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The Plan

• Background
• Define situated-mediated identity theory
• Discuss a situated-mediated identity theory in 

a classroom context
• Discourse connected to situated-mediated 

identity theory
• Questions
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Brilliance
• Black	children	are	
inherently	creative,	
talented,	and	brilliant	in	
mathematics.

• This	narrative	is	not	
focused	on	exceptions	
or	counter	examples:
– Find	the	brilliance	in	the	
daily	occurrences

– Find	the	brilliance	in	
their	stories



Why Black Boys?

There is a growing appreciation for the struggles 
of black boys to grow and develop into 
productive and emotionally integrated men. 
– Boy imparts vulnerability and youth, a word that 

calls forth support.



Why Black Boys?



Between me and the other world there is 
ever an unasked question…How does it feel 
to be a problem?
W.E.B. Dubois (1903/1989; p. 1-2)
The Souls of Black Folk



Headlines as Narratives



Headlines as Narratives



Research as Narratives

1970-1979

Google 
Scholar

64

ERIC

2

Educational 
Retro & Full 

Text
9

Sociological 
Abstracts
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1980-1989 284 75 25 25

1990-1999 3,070 164 1,776 55

2000-2009 15,000+ 399 6,408 299

2010-2016* 26,000+ 742 6,528 143

Protocol adapted from Berry, Pinter, & McClain, 2012



Research as Narrative:  Sociological 
Abstract 

• 1970-1979:  7 of the 11 articles Black-White 
achievement gap. 

• 1980-1989:  trends show a continued focus on 
achievement disparities 

• Course-taking patterns, 
• Gender research comparing Black boys and girls
• Workforce development

– Critical work
• Testing bias



Research as Narrative:  Sociological 
Abstract 

• 1990-1999:  Achievement gap research
– Large-Data sets

• NAEP, 
• NELS:88, and 
• TIMSS  



Research as Narrative:  Sociological 
Abstract 

• 1990-1999: Qualitative research 
– Culturally relevant pedagogy and culturally responsive 

teaching
– Access issues as related to curriculum 
– Case studies of effective teachers/teaching
– Black learners in mathematics classrooms and informal 

settings. 

• Research using sociological, anthropological and 
critical theories. 



Research as Narrative:  Sociological 
Abstract 

• 2000-2009: Achievement gap/comparison research 
• Qualitative/Quantitative Research 

– Race, 
– Identities, 
– Language, 
– Attitudes, 
– Success, and 
– Resiliency. 



Research as Narrative:  Sociological 
Abstract 

• 2010 – 2015: Transition Achievement Gap to 
Opportunity Gap

• Understanding the complexities within Black 
learners.
– Critical Theories
– Racialized Experiences

• Participation/Opportunity to Learn
– Enrollment in STEM
– Out-of-School Experiences



Masternarratives

• Masternarrative refers to public narratives in 
academic and non-academic discourses situating 
Black learners in mathematics as:  
– Deficient
– Underachievers
– Unmotivated



Certainly enough literature documents the 
mathematics failure of African American 
students.  What is lacking is the documentation 
of successful practice of mathematics for 
African American students.

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1997; p.6)



Situated Mediate Identity Theory

Situated-mediated identity theory posits that the 
development of multiple identities are intertwined 
(Murrell 2007 & 2009). 
This connectedness exists because:  

– these identities are situated within the context of 
the learning environment and 

– mediated by the environment in which they act.
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Situated-Mediated Identity Theory

The situated-mediated identity framework 
describes three types of identity growth:
1. Situated Identity
2. Positionality
3. Agency (Murrell, 2007, 2009).
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Situated-Mediated Identity Theory:  Situated Identity

Situated identity implies that a person’s identity is 
multifactored, fluid, and situationally determined.
• For example, the fact that some students may act differently 

in mathematics class than in English class is a manifestation 
of situated identity. 

• When situations or contexts change, so does the manner in 
which one represents or expresses oneself, as the varying 
context mediates the representation of self.
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Intersectionality

Self

Social	
Identity	

Science	
Identity

Cultural	
Identities

Gender	
Identity

Racial	
Identity

Religious	
Identity

Math	
Identity



Situated Identity

Think of situations in which your identities are highly 
contextual:
• Work and Home
• Place of worship and Sporting Events

Different situations elicit different modes of interactions and 
behaviors.
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Situated-Mediated Identity Theory:  Positionality

Positionality refers to the tension between individual 
representations of self and the ascriptions made of the 
individual by wider society. 
• In other words, how individuals position themselves in a 

social context depends on both the manner in which they 
wish to be represented and their perceptions of how others 
view them.
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Situated Identity & Positionality

• DeShawn, a Black Boy who is a 10th grader, appears to be 
shy and reserved, reluctant to ask questions whole group 
because he does not want to appear deficient in his 
mathematics abilities. 

