling. Eliminating 

the reading of this article also allowed the participants to come to their own definition and/or 

description of mathematics identity50.  

  The second conversation was intended to focus on mathematics identity and the 

classroom norms and instructional practices of the participants. The participants considered their 

                                                      
50 One participant, (Mr. Martin), read the “Learning Mathematics while Black” piece as he was the first participant 

to go through the interviewing process. The decision was made to remove its reading along with “Mathematical 

micro identities: Moment-to-Moment Positioning and Learning in a Fourth-Grade Classroom” (Wood, 2013) piece 

from the requirements for the other three participants. 
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own mathematics identities and whether they influenced the daily operations of their classrooms. 

They presented artifacts51 that symbolized their mathematics story and/or identity. These artifacts 

assisted in eliciting more vivid descriptions of the field texts and added to the richness of the data 

that the storytellers provided.  

Initially, I intended for the participants to also read “Mathematical Micro Identities: 

Moment-to-Moment Positioning and Learning in a Fourth-Grade Classroom” (Wood, 2013), but 

decided against it, trusting that the data from the conversations would provide the needed 

richness of data for the study. After going through this exhaustive process, I realized that the best 

course of action was to naturally allow the stories to form, without scripted questions, as 

narrative analysis (Clandinin, 2006) permits. Consequently, many of the talking points intended 

for the first conversation emerged in the second one and vice versa52. Each participant engaged 

in two conversations53 that lasted an hour each, with the exception being Mr. Dennis, as the 

dialogue took place with him in one sitting and lasted approximately two and a half hours. Each 

conversation was facilitated in coffee houses or a pizza restaurant within a ten-mile radius of the 

participants’ schools. No data was retrieved in the classrooms of the participants, as this study 

relied on information being provided by the participants. A third conversation that involved 

member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1986) was offered, verifying the validity of the biographical 

stories as interpreted through conversations, artifacts, and other field texts such as the Participant 

Demographic Survey (See Appendix B). One participant took me up on the member checking 

aspect.  

                                                      
51 As mentioned in chapter 3, Mr. Dennis was unable to produce an artifact during his storytelling process. 

 
52 See Appendices C & D for the prompts for the first and second conversations respectively. 
53 As noted in Chapter 3, narrative analysis utilizes the language of conversations as opposed to interviews, when 

describing the dialogue between the researcher and participants (Clandinin, 2006). 
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This study highlights the mathematics experiences of African American male educators 

and specifically tells the stories of how their racialized learning experiences in and out of the 

mathematics classroom (dating back to their days as students) influenced their mathematics 

identities. Additionally, much was revealed of how these identities influenced their classroom 

norms and instructional practices as experienced educators. The brilliance of these African 

American male mathematics educators shined through in their matriculation as students and 

transferred into their exemplary classroom norms and instructional practices as teachers. While 

this study adds to the limited body of literature regarding successful African American males in 

the mathematics classroom, there is much more to be explored.  

How do I Identify with the Participants? 

A theme that was of great interest to me was whether any commonalities could be 

identified between me and the participants’ experiences in mathematics identity building and 

whether these experiences had an influence on how our pedagogical practices are facilitated. 

While this was not one of the research questions that framed the study, it was one of the primary 

motivators for me conducting the research. Through thorough investigation, three significant 

similarities emerged: (a) My mathematical identity that was developed as a student influenced 

my classroom norms and instructional practices similar to the participants; (b) I embody the 

playful performance teaching style (Brown, 2009) similar to some of the participants and it was 

influenced by my mathematics identity; and (c) I concur that teachers must build effective 

relationships with students for students’ mathematical identity development to productively 

progress. 

When reflecting on my mathematics journey, (as previously described in Chapter 1), I 

had moments where my overall macro mathematical identity (Wood, 2013) was fragile, due to 
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negative incidents that took place in the classroom regarding my micro mathematical identity. 

Recall in Chapter 1, when I told the story of being in eighth grade as an Algebra 1 student and I 

struggled with the polynomial puzzle activity that the teacher assigned. The negative effects of 

that incident left my mathematics identity in a fragile state. It was not until years later that I 

regained my mathematical confidence and demonstrated its agency by helping others as a student 

in my Precalculus class. Now as an eighth grade Algebra 1 teacher, I attempt to identify students 

who might be at the nadir in their mathematical journey, and I work to help restore their 

mathematics identities. Therefore, my identity mathematically developed as a child now informs 

my classroom norms and instructional practices. The participants in this study shared this similar 

characteristic. 

Another commonality is how I would classify my teaching performance style as being 

either enforcer, negotiator, or playful (Brown, 2009). While I possess traits of each of these 

characteristics, I would identify myself as primarily utilizing the playful performance type in my 

classroom. Through my use of team competitions, trivia, and other pedagogical activities, 

students are more confident in their mathematical pursuits and tend to take more risks due to the 

strong communal norms (Cobb et al., 2009) that have been established. Two of the participants, 

Mr. Dennis, and Mr. Martin, employ a similar approach in their pedagogical practices.  

Lastly, I believe that building a strong rapport with the students is at the foundation of 

helping them build success mathematically. Using a combination of strategies, such as allowing 

informal conversations to take place, or power of the pen54, creates space for students to become 

comfortable when they are mathematically vulnerable. I draw on my experience when I was in 

                                                      
54 Power of the pen is a phrase that I have coined defining students’ ability to effectively become teachers in the 

classroom by grading other students’ work and personalizing the teaching process by offering one-on-one assistance 

to students.  
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school and the isolation that I felt when I struggled mathematically, and I use these strategies to 

build robust relationships and as motivation to avoid the same negative effects occurring with my 

students.  

