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Black women have a legacy of pedagogical expertise. However, Black women teachers’
mathematics pedagogy remains woefully under-theorized and under-researched. This is to the
detriment of Black and Brown mathematics students. Mathematics education in the U.S. mirrors
our broader society, which continues to reinscribe patterns of intellectual and socioeconomic
whiteness, elitism, and masculinity (Joseph et al., 2021). I bring together scholarship on Black
women teacher knowledge, research on pedagogical content knowledge, and Black feminist
theory to generate a theoretical framework to study Black women’s pedagogical expertise in
mathematics: Black Woman Math Pedagogy.

From a Black feminist perspective, Black Woman Math Pedagogy is the dialogical
relationship between politically conscious Black women mathematics teachers’ thoughts and
actions about their day-to-day mathematics teaching. The first construct of my framework is

Black Woman Pedagogy, which I identified by analyzing the scholarship of Black women



educators such as culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1994), culturally responsive
teaching (Gay, 2000), culturally specific pedagogy in mathematics (Leonard, 2008, 2019),
abolitionist teaching (Love, 2019), and culturally and historically responsive teaching
(Muhammad, 2023). My second theoretical construct is Black Feminist Math Pedagogical
Content Knowledge (Black Feminist Math PCK). This construct draws on critical mathematics
pedagogy (i.e., Zavala & Aguirre, 2024), mathematics pedagogical content knowledge (Ball et
al., 2008), and Black feminist epistemology which considers Black women’s “alternative
knowledge” about how racism, sexism, and power operate within society (Collins, 2000). Black
Feminist Math PCK refers to the knowledge that politically conscious Black women
mathematics teachers develop and use in their practice that enables them to attend to how power,
identity, and knowledge production operate within the mathematics classroom.

My study used Black feminist methodology (Hamilton, 2020; Mullings, 2000), which
combines qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) with Black feminist thought (Collins,
2000). To build my theoretical framework, I documented and analyzed the mathematics teaching
of two politically conscious Black women in one academic year who teach in racially, ethnically,
economically, and linguistically diverse mathematics classrooms. Through observations and
interviews over 13 months in a kindergarten and fourth grade classroom, I examined how the
teachers’ racialized lived experiences produced asset-based alternative knowledge that shaped
their mathematics teaching practice, attending specifically to their Black and Brown students.

Across both teacher cases, | found that the teachers enacted Black Woman Pedagogy
through an ethic of care grounded in Black feminist epistemology, became identity workers that
cultivated the racial, social, and academic identities of students, and used a Black cultural ethos

within their mathematics practice. By studying Black Feminist Math PCK, | found that each



teacher drew on their lived racialized experiences in schools to cultivate a mathematics
classroom that allowed students to exist in their beautiful humanity while participating in
mathematics. Teachers leveraged their asset-based alternative knowledge to plan engaging
mathematics learning opportunities for students while maintaining an affirming, nurturing, and
supportive learning environment.

This study makes important contributions to understanding the liberatory work of
politically conscious Black women mathematics teachers. In particular, it expands how we
conceptualize pedagogical content knowledge by incorporating a critical perspective on
mathematics pedagogical content knowledge that disrupts racialized practices within
mathematics classrooms. I also discuss the theoretical, empirical, and professional learning
implications of a new vision of thinking about Black women’s mathematics teaching. My study
sparks further dialog about how the field of mathematics education can conceptualize
mathematics teaching that is in service of Black and Brown students. Understanding the reasons
why and how critical mathematics pedagogies such as Black Woman Math Pedagogy are taken

up is crucial for teaching mathematics for liberation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Black women teachers are pedagogues. They always have been pedagogues. From the
days of emancipation (Anderson, 1988) through de jure and de facto school segregation (Walker,
1996, 2018) to today’s Millennial teaching force (Dilworth, 2018), Black women have been on
the front lines of educating children in U.S. schools. As these schools have become more diverse,
and educational justice for Black and Brown students have remained elusive in white teacher-led
classrooms, scholars have turned to documenting the expertise of Black women teachers.
Typically, research on Black teachers has focused on the demographic imperative, the belief that
Black teachers are needed to successfully teach Black students. However, a second democratic
imperative (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Frank et al., 2018) has emerged, that Black women
teachers’ pedagogical expertise benefits a// students across a/l subjects (Blazar, 2022;
Gershenson et al., 2017).