• However, he thrives in small groups where he has time and 
freedom to think and discuss his ideas. The manner in 
which this student positions himself is largely dependent 
on and mediated by the social setting.
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Positioning as the Other
It’s the fact that it’s those people’s friends, versus 
me, it’s just those people I see in classes and I 
don’t even know their names. How do you sort 
of break into that? It’s difficult…I don’t know. 
It’s hard because my community isn’t their 
community. And yeah… that just makes it more 
difficult.



Positioning as the Other
It makes me just want to be a loner, and in these 
classes you can’t be a loner… Conversation 
about math opens up your mind to think a little 
more…I guess my feelings and their feelings 
towards each other… we don’t really know how 
to read each other.



Situated-Mediated Identity Theory: Agency

Agency refers to the expression of one's identity. The 
enactment of agency is an individual’s self-presentation to the 
world. 
• Through agency, people tell others through words and 

actions who they are and what their purpose is in that 
particular setting, space and situation. 

• While people project what they want others to believe about 
them, they do not decide what to project without the 
influence of external factors, such as what others think of 
them and how others make them feel.
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“I	like	being	with	the	smart	kids	because	that	
means	I	am	one	of	the	smartest…since	I	answer	
all	of	the	questions	in	math	that	means	I	am	the	
smartest	of	the	smart	kids.”	

Clayton	8th grader

Agency



Situated	Mediated	Identity	Theory

• Situated	Identity
• Positionality
• Agency
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Situated-Mediated Identity Theory: Theoretical 
Underpinnings

• Cultural-historical theory proposes that learning and the 
development of cognitive and social competencies are 
grounded in cultural-historical contexts (Bruner, 1996; 
Cole, 1996; Scribner & Cole, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978). 

• Consequently, cultural practice inquiry is necessary to 
examine the range of competencies that learners attempt to 
attain as they develop (Murrell, 2007).
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Situated-Mediated Identity Theory: Theoretical 
Underpinnings

Activity theory includes the claim that teaching, learning, and 
achievement are all accomplished through social activity 
shaping:  

– an individual's participation in certain activities
– the numerous interactions with activities and people in 

these settings (Beach, 1995; Lave, 1988; Rogoff, 1994). 
Learning occurs in the context of lived experiences and 
participation in the world.
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Math, Men, & Mission
Teachers are identity 
builders who position 
learners as being 
mathematically and socially 
competent by creating time 
and space for learners 
demonstrate their agency.

Summer	2015



Math, Men, & Mission

Summer	2016

We do that by engaging 
in cultural practice 
inquiry to know the 
resources and 
competencies learners 
bring to the situation and 
by creating social 
activities from which 
learning can occur. 





What	do	you	notice

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



What	do	you	wonder?

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



Taking Risks
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Taking Risks
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If we accept that participation is a risk-taking 
event:
• How do we create socially and emotionally safe 

spaces such that students are willing to take 
risks?

• In what ways does risk-taking impact situated 
identity, positionality, and agency?



Wonder:	At	what	time	will	the	phone	be	fully	
charged?

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



What	Is	Your	Guess?

Too	high	– _____
Too	low	– _____
Just	Right	- _____



What	Information	Do	We	Need?



Some	More	Data

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



Some	More	Data

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



Some	More	Data

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



Wonder:	At	what	time	will	the	phone	be	fully	
charged?

Source:  Michael Fenton’s Reason and Wonder Web Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



One	Sheet-Two	Drafts



Rough	Draft	Talk

Principle 1: Foster a culture supportive of 
intellectual risk taking. Explicitly tagging 
initial discussions of solutions as “rough drafts” 
encourages students to share in-progress 
thinking. 
– This tagging reduces the threat of being wrong. A 

non-evaluative stance by the teacher empowers 
students. 

Amanda	Jansen,	Brandy	Cooper,	Stefanie	Vascellaro,	&	Philip	Wandless.	(2017).	Rough-Draft	
Talk	in	Mathematics	Classrooms.Mathematics	Teaching	in	the	Middle	School, 22(5),	304-307.



Rough	Draft	Talk

Principle	2:	Promote	the	belief	that	learning	
mathematics	involves	revising	understanding	
over	time.	Revising	mathematical	thinking	
promotes	learning	through	refining	ideas.
– Sentence	stems

• The	strategy	I	am	confident	about	is	____because	____
• After	talking	to	____,	I	did/did	not	revise	my	strategy	__

– Promote	the	use	of	mathematics	vocabulary



Rough	Draft	Talk

• Principle	3:	Raise	students’	statuses	by	
expanding	on	what	counts	as	a	valuable	
contribution.		When	rough-draft	talk	is	
recognized	as	valuable	for	supporting	
learning,	then	more	students	can	be	
positioned	as	competent	mathematical	
thinkers.	

• A	teacher	can	ask	a	student	to	share,	even	if	he	or	she	
is	struggling	to	understand.



Taking	Risks
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Taking	Risks
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Every	9	mins	+	10%

I	started	at	8:57	because	it	would	be	0%.		
Then	I	multiplied		x	90	because	9	x	10	=	90	
and	that’s	how	much	time	it	should	take	so	
I	got	…10:27

But	I	compromised	with	Damarion	who	
got	10:25	so	we	did	10:26	as	out	final	
answer



What	Happened	&	Why	Did	It	
Happen?