In contrast, there were identifiable differences between me and the participants that 

emerged. For instance, each of the four mathematics teachers associated their mathematics 

identities (as students) with being robust consistently, while I considered mine to be robust at 

times and fragile (McGee, 2015) at others55. Each of these gentlemen explained that they were 

one of the top students in each of their mathematics classes throughout their K-12 schooling56. 

Contrastingly, at certain points in my education, I was one of the top students in mathematics 

class, but at other times I was situated near the bottom (i.e., eighth grade year). Furthermore, in 

my elementary years, while I was fascinated with mathematics and came to realize its utility 

outside the classroom (as discussed in Chapter 1), I had a stronger fascination with social studies. 

There was also a significant contrast concerning our racialized experiences. When asked 

how racism influenced their mathematics experiences through school, the participants each 

contended that it did not have a negative impact on their confidence or ability to successfully 

matriculate mathematically. Conversely, I contend that I faced several instances concerning race 

in my mathematical matriculation and in my schooling in general. For example, when I was sent 

to the principal’s office and scolded by the assistant principal (as noted in Chapter 1), based on 

preconceived notions, race played a significant part in that experience. Also, when placed in an 

                                                      
55 The study revealed moments where some of the participants (Mr. Melton, Mr. Martin, and Mr. Rodney), had their 

mathematical identities compromised, which I interpreted as negative micro mathematical moments (Wood, 2013), 

but the participants each considered their mathematics identities to remain consistently robust. This is in contrast 

with my personal perception of my mathematics identity as it shifted between being robust and fragile at different 

times. 
56 These rankings are based on each participant’s general perception of how they performed compared to others in 

their classes. 
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average/below average mathematics class, but I scored in the 90th percentile the previous year in 

my mathematics standardized testing, I contend that it was a racialized experience that I endured. 

Furthermore, when I referred to Mrs. Darden as being a change agent as my Algebra 2 and 

Trigonometry teacher, she was my second African American teacher and my first Black 

mathematics educator. I assert that while we cannot essentialize race when matching educators 

with students (Brown, 2012), in this instance I recalled an added level of care and nurturing, 

along with tough love that I had not received before in a mathematics class. Her agency as an 

African American female teacher had an influence on me that helped me regain my confidence 

mathematically. I attribute these experiences as contributing to my macro mathematical identity, 

which I employ in my classroom norms and teaching practices. 

Researcher Bias 

 As I began to conduct this study, I was aware of my biases in general and was confident 

that I was able to minimize them when going through the field text collection and analysis 

process of my participants. As an African American male from the Southeastern United States, I 

experienced and witnessed racism regularly in all aspects of my life, including in the 

mathematics classroom. During the conversations, every question that was posed to the 

participants was posed as objectively as possible.  

When the participants revealed that racism did not have a negative impact on their 

confidence or ability to make mathematics meaningful in their lives, I self-reflected on my 

positionality regarding the question. I questioned whether as Black men, we encounter 

innumerable racist acts in our everyday living and consequently, for some, it becomes second 

nature and is not acknowledged. During my field text analysis phase, as I coded, I also 

considered how through a CRT lens, that racism is not individualistic, but how it is structural in 



180 
 

nature. In retrospect, I wondered how many racist acts occurred in the participants’ and my own 

mathematical pursuits that we were unaware of, whether it was due to youth, inexperience, or 

other external factors.  

Lastly, I did not perform a deeper dive into each participant’s relationships and 

affiliations with athletics, either during their schooling or teaching careers. Recall that Mr. 

Dennis was a basketball and track athlete in high school and coached football and track at his 

school; Mr. Melton played baseball in high school and was a member of an adult softball league; 

Mr. Martin also participated in basketball, football, and track scholastically; and Mr. Rodney 

coached baseball and swim at his school. The rationale for not including this common theme in 

the findings was to avoid essentializing the participants, as African American males and their 

athletic gifts are often superseded over their academic gifts by mainstream society (Smith et al., 

2017). Mr. Dennis and his athletic background were included in this study, due to his 

mathematical identity and teaching career being deeply intertwined with his athletic journey. My 

personal bias regarding this theme prevented me from performing deeper analysis with it. 

Limitations of the Study 

 When I consider the limitations of this study, a few key concepts emerge. The one that is 

most evident is that part of one of the original research questions was not addressed based on the 

findings of the study. Recall, the second proposed two-part question was: How have in-school 

and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, mathematics learning experiences) 

influenced the development of the participants’ understandings of mathematics? How have in-

school and out-of-school experiences contributed (or not) to the development of the participants’ 

mathematics identities? While the research suggested that a clear connection exists between the 

participants’ mathematical experiences and how they influenced their mathematics identities, 
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there was not sufficient evidence to reveal an association between how these experiences 

influenced the participants’ understanding of how their mathematical knowledge developed. 

During the conversations, little to no focus was directed towards the educators articulating their 

utility regarding specific concepts within the discipline and consequently the aforementioned 

could not be addressed. In every instance, through narrative inquiry, their artifacts, or a natural 

discussion served as a starting point in initiating the dialogues and as a result the stories took 

place which did not lead to discussions about their successes and failures regarding specific 

mathematics concepts. However, much attention was devoted to understanding how their 

experiences influenced their mathematics identities (in general), which in turn helped establish 

them as viable educators. 

