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Equity & Social Justice Working Group 

Brian R. Lawler, Kennesaw State University, blaw@kennesaw.edu  

Frederick Uy, California State University, Los Angeles, fuy@calstatela.edu  

 

The formation of an Equity and Social Justice Working Group (E&SJWG) was approved at the January 2017 
Planning Committee meeting, which launched a call to current Research Action Cluster (RAC) leadership to solicit 
working group members. The goal for this group was set “to establish a foundation for better incorporating equity 
work into the Mathematics Teacher Education Partnership (MTE-Partnership).” Those nominated and agreed to 
serve can be found in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Members of the MTE-Partnership Equity and Social Justice Working Group. 

Cyndi Edgington, North Carolina State University Julie McNamara, California State University East Bay 
Angie Hodge, University of Nebraska – Omaha Farshid Safi, University of Central Florida 
Ryan Seth Jones, Middle Tennessee State University Ruthmae Sears, University of South Florida 
Brian R. Lawler, Kennesaw State University Jamalee Stone, Black Hills State University 
Josh Males, Lincoln Public Schools Marilyn Strutchens, Auburn University 
Lorraine M. Males, University of Nebraska – Lincoln Frederick Uy, California State University Los Angeles 
Charmaine Mangram, University of Hawai´i at Mānoa  

 

The working group first came together via conference call on March 22, 2017, then again on May 3, 2017. 
These calls served to: organize the group, set a purpose, review the MTE-Partnership’s Guiding Principles (2014), 
and begin generating ideas about what would be described eventually as the problem space and aim of the RACs, 
should one develop from the working group. During the first conference call, the group collected research on 
equity issues in mathematics education, information about successful programs, and policy and standard 
documents. The second call involved planning for the equity elements of the conference and the working group 
meeting in the days after. The call also included the idea to develop an advisory panel to the future Equity RAC to 
provide perspective. And members all agreed to ask a district partner: “What challenges do you see in the 
preparation of secondary mathematics teachers especially related to equity?” 

 

Discussion Forum 

The E&SJWG organized an evening discussion on Monday, June 26, 2017, and then met for two half-days 
after the MTE-Partnership conference, June 27-28, 2017. The evening discussion was organized due to the large 
participation at a similar event at the 2016 conference. Drs. Strutchens and Lawler opened the discussion with a 
brief review of the role of equity issues in the MTE-Partnership. The Guiding Principles (2014) offered several 
principles focused specifically on challenges related to equity: 

Guiding Principle 5-E Attention to Diversity: The teacher preparation program ensures that 
teacher candidates recognize that all students in their classes… have the potential to make 
important contributions, and that they maintain high expectations for all students. 
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Guiding Principle 6-C Sense of Justice: The teacher preparation program fosters a sense of agency 
in its teacher candidates so that through their actions, behaviors, and advocacy, candidates 
demonstrate a dedication to equitable pedagogy that promotes democratic principles by holding 
high expectations for all students, while recognizing and honoring their diversity. 

Guiding Principle 7-D Promoting Diversity in Teacher Candidates: The mathematics teacher 
education program actively recruits teacher candidates representative of the broad diversity of 
students who they will teach and provides them with the support necessary for their success. 

The members also recognized the work of the current RACs that aligned specifically with these principles, 
specifically:  

• Clinical Experiences: training for use of MCOP2 to create match between university and district 
expectations for mathematics instruction 

• Active Learning Mathematics: use of MCOP2 to measure equitable learning experiences 
• Program Recruitment and Retention: recognizing the challenge to account for diversity 
• STRIDES: attending to the issues of retaining our well-prepared teachers, in many cases when they are 

hired to schools not well-aligned to their preparation   

Although most RACs were currently addressing equity issues in some manner, the Planning Committee has 
wondered (since January 2016) if expecting equity issues to be managed in each of the RACs was sufficient, or if a 
specific and focused effort was also necessary.  

This question was put to the community during a discussion forum at the 2016 MTE-Partnership 
Conference in Atlanta, GA. From that forum, a working group was strongly recommended, with the aim of 
developing into a RAC. The RAC would generate solutions to the equity challenges as laid forth in the Guiding 
Principles. Further, the community asked the RAC to function in a way that would inform the other RACS on 
elements of their work that they had less expertise on. Also during the 2016 conference discussion, more refined 
equity issues were raised, such as a need to carefully define Equity, Diversity, Social Justice, and similar terms; to 
be wary that some research were showing that teacher candidate’s beliefs and biases could harden in the effort to 
teach equity topics; to examine how privilege and power were intertwined in these challenges; and to examine 
and respond to how broader structures impacted equity in mathematics education. One example given was the 
current trend toward resegregation of K-12 schools. 