Black women have a legacy of pedagogical expertise. Black women’s pedagogical
innovations that have critically influenced K-12 education include culturally relevant pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings, 1994), culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2000), culturally specific
mathematics pedagogy (Leonard, 2008, 2019), abolitionist teaching (Love, 2019), and culturally
and historically responsive teaching (Muhammad, 2023). These Black women researchers
identified Black women’s pedagogies through careful observations of teaching practice, and
reflections on researcher positionality related to lived experiences grounded in Black girl and
womanhood. Other scholars have researched Black women teachers’ pedagogical stances that
benefit Black students, including community uplift (Dixson & Dingus, 2008; King, 1993),
political activism (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Dixson, 2003), and protecting Black children

(McKinney de Royston et al., 2020). Collectively, Black women’s pedagogies are practices of



freedom, allowing both teachers and students to engage in democratic classroom practices, build
critical consciousness, and become self-actualized (hooks, 1994). Black women'’s liberatory
pedagogies are rooted in Black feminist epistemology, political consciousness regarding the
sociopolitical education context for Black and Brown people in America, and the need to
advocate for the next generation of Black and Brown students.

Past research about Black women’s liberatory pedagogies has largely gravitated toward
disciplines outside mathematics teaching and learning, generally drawing examples from
language arts and social studies. Few authors of these liberatory pedagogies write from a
mathematics background or study Black women teaching mathematics. This trend has persisted
to the detriment of Black and Brown students. Mathematics education in America mirrors our
broader society, which continues to reinscribe patterns of intellectual and socioeconomic elitism,
whiteness, and masculinity (Joseph et al., 2021). Mathematics classrooms are sites of anti-Black
violence, where racial scripts typically dictate learning opportunities and treatment of Black and
Brown children in mathematics (Gholson & Wilkes, 2017; Martin et al., 2019). Anti-Black
violence includes “othering” Black and Brown students by constantly comparing them to white
students via achievement gap rhetoric and classifying them as remedial (Bullock, 2019;
Gutiérrez, 2008). Mathematics education needs the voices of Black women teachers able to
counter anti-Black violence in mathematics through humanizing, liberatory mathematics
pedagogies.

Black women’s mathematics teaching remains woefully undertheorized. Emerging
research on Black women mathematics teachers offers promising developments for
understanding Black women’s liberatory mathematics pedagogies. A small yet crucial group of

studies focus on Black women'’s trajectories into the field, racialized experiences, beliefs, and



practices (Birky et al., 2013; Clark, Frank, et al., 2013; Frank et al., 2018, 2021; Frank, View, &
Williams, 2019; Leavitt, 2010; McVicar, 2024). Few scholars, if any, examine Black women’s
pedagogical expertise through a Black feminist lens, study pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK) from a critical Black feminist perspective, or situate Black women’s teaching beyond
teaching Black students. More empirical work is called for to identify liberatory mathematics
pedagogies that resist and disrupt racism and racialization in diverse classrooms.