Another key limitation was how this study consisted of only four participants. Justifiably, 

qualitative research permits a small sample size of participants, as the emphasis is on the richness 

of the data being retrieved (Creswell, 2013). However, by having more African American male 

middle and high school educators tell their stories, it could have expanded the possible 

identifiable themes that were embedded within the research and given more implications of how 

to consider the success of African American male students and teachers. Also, another 

identifiable restriction is how the participants came from only two different states: one state in 

the Northeast and another in the South. By having more representatives from other states or 

regions in the United States (e.g., Midwest, Pacific Northwest, Great Plains, etc.), it would have 

expanded our ways of considering African American men’s racialized experiences when taking 

their locale into account. 

Implications 

 This study focused on the mathematics identities of African American male educators 
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during their time as students and their influence on their teaching practices with the intention of 

providing implications for practitioners, researchers, and policymakers. In the classroom, 

practitioners can begin to utilize much of what was theorized from this study regarding African 

American male students. To realize the efficacy of their students, educators must understand the 

otherness (Berry et al., 2011) that Black boys bring in the learning environment, as their 

racialized and gendered existence warrants awareness from the person facilitating the class. Also, 

the research suggests the need for relationship building that does not essentialize these young 

men, but that genuinely expresses the care and willingness to build efficacy (see e.g., Bryan, 

2022; Howard, 2001; Hunter & Stinson, 2019). Mathematics educators must be cognizant of how 

the smallest of negative racialized micro mathematical moments, can have influence on the 

macro mathematical identities (Wood, 2013) of African American boys. The timely concerted 

efforts of informed caring educators will only help solidify a robust mathematics identity in these 

young men as they matriculate through school. 

While there have been a growing number of studies that have added to the growing body 

of literature concerning African American males and mathematics identity (Berry, 2008; Berry et 

al., 2011; Jett, 2019, 2022; McGee, 2015; Stinson, 2013) and even the pedagogical practices of 

Black men educators (e.g., see Bristol, 2014; Brown, 2009, 2012; Bryan, 2022; Haynes et al., 

2014; Jett et al., 2021; Lynn, 2002), society continues to paint a negative connotation of them in 

regard to mathematics. This study demonstrates the resilience of not only African American boys 

being the leaders of their classes and schools as students, but also of Black men being effective 

mathematics educators, mentors, and leaders in their buildings, which in turn pushes back against 

dominant discourse. Optimistically, as qualitative research and its authors continue to gain 
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traction in the academy57, the voices of the marginalized (Delgado, 1990) will continue to gain 

relevance, in turn influencing publications and institutions to highlight these success stories that 

have been obscure for so long.  

The brilliance of African American men in mathematics is undeniable. When tracing the 

history of how Black men have influenced the discipline ubiquitously (e.g., Thomas Fuller, 

Benjamin Banneker, Kelly Miller, etc.), (Jett, 2009) and even at a microcosmic level (the 

participants of this study), the endemic nature of racism attempts to minimize their efforts. With 

many of the policymakers at the federal and state level legislating the banning of CRT in the K-

12 educational system58, it politicizes an initiative that has the utility in education of expressing 

how race matters (Welton et al., 2023). What is lost in this political agenda, is how racism is 

ingrained in the everyday American experience, how counter narratives amplify the voices of 

those who have been marginalized in mathematics education, and how those bans negatively 

impact racial equity.  

Through this study, the four participants each displayed exemplary skill and made 

limitless contributions to mathematics as Black men. Their lifelong commitment to the discipline 

expresses the agency that African American men have in their utility to do and perform 

mathematics effectively. Furthermore, their teaching demonstrates their ability to be reputable 

ambassadors for the discipline now and for future generations to come. This study, along with 

other relevant projects, need to be publicized for policymakers to acknowledge the genius of 

Black men in mathematics and to even inform policy that influences our educational system. 

                                                      
57 Researchers with substantial qualitative studies that focused on African Americans over the past few decades are 

now some of the leaders at PWIs, e.g., William Tate (Louisiana State University), Marvin Lynn (University of 

Colorado Denver), Robert Q. Berry (University of Arizona). 
58 CRT is not actively taught in most K-12 classrooms, but conservatives are misinforming their political base about 

its purpose and utility (Crenshaw, 2022). 
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Suggestions for Further Research 

As I bring this study to a close, I realize that there is a significant amount of research that 

remains unexplored regarding how mathematics identities influence the teaching styles of 

African American male teachers. I understand that this topic can expand into several different 

pathways when considering how similar projects could be initiated, shedding light on it. Next, I 

suggest ideas that I believe could augment the body of literature regarding this research topic: 

Suggested Study #1: Conduct a similar study evaluating the influence that African 

American male educators’ classroom norms and instructional practices have specifically on 

African American male students. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the mathematics identities of four Black male 

middle school and high school mathematics teachers to uncover how in-school and out-of-school 

learning experiences (specifically, mathematics learning experiences) influenced (or not) the 

development of their mathematics identities, and how these identities influence (or not) their 

classroom norms and instructional practices. To extend the research regarding the topic, a study 

exploring African American middle and high school mathematics teachers, the development of 

their racialized mathematics identities through in-school and out-of-school experiences, and how 

their pedagogical practices influence African American male students (in particular) would shed 

light on a closely related but untheorized topic.  