• https://www.desmos.com/calculator/hzlch8fx
0x



What	happened	?		Why?

Source:		Michael	Fenton’s	Reason	and	Wonder	Web	Site
http://reasonandwonder.com/charge/



Act	3
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Framing Identity, Positionality, and Agency
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Tasks	
supporting	
Impasse	

Decision-making

Multiple	Entry	
Points

Multiple	Solution	
Paths

Discourse	&	
Questions

Noticing	&	
Wondering

Rough	Draft	Talk

Think-Alouds

Questioning	that	
promote	reasoning

Identity	&	
Agency

Identity-Affirming	
Engagement

Risk-taking

Competence



Five Equity-Based Teaching Practices

1. Go Deep with 
Mathematics

2. Leveraging multiple 
mathematical 
competencies

3. Affirm mathematics 
identities

4. Challenge spaces of 
marginality

5. Draw on multiple 
resources of 
knowledge

(Aguirre, Ingram & Martin, 2013)



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices

Go Deep with Mathematics
Cognitive demand and developing mathematical 
proficiencies 

Notice Reflection	Questions

Explanation &	Justification How	does	my	lesson	promote	
explanation	and	justification
of	thinking	and	solution	
paths?

Discourse How	do	I	promote	
engagement	through	
discourse?

Using task	that	promote	
conceptual	understanding	to	
build	procedural	fluency

Does task	selection	promote	
conceptual	understanding	
leading	to	procedural	fluency?



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices

Leveraging multiple competencies
Recognizing and positioning students various mathematics 
backgrounds as strengths and resources that can be used 
in teaching and learning. 

Notice Reflection	Question

Structure	collaboration	to	use	
varying	math	knowledge	and	
skills

How	do	I	create	spaces	for	
mathematical	contributions	
from	different	students	with	
different	strengths	and	levels	
of	confidence?

Task	allow	for	multiple entry	
points

What are	the	different	ways	
students	can	enter	a	task?



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices
Affirm mathematics identity

Teaching that values multiple contributions, provides, 
multiple entry points, and promote participation in 
various way (teams, groups, etc.) aid the development 
of mathematics identity

Notice Reflection	Question
Promote persistence	and	reasoning How	do	I	promote persistence	and	

reasoning?

Encourage students	to	see	themselves	
as	confident	learners

In	what	ways	do	I	promote	confidence?

Use	mistakes	as	resources	for learning How	do	I	use errors	as	opportunities?

Recognize	identities	a	multifaceted How	do	I	discourage	speed	as	
“smartness”	while	encouraging	
reasoning	as	a	form	of	smartness?



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices

Challenge spaces of marginality
Traditional teaching practices value independent and 
isolation learning experiences.  Student who do not 
perform well in this context are marginalized.  Practices 
that embraces student competencies, diminishes status, 
and value multiple contributions challenges marginality.



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices

Challenge spaces of marginality
Notice Reflection	Question

Students experiences	and	knowledge	as	
spaces	for	investigating	ideas

How	do	I connect	students’	knowledge	
to	the	math	concepts	in	lessons?

Position students	as	sources	of	
expertise

How	do	I	structure	tasks	to	maximize
student	inputs	(notice	and	wonder)?

Distribute authority	and	interconnect	
students	ideas	to	text,	each	other	and	
other	sources

How	do	I	make	sure	that	all	students	
have	had	opportunities	to	demonstrate	
their	math knowledge?

Encourage student-to-student	
interactions

How	do	I	create	space	for	student-to-
student	interactions?



Five Equity Based Teaching Practices

Draw on multiple resources of knowledge
Intentionally tapping into students knowledge and 
experiences

Notice Reflection	Question
Taps	knowledge	and	experiences	
related	to	students’	culture,	community,	
and	histories.

How	do	I	get	to	know	my	students’	
histories	to	support	learning	in	my	
classroom?

Use	previous	knowledge	as	a	bridge	to	
promote	new	learning

How	do	I	connect	to	students	previous
knowledge?

Recognize	and	strengthen	multiple	
language	forms	(academic language	and	
everyday	language)

How	can	I	effectively	communicate	with	
students	to	promote learning?

Affirm	and	support	multilingualism How	do	I	affirm	my	students	
multilingual	abilities	to	help	them	learn	
math?



The Important Book
• The important thing about rain 

is that it is wet.
It falls out of the sky, 
and it sounds like rain,
and makes things shiny, 
and it does not taste like anything, 
and is the color of air.

• But the important thing about 
rain is that it is wet.

Margaret Wise Brown, The 
Important Book
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The Important Thing
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The important thing about situated identity 
teaching is _______________________
– Really great detail #1
– Really great detail #2
– Really great detail #3

But the most important thing about situated identity 
teaching is __________________________



Questions, Wonders, or Musings

robertberry@virginia.edu
@robertqberry
#blackkidsdomath

64