In response, this dissertation offers a conceptual exploration of Black Woman Math
Pedagogy, exploring how politically conscious Black women mathematics teachers teach
mathematics to racially and ethnically diverse learners. I take a Black feminist stance in my
work, using Black feminist thought to theorize Black women’s teaching of mathematics. I
explore how Black women use their “outsider-within” perspective (Collins, 1989) when teaching
mathematics in schools, which remain white institutional spaces. I develop a construct of Black
Feminist Math Pedagogical Content Knowledge to study how Black women’s lived racialized
experiences generate knowledge that impacts their mathematics teaching. I enact a Black
feminist methodological stance that entails co-constructing knowledge with Black women
teachers by dialoging about teaching and making connections between Black women’s identities
and lived racialized experiences with teaching mathematics. I also draw on insights gathered in
partnership with two Black women mathematics teachers in two racially, ethnically,
linguistically, and economically diverse elementary schools in a city located in the Pacific
Northwest. Questions that support my conceptual inquiry include the following:

1) How does Black women mathematics teachers’ methods of teaching connect to

pedagogies developed by Black women education scholars (i.e., culturally relevant,



culturally responsive, culturally specific, abolitionist, culturally and historically

responsive)?

2) What pedagogical expertise of Black women mathematics teachers becomes apparent
when teaching mathematics to racially and ethnically diverse learners?

3) How do Black women mathematics teachers’ lived racialized experiences and ideas about
power, criticality, and knowledge production shape their Black Feminist Math
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (Black Feminist Math PCK)?

4) What commonalities and differences emerge in how Black Feminist Math PCK presents
in Black women’s mathematics classrooms?

Research Significance

Few have conceptualized teaching through the multiple lenses of Black feminist thought,
critical pedagogical content knowledge, effective Black teacher literature, and Black women’s
liberatory pedagogies. This deep-dive into the elements of Black Woman Math Pedagogy will
uncover pathways to dismantling racialized mathematics practices that negatively impact Black
and Brown students. Empirical contributions include adding to the small but significant research
about Black mathematics teachers (e.g., Chazan et al., 2013; Frank et al., 2019) by using a Black
feminist lens and studying Black women’s mathematics PCK specifically to link racialized lived
experiences with how these women enact mathematics teaching.

My prior research (McVicar, 2024), along with Jacqueline Leonard’s work on culturally
specific mathematics pedagogy, applied a Black feminist lens to study aspects of Black women’s
mathematics pedagogies. Leonard’s (2019) latest version of culturally specific mathematics
pedagogy drew on Black feminist thought and critical race theory to craft mathematics lesson

ideas that weaved together culture and mathematics. Leonard relied on her lived experiences as a



mathematics teacher educator to provide insights into teaching mathematics through Black
culture and the cultures of marginalized students. My research complemented Leonard’s work,
drawing on a Black feminist perspective to understand the mathematics teaching beliefs and
practices of five Black women elementary teachers (McVicar, 2024). I demonstrated a link
between participants’ racialized mathematics experiences, their beliefs about teaching
mathematics, and their liberatory mathematics teaching practices. Study findings included shared
liberatory stances of care, personal accountability, and a desire to serve as a role model for Black
students and other students of color. These research connections indicated that Black women
mathematics teachers often develop parallel liberatory perspectives about mathematics teaching
and learning that arise from unique, yet predictable, lived racialized mathematics experiences.
This dissertation comprises a continuation of my previous research.

As a Black woman mathematics educator and former public school elementary teacher
myself, I know that our pedagogical expertise, both theoretically and empirically, has remained
hidden for far too long. This new study provides expanded theoretical contributions by applying
a combination of complex theoretical lenses in concert to focus on Black women teachers. Thus,
my work centers Black women as clear and committed pedagogues and serves to stimulate
innovation and advance teaching in mathematics.

Organization of Chapters

Chapter 2 provides theoretical framing and relevant literature to conceptualize Black
Woman Math Pedagogy. Using Black feminist theory and literature of effective Black women
teachers, I construct Black Woman Pedagogy to interpret politically conscious Black women’s
teaching. To study the pedagogical knowledge of Black women in mathematics, I outline a Black