While several studies have focused on the influence that African American male teachers 

have on Black male students (e.g., see Bristol, 2014; Brown, 2009, 2012; Bryan, 2022; Haynes et 

al., 2014; Hunter & Stinson, 2019; Lynn, 2002; Warren, 2023), none have considered the 

mathematics identity development of these teachers and how the development of these identities 

influence how they teach young Black males specifically. A study that amplifies teachers’ voices 



185 
 

and stories as well as the narratives of the students that they teach would further the efforts of 

this body of literature. As previous studies have revealed, simply assigning an African American 

male teacher in a classroom with a class full of Black boys does not guarantee success (Brown, 

2012). It essentializes both groups, without considering the distinctive talents and attributes that 

nuance each. Conducting a qualitative study that considers the uniqueness of its participants’ 

stories, both teachers and students would shed more light on a topic that is worthy of exploring to 

a deeper level (Bryan, 2022). 

Suggested Study #2: Explore the influence that African American male middle school and 

high school mathematics teachers’ relationship building has on the efficacy of their students. 

One of the key themes of this study was the significance of building relationships in the 

classroom setting to help develop students’ mathematics identities. By initiating a study that 

explores how intensive relationship building by middle and high school African American male 

mathematics educators can influence its students could be a viable way to advance the research 

that promotes the success of Black males and mathematics.  

In recent years, there has been an increase of scholarly publications that highlight Black 

men and their work and the efficacy that can be derived from their substantial contributions in 

the classroom (e.g., see Bristol, 2014; Brown, 2009, 2012; Bryan, 2022; Haynes et al., 2014; 

Hunter & Stinson, 2019; Lynn, 2002). Nevertheless, dominant ideology continues to purport 

negative perceptions of African American males and mathematics (McGee & Martin, 2011). In 

the 2017-2018 academic year, African American men only comprised 2.37% of the 18,297 

mathematics degrees awarded across the nation (U.S. Department of Education, 2019, as cited in 

Jett, 2022). Additionally, Black men continue to represent a small segment of the teaching 

profession (Bristol, 2014). These numbers are not in proportion with the Black male population 
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in the United States, and they do not indicate the mathematical prowess found within. By 

initiating a qualitative study that speaks to the power of relationship building in and out of the 

classroom and its implications on students would aid in maintaining the momentum of the 

meaningful work that pushes back against the hegemony that negatively stereotypes African 

American male teachers. 

Suggested Study #3: Explore the influence that the U.S. regional location of the 

participants has on their mathematics identities and how their mathematics identities inform their 

classroom norms and instructional practices. 

One of the significant codes that emerged that was not explored incisively, but was 

mentioned, was the physical locations of where the four participants were raised and whether 

they had influence on their viewpoints regarding their racialized experiences in the mathematics 

classrooms in their mathematics identity building process. As mentioned in Chapter 5, two of the 

participants were raised in a Northeastern state; Mr. Dennis grew up in a small town and Mr. 

Melton was raised in a major metropolis in the same state. Contrastingly, the other two 

participants both grew up in the same Southeastern state, with Mr. Martin matriculating through 

school in a rural town and Mr. Rodney being raised in the urban center of a major city. While 

this study’s focus was on how their experiences in the mathematics classroom as students helped 

develop (or not) their mathematics identities, and how their classroom norms and instructional 

practices were informed by these identities, it did not explore how these participants’ locales in 

the United States influenced their perception of their racialized experiences. Such a study could 

extend the knowledge base of ways to consider whether regional location (Morris & Monroe, 

2009) influences racialized experiences and mathematics identity in turn implying whether 

efficacy exists (or not) for African American male teachers and their pedagogical practices. 
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Suggested Study #4: Conduct a similar study with Black men who do not identify as 

African American.  

The focus of this study was to explore the mathematical identities of African American 

men that were from the United States and not from other countries or cultures that are also part 

of the African diaspora. The rationale for this distinction is because I assert that the experiences 

of an African American male that has endured the American experience from childhood through 

adulthood would differ when compared to Black men who have immigrated to America from 

other nations from across the world. An exploration on the mathematics identity construction of 

African male students through their mathematics experiences in and out of the classroom and 

how their teaching is influenced by these experiences could have substantial implications on this 

body of literature. Such a study would extend research completed in prior studies (e.g., Osibodu 

& Yaro, 2023), would broaden our body of literature originating from this study, and would also 

provide implications for future research. 

Suggested Study #5: Investigate whether attending an HBCU influences the mathematics 

identity making process, teaching practices and instructional norms of future African American 

male teachers. 

Another identifiable code that was mentioned, but not explored in detail is how attending 

an HBCU influences the mathematical identities of African American male educators of middle 

school and high school mathematics and how those experiences transfer into their classroom 

norms and instructional practices. The HBCU experience is unique and explores the nuances of 

how a student’s matriculation through one of these schools, when compared to teachers who 

attended predominantly White institutions (PWI), could have meaningful implications for 

African Americans males specifically, but in general for the mathematics community. As 
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indicated in Chapter 2, the following excerpt retrieved from Jett’s (2022) publication: Black 

Male Success in Higher Education: How the Mathematical Brotherhood Empowers a Collegiate 

Community to Thrive, demonstrates the agency that can be identified at Morehouse College, a 

prominent HBCU: 

Morehouse is a “brotherhood of men on a mission to lead lives of consequence” 

(Morehouse College n.d.). In essence, brotherhood encapsulates the roles and 

responsibilities of each Morehouse Man to empower his Morehouse brother. Thus, 

Morehouse becomes part of these Black men’s identities, as they join the institutionalized 

brotherhood (p. 44).     