In addition to the refined equity issues that emerged in Atlanta, the Association of Mathematics Teacher 
Educators (AMTE) has released Standards for Preparing Teachers of Mathematics (2017) further pressing the 
challenge of ensuring each and every secondary mathematics teacher candidate is well prepared. In these 
standards, they define as their first assumption, “Ensuring the success of each and every learner requires a deep, 
integrated focus on equity in every program that prepares teachers of mathematics” (p. 1), much in line with the 
charge emerging from the Atlanta discussion forum. Specific standards added to the nuance, and challenge:  

Standard C.2: Well-prepared beginning teachers of mathematics have foundations of pedagogical 
knowledge, effective and equitable mathematics teaching practices, and positive and productive 
dispositions toward teaching mathematics to support students’ sense making, understanding, 
and reasoning. 

Standard C.4: Well-prepared beginning teachers of mathematics realize that the social, historical, 
and institutional contexts of mathematics affect teaching and learning and know about and are 
committed to their critical roles as advocates for each and every student. 
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Each AMTE Standard has several indicators, providing specific direction. For example, Indicator C.4.2. calls 
for “well-prepared beginning teachers of mathematics recognize that their roles are to cultivate positive 
mathematical identities with their students” (p. 21). And Indicator C.4.4. calls for mathematics teachers to 
understand the roles of privilege and power in the history of oppression in mathematics education, and to 
equip future teachers “to question existing educational systems that produce inequitable learning 
experiences and outcomes for students” (p. 23).  

Having laid out some of the context for the discussion and recalling the Equity Panel from earlier 
in the day, Drs. Strutchens and Lawler directed table groups to consider:  

• What challenge do these standards identify for MTE-Partnership’s goal to create the gold
standard for secondary mathematics teacher preparation?

• If possible, identify a solution, strategy, or resource that may help us (MTE-Partnership
community) achieve that aim.

Table groups were asked to record ideas to notecards as they talked. These notecards were brought to the working 
group meeting in the day after the conference to contribute to the work to define the problem space. Specific 
challenges that were shared out to the whole group included: 

• Cohorts tend to be homogeneously White and middle class, making it difficult to talk about issues
surrounding race and wealth.

• The culture of the teacher will not match the culture of the students.
• The standard text books pay lip service at best to diversity/equity (changing names).
• A need to get more minority college students to consider education as a career which also means getting

them to take higher level math courses which requires more exposure to higher math in high school
which requires more equity. Quite the cycle.

• Typical field experiences don't always align with the teaching practices that are valued in methods
courses, making it difficult to 1) reinforce those practices, and 2) shed further light on how those practices
may help reduce inequities.

• The myth that math is neutral toward culture
• Building a stance that recognizes/values/leverages students assets & initial conceptions including those

rooted in cultural traditions/experiences, but avoids the white savior/missionary syndrome
• Tracking and all of the issues surrounding it
• The perception of smart & dumb kids

Neither strategies nor resources were shared at this time, and few were recorded in the notecards. It was evident 
that the collective state of at least this group of mathematics educators was to recognize the complexity of the 
problem, and that the members did not yet have solutions. 

The final segment of the discussion forum was for RAC teams to gather, review their drivers, and draw 
connections to the challenges of the previous discussion, including those identified in conversation, the Guiding 
Principles (MTE-Partnership, 2014), and the AMTE Standards (2017). With the topics they found among those 
connections, RACs were to sort them into three groups: we’re actively working on, we ought to be working on, and 
uncertain we could work on. Each RAC team reported their responses on a poster to close the evening; these are 
presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2  

Team self-analysis of current state of equity work within their RAC. 

RAC Actively Working On Ought to be Working On 
Uncertain we Could 

Work On 

Program 
Recruitment & 
Retention 

• Recruitment strategies
• Outreach
• Advising/support
• Defining equity, diversity, social

justice

• Identify characteristics of a
“strong candidate”

• Identify characteristics of a
“strong” mentor/cooperating
teacher (CT)

• How to grow CT?
• Connections to STRIDES
• Policy advocacy

• Things that are
highly context
dependent

Clinical • Engaging students in equity
discussions

• Include equity in syllabus
• Incorporate equity into each

lesson
• Social justice? – define critical

components
• Review our program assessments
• How to empower students in the

classroom

MODULE(S)2 • Address social (in)justice through
context

• Engaging in the Standards of
Mathematical Practices promotes
equity in the classroom

• Include information about equitable
teaching practices in the instructor
guides

• Attend to diversity in the teaching
examples provided in the materials
(e.g. mathematical ideas come from
students of diverse backgrounds)

Active Learning • MCOP2+ 
• Consistency of implementation,

disrupt cultural reproduction

• Position documents and bring to
math faculty (political will)

• Students’ culture reflected in the
curriculum

• Support students without
tracking

• Retention of
preservice after
P2C2

STRIDES • Retain through mentoring,
developing PLCs, fostering
connection and dialogue 

• Attract, nurture, and graduate high
quality math teachers who are
representative of diverse
communities

• Connection, fit, and coherence
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Working Group 

The members of the formal working group gathered after the conference, from Tuesday afternoon until 
Wednesday noon, joined by several interested guests, including: Keisha Albritton (South Florida), Belinda Edwards 
(Kennesaw State), Mark Ellis (CSU Fullerton), Nancy Kress (Colorado), Gary Martin (Auburn), and Wendy Sanchez 
(Kennesaw State). During the two half-days, the goal was to begin to develop the problem space, aim, and driver 
diagram for the RAC that would emerge. On Tuesday afternoon, the focus was to lay out the problem space. The 
group began by reviewing the goal for the E&SJWG, “to establish a foundation for better incorporating equity work 
into the MTE-Partnership,” and brainstormed to sticky notes “what are the major challenges that are impeding 
progress toward this goal?”  