Feminist Math PCK construct, which uses a Black feminist perspective on pedagogical content



knowledge to name how the asset-informed stances that Black women teachers have derived
from their alternative knowledge influence their mathematics teaching practice. I end Chapter 2
with a model of Black Woman Math Pedagogy that encompasses studying Black women
mathematics teachers’ Black Woman Pedagogy and Black Feminist Math PCK to interpret their
mathematics teaching. Chapter 3 discusses the Black feminist qualitative methodological
considerations I used to interpret Black Woman Math Pedagogy for two Black women
mathematics teachers. Chapters 4 and 5 provide two cases that investigate components of Black
Woman Math Pedagogy in the mathematics classrooms of Leslie and Shawna. Chapter 6 offers a
discussion of my findings, study implications, contributions to the fields of Black women
mathematics teacher literature and pedagogical content knowledge for teaching mathematics, and

finally considerations for future research.



Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

This literature review brings together Black women teacher knowledge, research on
pedagogical content knowledge, and Black feminist theory to generate a theoretical framework
to study Black women’s pedagogical expertise in mathematics: Black Woman Math Pedagogy.
The theoretical framework (Figure 1) draws on two constructs I identified based on these
literature bases: Black Woman Pedagogy and Black Feminist Math Pedagogical Content
Knowledge. Because Black teaching is predominantly a female endeavor, I analyze the
scholarship of Black women educators using a Black feminist epistemology as the landscape for
the theoretical framework of Black Woman Math Pedagogy. After laying the groundwork for use
of a Black feminist lens in this work, I begin by discussing Black women teacher knowledge and
progress to studying Black women teacher knowledge in mathematics, specifically.

In Part 1 of this chapter, I investigate five pedagogies—culturally relevant, culturally
responsive, culturally specific, abolitionist, and culturally and historically responsive teaching.
Of the various nomenclatures used to describe Black women’s teaching, I have chosen the term
Black Woman Pedagogy to encapsulate the methods Black women teachers use to effectively
teach Black and Brown students. Taking on this task is analogous to Gloria-Ladson Billings’
(1990) description of capturing pedagogical excellence: it is like trying to capture lightning in a
bottle! Even as I write, new iterations of Black teacher pedagogies such as hip-hop pedagogy and
critical race pedagogy are being developed in Black teachers’ classroom practices. To bound my
work, I ground it in the history of Black Woman Pedagogy. Therefore, I open with the insights of
my academic foremothers such as Geneva Gay and Gloria Ladson-Billings whose work impacts
not just Black teachers in schools and districts, but teacher education research and programs as

well. I weave in Jacqueline Leonard’s work in mathematics education as a starting point to



Figure 1

A Theoretical Framework for Black Woman Math Pedagogy

BLACK FEMINIST

THEORY
(Collins, 1989, 2000)

BLACK WOMAN
PEDAGOGY

* Ethic of care

* |dentity work

* Black culture
ethos

Black
Woman
Math
Pedagogy

PEDAGOGICAL

CONTENT KNOWLEDGE
(Shulman, 1986, 1987; Sowder,
2007; Ball et al., 2008)

cultivate an understanding of Black women teaching mathematics. Because of their impact in the
geographic area of my research, I also bring in Bettina Love’s abolitionist teaching and Gholdy
Muhammad’s cultural and historically responsive teaching.

Prior to this investigation, I had read the works of Ladson-Billings, Gay, Leonard, Love,
and Muhammad—creators of the above pedagogies. In this analysis, I reread them with a critical
eye, employing Black feminist lenses to make sense of how each pedagogy was researched and
conceptualized. I then analyze a range of historical literature—from Black teachers working in
the post-Civil War era of segregated schools to contemporary times—locating themes across the
literature. I then analyze these themes in light of the five seminal works of Black Woman

Pedagogy. From this review, I identify three common elements across Black Woman Pedagogy:



1) Black women teachers use an ethic of care 2) Black women teachers are identity workers, and
3) Black women teachers use a Black cultural ethos. In this investigation, I also review the
limited literature base focused specifically on Black women’s mathematics teaching. This
literature gap leads me to conclude Part 1 with a call for research on Black Woman Math
Pedagogy.