As a former attendee of an HBCU, I can attest to the aforementioned. Additionally, the 

statement above is validated through field texts from at least one of the participants in this 

study.59 A study focusing on the implications that HBCUs could have on future teachers and 

their pedagogical practices when instructing Black boys could explore a strongly untheorized 

area.  

Concluding Words 

 This study explored the (re)living and (re)telling stories of four successful Black male 

middle school and high school mathematics teachers. The participants in this study provided 

several mathematics experiences that have contributed to them developing robust mathematics 

identities. In turn, their mathematics identities have been employed in their classrooms, as 

reflected in their classroom norms and instructional practices. Therefore, these African American 

mathematics teachers have demonstrated excellence in their pedagogy, a contradiction to what 

our society tends to report when it comes to Black men and mathematics. Their ability to set the 

                                                      
59 Mr. Melton communicated how he was able to rebuild his mathematics identity through the brotherhood that he 

was a part of at his HBCU. 
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standard despite functioning in a racialized society that tends to marginalize them, both as pupils 

and as instructors, speaks to their level of resilience and brilliance (Leonard & Martin, 2013) 

mathematically. The documentation of their work is a much-needed addition to the limited 

amount of literature that pushes back in favor of the minoritized being portrayed in a more 

positive light, specific to mathematics, but in general as well.  

 Through exploration, I had the honor of juxtaposing my story and mathematical journey 

alongside the participants’ narratives. With this, I realized similarities in parts of our journeys, 

mathematical identity building process, and pedagogical practices, but also differences as well. 

In retrospect, I have experienced several proud moments in my mathematics journey and others 

that I had to navigate through adversely. I remember wondering why I was placed in an average 

mathematics class as a sixth grader when I had achieved near the top of the class consistently the 

year before. At the time, I did not realize that I underwent what I perceive to be a racialized 

micro mathematical encounter. A couple of years afterwards, my mathematics identity reached 

an all-time low when I could not correctly solve a polynomial puzzle correctly in algebra class. I 

remember feeling as if I was on an island. I did not have the coping abilities at the time to tap 

into my social capital (Yosso, 2005) at home.  

Eventually, it was not until I began to solicit the aid of my sister and Mrs. Darden came 

and reaffirmed my potential mathematically in 10th grade that my mathematics identity 

completely regained its footing. I also recall another micro mathematical moment when I stood 

outside my Precalculus class lecture hall and assisted ten students at one time in preparation for 

an upcoming quiz. Mathematically, as a student I achieved my self-actualization, and a robust 

mathematics identity was confirmed. The collective of all these moments (and countless others), 

both good and bad, have prepared me to be the educator that I am. Through this process, I am 
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thankful that I had parents who taught me to take everything to God in prayer and that our 

spiritual relationship with him supersedes all else that we encounter. They also spent 

considerable time teaching me and my siblings about racial awareness, giving me the 

ammunition to keep my “eyes on the prize and hold on.” Thankfully, I have been motivated to 

conduct this study because of much of what I have experienced mathematically and racially as a 

Black man in America.  

Like the participants in this study, through my mathematical experiences, I was able to 

build a robust mathematical identity. Although negative micro moments did take place that 

forced me to recalibrate, I persevered through and regained confidence. In addition, much of 

what I currently employ in my classroom norms and teaching practices derived from my 

mathematical identity. When I witness a child struggling in my class and he is at a mathematical 

low point, I manage him with care to help him build on his mathematics identity. My playful 

performance style helps reduce the anxiety level for students who have struggled. My 

mindfulness and criticality compliment my students who need to ascend to the next level. My 

character and integrity permit my students to aspire to reach for the self-actualizations found 

within themselves. Collectively, I bring the best of myself to my classroom every day. In sum, 

my life work has been committed to the advancement of my students and their mathematical 

pursuits.  

 The exploration of the mathematics experiences, identities, and teaching practices of the 

participants of this study are a step in the positive direction for research that intends to make 

more salient positive stories of Black men in mathematics. As our nation approaches                                                               

paradigm shifts, both politically and demographically, we as stakeholders in the education 

community must be cognizant of the best ways to reach Black males pedagogically. For 
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centuries, African Americans have been short-changed, and the brutality of this act continues to 

take place despite the incremental changes that have brought us to these current times (e.g., 14th 

and 15th Amendments, Brown v Board of Education, 1954, civil rights movement, Affirmative 

Action). By speaking life to a group that has been diminished more than any other group in our 

country’s history, we only help in building a stronger nation. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once 

stated that “The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. 

Intelligence plus character, that is the goal of true education.” This quote is indicative of the 

brilliant mathematicians that were part of this study. If our nation and its policy makers, 

education stakeholders, and even educators could align themselves with such a stance, and 

genuinely attempt to self-correct from the racism that has found its way through every structure 

that exists in our educational system, then and maybe then, true education will begin.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A 

Participant Recruitment Email 

Rogers S. Smith 

Doctor of Philosophy Student 

 

October 3rd, 2023 

 

Prospective Participant 

Home Address 

City, State Zip 

 

Hello Sir: 

I hope all is well with you. My name is Rogers S. Smith, and I am the math department chair 

over at (pseudonym). I met you during our department chair meetings over the last few years. 