The members posted these ideas to the wall, and organized them into related clusters, allowing the group 
to identify the major challenges impeding progress toward the goal. The next step was a sort of triangulation, to 
consider how the brainstorming agreed with work already done, and what might that work suggests needs to be 
added. The group examined input from a variety of sources, including that from the Equity Discussion Forum the 
previous day, our own work in conference calls and from homework, and the responses from the 2016 Equity 
Discussion (Lawler & Strutchens, 2016), reproduced in Table 3. This led to some refinements, specifically an effort 
to create an evocative title for the cluster and a way to organize the ideas within. This work led to a fishbone 
diagram—a visual image of these ideas that help to lay out the problem space (Figure 1). Participants were 
charged to consider a possible “aim” for E&SJWG, which was to be measurable and include a time limit. 

The group continued on Day 2 with a review of the ideas generated for the aim. Three themes were 
evident in the aims the group generated: beliefs, resources, and outcomes. It was agreed that the aim should focus 
on identity, to increase (or grow) pre-service secondary mathematics teachers’ positive Sociopolitical Mathematics 
Teacher Identity. The sort of identity should include a definition of equity, for whom; move toward action, not just 
about beliefs; becoming advocates for their students; and understanding the importance of equitable teaching 
practices. A measure, which might define a trajectory, needed to be developed, while the aim needed refinement 
responding to the measure, and setting a timeline. This selection was made in part because of the strong 
alignment to Guiding Principle 6-C: Sense of Justice, a core part of the mathematics teacher identity.  

From this aim, the primary drivers were next considered. We first considered the context: What 
institutions/organizational units/players are involved in this problem? And what organizational features are most 
critical? From this conversation, individually we identified general areas that the RAC might target to reach its aim? 
These were recorded to sticky notes, which were then posted and clustered. The clusters were named as possible 
primary drivers, and the ideas under them were sorted to identify potential secondary drivers, potential key levers 
for productive change. The categories that emerged for possible primary drivers were: experiences and beliefs, 
strategies for pre-service teachers, mathematics teacher educator resources, measures, policy, partners and 
stakeholders, and other RACs.  

A break from the morning agenda was taken to tease out definitions for equity, diversity, and social 
justice. Three workgroups were formed; each began with definitions started by the PR2 RAC, and built upon with 
definitions by other agencies and authors. This project would be taken by a subcommittee, with a draft to be 
presented to the MTE-Partnership community at the 2018 conference.  
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Table 3 

Responses to table discussions about issues related to equity and social justice that are important for the 
preparation of secondary mathematics teachers 

Category with responses from the working group 

Children’s mathematical identities 

Mathematical identity (e.g. Do children see themselves in curriculum?) 

What teacher actions cause positive or negative mathematics identities? 

Better ways to assess mathematical potential, such as in early college experience 

Mathematics teacher identities 

Teaching mathematics is a sociopolitical act 

Empower candidates to be agents of change 

Maintain candidates’ confidence in mathematical abilities as they take higher mathematics 

Biases in the discourse about people and mathematics 

Discourse (how people interact and the expectations they have for one another) 

Preservice teacher awareness of deficit language, discourses, and practices 

Deficit language among ourselves as Mathematics Teacher Educators (MTE) 

MTE biases and beliefs, such as how we perceive students, or who should have access 

Stereotype threat, for both faculty and preservice teachers  

Biases in the structures around mathematics education 

Tracking 

Integration of diversity, equity, and social justice specifically to mathematics and specific domains 

Institutional racism  

Challenges to recruitment 

Discouraging messages against becoming a teacher 

Clinical experiences could attend to equity and social justice with equal importance to mathematics 
instruction 

Structural challenges to recruitment that eliminate potentially good candidates, such as advising and some 
standardized tests (related to cultural capital) 

Broadened participation to match local population (maybe recruiting earlier can help) 
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Figure 1. Fishbone diagram, identifying the major challenges toward the E&SJWG goal. 
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The meeting of the working group closed by identifying October 27-29, 2017, as a follow-up gathering to 
refine the items worked on here, and take next steps, such as a thorough review of relevant literature and 
development of measures. One group would work to create a first draft of definitions for each term equity, 
diversity, and social justice. And a second group would work to draft a Driver Diagram. The goal was to create a 
thorough proposal to the MTE-Partnership community for ratification of the Equity & Social Justice RAC at the 
2018 MTE-Partnership Conference.  
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