In Part 2 of this chapter, I argue that to interpret Black Woman Math Pedagogy, one must
understand politically conscious Black women’s mathematical pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK). Mathematics PCK (Ball et al., 2008; Grossman et al., 2005; Shulman, 1986; Shulman,
1987; Sowder, 2007) is the knowledge teachers need to effectively teach students mathematics.
Conventional methods of studying PCK in mathematics fail to address how identity, power, and
knowledge operate within the mathematics classroom. They also fail to consider the assets
politically conscious Black women teachers bring into the mathematics classroom.

Taking a Black feminist perspective, I explain how politically conscious Black women
mathematics teachers possess “alternative knowledge” (Collins, 2000) rooted in their lived
racialized experiences, which strengthens their mathematics PCK. I refer to Black women’s
methods of teaching mathematics with such knowledge as Black Feminist Math PCK. Possessing
alternative knowledge provides Black women mathematics teachers an “outsider-within”
perspective (Collins, 1989) for teaching mathematics that attends to power, criticality, and
knowledge production, thereby informing how politically conscious Black women teach
mathematics while refusing and resisting anti-Black narratives about students. Among the few
studies from Black women mathematics educators about pedagogies that draw from a Black
feminist perspective in mathematics is Joseph’s (2021) Black Feminist Mathematics Pedagogies,

which attends to the academic success of Black girls in mathematics classrooms, and Leonard’s
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(2008, 2019) culturally specific pedagogy in mathematics that increases students’ success and
ability to make mathematics important by connecting it to students’ cultural knowledge bases.
However, the scarcity of knowledge regarding how Black women teach mathematics specifically
indicates that further study of Black women’s pedagogical knowledge in mathematics is much
needed.

In Part 3, drawing on research from Part 1 and Part 2, I discuss how to study Black
Woman Math Pedagogy. I bring together the constructs of Black Woman Pedagogy and Black
Feminist Math PCK to situate my study of Black women’s daily mathematics teaching.

Theoretical Underpinnings of Black Woman Math Pedagogy

The significance of using a Black feminist lens to interpret Black women’s mathematics
teaching is that it demands attention be paid to Black women, Black peoples, and our oppressed
kin facing intersecting oppressions, also known as intersectionality (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw,
1991). Intersectionality explains how interlocking systems of oppression (e.g. racism and
sexism), such as being Black and female in mathematics, operates in our society. Black feminism
demands acknowledgement that mathematics education remains is a white-male-dominated
space fueled by ideologies that ignore the intersections of mathematics and race, gender, power,
and oppression. Our society, including its consensual framing of mathematics, was not built for
Blackness to flourish.

And yet, Black women were braving the front lines of this battle for Black liberation and
justice long before emancipation (Anderson, 1988; Givens, 2019), long before Jim Crow forced
integration (Siddle Walker, 1996, 2018) and the mass dismissal of most of our Black women
teaching force (Acosta et al., 2018), and long before “achievement gaps” were blamed on Black

and Brown communities rather than on public schools systems that failed to serve them (Ladson-
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Billings, 2006). Freire (1970) theorized that freedom must come from the work of the oppressed.
Black people are far from new to the undertaking of liberating themselves from oppression.
Emancipation arose from the courage of Black folks such as Harriet Tubman who, after freeing
herself, risked re-entering the South to free literally hundreds of people. Significantly, Tubman
used mathematics to read the world and the sky—consulting the starry skies as coordinate
planes—to map routes to freedom. We carry alternative knowledge that our oppressors cannot—
or choose not—to recognize.