The reason for this correspondence is to inform you that I am currently in the research stage of 

my Ph.D. program at Georgia State University. While I am excited at the prospect of completing 

this study, I need four research participants. The details of the research study are listed below: 

  

Title 

Mathematics Identities: The (Re)living and (Re)telling Stories of Black Male High School 

Mathematics Teachers 

 

Problem Statement 

Using narrative inquiry methodology, within a critical race theoretical framework, I will explore 

the mathematics identities of six Black male high school mathematics teachers to uncover how 

in-school and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, mathematics learning 

experiences) influenced (or not) the development of their mathematics identities, and how these 

identities influence (or not) their classroom norms and instructional practices. 

Research Questions 

● How do the participants define and/or describe mathematics identity? How do the 

participants interpret the utility of their mathematics identities? 

● How have in-school and out-of-school learning experiences (specifically, mathematics 

learning experiences) influenced the development of the participants’ understandings of 

mathematics? How have in-school and out-of-school experiences contributed (or not) to 

the development of the participants’ mathematics identities? 

● How do the participants define and/or describe their classroom norms and instructional 

practices? How do the participants’ mathematics identities influence (or not) their 

classroom norms and instructional practices? 
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When producing the concept for initiating this study, I was an early career math teacher in 

(pseudonym) county taking graduate courses at Georgia State University. Some of these 

classes resonated with me, causing me to reflect on my experiences as a Black male 

mathematics teacher, and how those experiences helped prepare me to become the educator 

that I am. I reflect not only on my experiences as a secondary math educator, but also from 

my years as a student. I consider how several of these experiences were exacerbated due to 

my race and often at times my ability to confidently do math were assessed, in turn helping 

me to establish a stronger mathematics identity. I am curious whether you experienced any 

similarities in your matriculation through school and in your tenure as a mathematics 

educator? I believe that your contributions to this study and the (re)living and (re)telling of 

your journey (along with other participants) will be substantial to adding to the body of 

knowledge in the mathematics education community. I truly value your input in this study. 

Your involvement during the research process would include the following: 

● Participating in two audio-recorded semi-structured in-depth conversations conducted 

by me.  

● Collection of your lesson plans, artwork (if available), photographs, syllabi, tests 

from students, and other artifacts 

● Participating in an optional third meeting in which we will review information that 

will be included in the study. 

● Complete a survey instrument that will include basic demographic information such 

as education, family background, teaching experience, socioeconomic status, etc. 

● Providing any other information that could be pertinent to helping me provide a clear 

picture of your story. 

All information will be confidential! The University has a very rigorous process of approving 

research (which I have received from Georgia State University’s Institutional Review Board), 

ensuring that research with human subjects maintains the highest ethical standards. All proper 

names including participant, school, county, state, etc. used in the research study will be 

pseudonyms.  

We will discuss any questions you have regarding this study in more detail during one of our 

next department meetings. In the meantime, if you have any questions, please feel free to contact 

me by phone or email, as they are both listed below. 

Sincerely, 

Rogers S. Smith 

Phone (404) 838-0782 

rssmith@clayton.k12.ga.us 

rsmith75@student.gsu.edu 

 

mailto:rssmith@clayton.k12.ga.us
mailto:rsmith75@student.gsu.edu
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Appendix B 

Demographic Participant Survey 

1. Name:  

 

 

2. Address (specify local or permanent):  

 

Street: 

 

City:          State:           Zip:          County:       

 

 

3. Phone Number(s) (including area code): 

 

 

4. E-mail address(es): 

 

 

5. Provide a pseudonym to be used during the project:  

 

 

6. Date of Birth:  

 

 

7. Are you currently employed in a public or private school (circle one)? Public          

Private 

 

 

8. Are you currently employed in a charter school (circle one)? Yes        No 

 

 

9. What percentage of the students at your school are categorized as Black? 

 

 

10. What is the gender makeup (by percentage) of your school? 

 

 

11. What is the student to teacher ratio at your school? 

 

 

12. What level of mathematics do you teach (grade level(s)/content(s))? 

 

 

13. How would you describe your present living arrangements? Are you: 
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            Single, never married          Single, previously married          Married (years) ________ 

            Living with a partner          Other _______________ 

 

 

14. Do you have any children? If yes, how many and what are their ages? 

 

 

 

Primary and High School Data 

 

15. What elementary school(s) did you attend?                What State/County? 

 

 

16. What middle school(s) did you attend?                       What State/County? 

 

 

17. Were you in a mathematics magnet program (circle one)? Yes        No 

 

 

18. Were you identified as a gifted student, or did you receive support from a gifted 

program? If yes, from what years? 

 

 

19. What mathematics courses did you take in middle school and high school: course, year, 

grades, and teacher? 

 

                             Course                  Year         Grades          Teacher 

   e.g., Algebra II       10th          A, B, A Ms. Smith 

 

 

 

20. What special awards/citations were you awarded (e.g., student of the month, math 

competition awards, etc.; elementary through high school)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21. What honors organizations were you involved in (e.g., Beta, NHS, Governors Honors 

Program, etc.; elementary through high school)? 
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22. What extracurricular activities were you involved in (e.g., football, band, student council, 

mathematics team, etc.; elementary through high school)? 

 

 

 

 

23. What after-school, summer, and/or mentoring programs did you attend (e.g., 4-H, Boy 

Scouts of American, 100 Black Men, etc.; elementary through high school)?  

 

 

 

24. What was your class standing when you graduated from high school (e.g., valedictorian, 

top 5%, top 10%, etc.)? 

 

 

25. High school graduating grade point average (GPA): 

 

 

26. Test scores from high school: 

 

AP: Subject: Score:  

    

    

SAT: Verbal: Math:  

ACT: Verbal: Math:  

GGHST Verbal: Writing: Social Studies: 

 Math: Science:  

Any other 

standardized test 

scores: 

   

 

 

 

27. Any other information you believe to be important from your primary and secondary 

schooling years. 

 

 

College Data 

 

28. What college/university do/did you attend? 

a. Undergraduate: 

b. Graduate: 

 

 

29. Class Level (circle-one): 

a. Freshman   Sophomore   Junior   Senior    
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b. Graduated (give semester and year) ________________ 

c. Graduate student   

d. Post baccalaureate (certification, second-undergraduate, please specify) 

e. Other, please specify _________________________ 

 

 

30. What mathematics courses did you take in college, year, and grade? 

 

Course                    Year                    Grade 

e.g., Abstract Algebra    Junior  A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

31. What special awards/citations were you awarded during college? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

32. What honors organizations were you involved in during college? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33. What extracurricular activities were you involved in during college? 

 

 

 

 

34. What mentoring programs and/or internships did you participate in during college? 
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35. What was your class standing when you graduated from college (e.g., honors, summa 

cum laude, magna cum laude, cum laude)? 

 

 

36. What is/was your college GPA? 

 

 

37. Post-graduate test scores: 

GRE:          Verbal:          Quantitative:          Analytical: 

LSAT: 

MAT: 

Any other standardized test scores: 

 

 

38. What is/was your academic major in college?  

 

 

39. Do/Did you receive any type of federal, state, or college-sponsored student financial aid 

(grant, loan, scholarship)? Yes          No 

 

 

40. What is/was your primary source of financial support for college (circle only one item)? 

a. Parents  

b. Employment  

c. Loans & Grants  

d. Scholarships (type) ________________  

e. Support from spouse 

f. Personal savings  

g. Other, please specify ________________ 

 

 

41. Any other information you believe to be important from your college years. 

 

 

 

Family Data 

 

42. How many people were in your family during most of your high school years, including 

yourself (i.e., how many people lived in your home)? 

 

 

43. Do you have siblings?      If yes, how many sisters?      brothers?  

Where did you rank (e.g., oldest, middle, youngest)?  
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44. What were the ages of the people that you lived with your senior year in high school 

(give relation of the individual and their approximate age, e.g., mother, 44; sister, 12)? 

 

 

 

 

 

45. Provide a brief statement of your relationship with your family while you were in high 

school (one to three sentences). 

 

 

 

46. What was your parents’ or guardians’ source of income? 

Job _______________    Pension SSI ________________ 

Public other________________   Other ________________ 

 

 

47. What was their profession? 

Mother ________________   Father________________ Guardian ________________ 

 

 

48. Would you describe your family socioeconomic status when you were in high school as 

(circle one please): 

Wealthy          Upper-middle class          Middle class          Lower-middle class 

Poor              Very poor  

 

 

 

49. What was the approximate combined annual income of your parents or guardians before 

taxes while you were in high school (circle one please)? 

a. Less than $20,000 

b. $20,000 to $39,999 

c. $40,000 to $59,999 

d. $60,000 to $79,999 

e. $80,000 or $99,999 

f. $100,000 or higher 

 

 

50. Educational Level: Please indicate the highest level of your parents or guardian’s 

educational background: 

 

a. Mother (circle one please): 

No high school          Some high school          High school diploma or GED   

Some College            Bachelor's/Four-year degree   

Graduate/Professional Degree                         Do not know 

 



221 
 

b. Father (circle one please):  

No high school          Some high school          High school diploma or GED   

Some College            Bachelor's/Four-year degree   

Graduate/Professional Degree                         Do not know 

 

c. Guardian (circle one please): 

No high school          Some high school          High school diploma or GED   

Some College            Bachelor's/Four-year degree   

Graduate/Professional Degree                         Do not know 

 

 

 

51. What is the highest level of formal education obtained by a parent or parental figure with 

whom you lived during the majority of your high school years (circle one please)? 

a. Did not receive high school diploma or GED 

b. Earned a high school diploma or GED 

c. Attended junior/senior college but did not graduate 

d. Received an associate's degree 

e. Received a bachelor's degree 

f. Attended graduate school 

g. Received a master's degree 

h. Received a doctoral degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., etc.) 

i. Received a professional degree (law, medicine, dentistry, veterinary, etc.) 
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Appendix C 

Prompts for First Conversation 

Reading 

Martin, D. B. (2012). Learning mathematics while Black. Educational Foundations, 26, 47-66. 

 

Below are a few key quotes from the article Learning mathematics while Black (Martin, 2012) 

that will help guide our conversation regarding mathematics experiences as an African American 

male student and teacher. Please consider the following questions as a starting point in our 

discussion: 

 

“Scholars engaged in this work have begun to explore several important, but understudied, areas 

related to Black children’s mathematics learning and development, including: (1) the racialized 

nature of students’ mathematical experiences in school and non-school settings” (Martin, 2012, 

p. 49). 

1. Tell me about your mathematics experiences inside and outside of the classroom from 

primary school.  

a. Please note any substantial events that stand out in your reflection as a student 

inside or outside of the classroom. 

2.  Tell me about your mathematics experiences inside and outside of the classroom from 

secondary school.  

a. Please note any substantial events that stand out in your reflection as a student 

inside or outside of the classroom. 

3.  Tell me about your mathematics experiences inside and outside of the classroom from 

post-secondary school.  

a. Please note any substantial events that stand out in your reflection as a student 

inside or outside of the classroom. 

“These meanings are relevant in the ways Black children are socialized with respect to 

mathematics in both school and non-school contexts. In school contexts, for example, these 

meanings have been shown to influence teacher beliefs and practices to the degree that some 

teachers maintain deficit views of Black children and their competencies and fail to provide rich 

learning opportunities (Jackson, 2009; Spencer, 2009). These meanings can also emerge in peer 

interactions where students can unwittingly reproduce negative views of Blackness that they 

have appropriated from elsewhere (Nasir, Atukpawu, O’Connor, Wishnia, & Tsang, 2009; 

Spencer, 2009)” (Martin, 2012, p. 51). 

4. Tell me about any specific mathematics experiences that you faced in any of your 

schooling inside or outside of the classroom where you being a Black male had influence 

on the situation(s). 

5. Who was your most positively influential mathematics teacher? Who was your most 

negatively influential mathematics teacher?  

a. Can you describe specific events (in or out of the classroom) that illustrate their 

influence on you?  

“These meanings are relevant in highlighting Black children’s emerging intrapersonal 

conceptions of what it means to be Black and what it means to be doers of mathematics vis-à-vis 
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the conceptions and meanings that are constructed by others (Martin, 2000; Nasir, Atukpawu, 

O’Connor, Wishnia, & Tsang, 2009; Nyamekye, 2010; Spencer, 2009)” (Martin, 2012, p. 53). 

6. How did you perceive yourself as a performer and doer of mathematics as a student?  

7. How do you believe that being a Black male had influence on your perception of how 

you did and performed mathematics? 

8. What was your most rewarding mathematics experience as a student at any level (K-12 & 

college)? What was your most disappointing mathematics experience at any level?  

a. Explain the factors, events, individuals, and/or organizations that led to these 

experiences. 

 

In Closing: 

9. Discuss your past mathematics success as a student and your past, present, and future 

success as an educator?  

10. What do you believe would have been different (if anything) if you were not a Black 

male, but another race or gender (or both) of student? 

11. When reading Learning Mathematics while Black (Martin, 2012), what parts of the 

reading stood out to you (that we did not discuss) in a positive or negative way? Explain. 
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Appendix D 

Prompts for Second Conversation 

Reading 

Wood, M. B. (2013). Mathematical micro identities: Moment-to-moment positioning and 

learning in a fourth-grade classroom. Journal for Research in Mathematics Education, 44(5), 

775-808. 

 

Below are a few key quotes from the article Mathematical micro identities: Moment-to-moment 

positioning and learning in a fourth-grade classroom (Wood, 2013) that will help guide our 

conversation regarding mathematical identity as an African American male student and teacher. 

Please consider the following questions as a starting point in our discussion: 

 

“I am referring to as macro identities—relatively stable, long-term constructions of who a person 

is. For example, when someone states that she is a math person, that person is not only 

describing who she is at the moment of the statement. She is also stating that she sees herself as 

someone who has been in the past, and will be in the future, successful in math. Being a math 

person is a macro identity because it is a persistent part of how someone sees himself or herself” 

(Wood, 2013, p. 776). 

1. From a macro identity standpoint, how would you consider yourself mathematically?  

a. Explain your thoughts. 

2. Do you have any artifacts to symbolize this representation? 

a. How does your artifact symbolize your perception of your macro mathematical 

identity? 

 

“I define micro identity as the position of a person in a moment of time. Mathematical micro 

identities are the subset of micro identities that position the person relative to mathematics and 

mathematical activity” (Wood, 2013, p. 780). 

3. Can you recall instances as a student when your micro mathematical identities shifted? 

4. Discuss some of these moments and the details regarding them. 

a. What emotions were evoked because of these instances? 

5. Do you have any artifacts that symbolize these micro mathematical identity moments? 

a. Elaborate on their representation. 

“The relationship between micro and macro identities has important implications for students. 

Because micro identities shift in response to small changes in context, they may be quite 

different from macro identities that are meant to span a larger context” (Wood, 2013, p. 804). 

6. When reflecting on your micro mathematical and macro mathematical identity 

classifications listed above, do you notice any similarities? Any differences? 

7. What implications do these moments have for your instructional practices now as an 

educator? 

“Also, small shifts in context can create or undermine moments of learning. As a result, the work 

of teaching seems both impossible and quite empowering. The teacher cannot control every 

aspect of context, so even in the best of circumstances, there will be moments in which the 

context leads to unproductive academic identities” (Wood, 2013, p. 805). 
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8. The instructor in this study was able to influence the agency of her students through their 

utility, influencing the micro identities mathematically. Can you identify times in your 

teaching experience where you influenced your student’s micro identities, and the 

outcome had a positive or negative outcome? 
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