Black women teachers’ work has been rooted in a pedagogy of freedom from oppression.
However, Black women teachers’ mathematics pedagogy remains woefully under-theorized and
under-researched. For example, in the compendium chapter on Identity in Research on
Mathematics Education (Langer-Osuna & Esmonde, 2017), identity discussions about race and
mathematics (Black mathematics identity) and gender and mathematics (female mathematics
identity) are divorced as separate topics. While I find Langer-Osuna and Esmonde’s chapter on
identity helpful, the intersectionality of being Black and female in mathematics is essentially
erased by omission. Other scholars have noted this omission of Black girls and women in
mathematics literature (e.g., Joseph, 2017, 2021a; Joseph et al., 2019). Few scholars have taken a
Black feminist lens to mathematics education (Joseph, 2021; Leonard, 2019). However, our
sense of the world and our alternative knowledge about the ways identity, power, and knowledge
production operate in mathematics are assets from which mathematics education can benefit.
Using a Black feminist perspective to interpret Black Woman Math Pedagogy reveals how Black
women, like Harriet Tubman, use alternative knowledge gained from living on the margins of
dominant culture to teach Black and Brown students using liberatory pedagogies, counteracting

white-dominant education systems that perpetuate inequality for Black and Brown students.



12

Nicole Joseph’s (2021) Black Feminist Mathematics Pedagogies framework adopts a
Black feminist perspective in combination with Black girlhood theories to support the
development of Black girls in mathematics classrooms. She defines Black feminist mathematics
pedagogies as “a response [through curriculum and pedagogy] to an unrelenting gendered
antiblack mathematics education system and represents a re-imagined mathematics curriculum
and pedagogical world steeped in the unapologetic celebration of Black girlhood” (p. 80). Her
framework refuses and resists whiteness and gendered anti-Blackness in mathematics, attending
instead to curriculum and pedagogy that function in service of Black girls in mathematics
classrooms. Joseph’s pedagogies draw on critical mathematics scholarship (e.g., Aguirre et al.,
2017; Battey & Leyva, 2016; Gholson & Martin, 2014; Martin et al., 2019) that situates
mathematics as a gendered, anti-Black environment lacking the conditions under which Black
girls can thrive.

According to Joseph (2021), Black Feminist Mathematics Pedagogies consists of four
dimensions: 1) Ambitious mathematics instruction with a rigorous mathematics curriculum that
promotes ambitious learning; 2) Critical consciousness and reclamation from teachers about
Black girlhood within mathematics classrooms that raises Black girls’ critical consciousness and
reclaims the mathematics space for Black girls; 3) Academic and social integration that
humanizes learning experiences by blending academic and social dimension to allow Black girls’
full humanity to exist within the mathematics classroom and “affords Black girls the freedom
and liberation to just be” (p.90); 4) Robust mathematics identities 2.0, creating opportunities for
Black girls to know themselves and be known by others as competent mathematics learners and
doers. Joseph developed this 2.0 version following McGee (2015), “who defined a robust

mathematics identity as the strength and agency that college students develop despite their
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racialization to maintain self-motivated mathematics success” while incorporating the conditions
that Black girls must learn to resist and critique traditional mathematics education systems that
perpetuate inequities in mathematics classrooms and the world (as cited in Joseph, 2021, p. 90).

Black Feminist Math PCK and Joseph’s Black feminist mathematics pedagogies are
closely aligned in the critical mathematics sphere. However, whereas Joseph situates her
pedagogies within the learning sphere of Black girls, I situate mine within Black women’s
teaching. Further, whereas Joseph built her pedagogy from critical mathematics education
research and Black girlhood scholarship, my pedagogy begins with Black women researchers
and educators and seeks a way to study Black women’s mathematics teaching that aligns with
the epistemologies of Black women teaching over time. Our theoretical beginnings are similar:
we both start with Black feminism. But while Joseph draws from Black girlhood studies, I focus
on how Black women report their own lived experiences in the extant literature. My work is
grounded in examining how Black women teach mathematics by drawing on their lived
experiences in mathematics classrooms and the world.
Black Feminist Epistemology

Since the work of U.S. Black teachers across history has been a predominantly female
endeavor, and since I, too, am a Black woman educator and academic, I bring to this work a
Black feminist lens to interpret the pedagogies of Black women teachers of the past, present, and
future. As I explore how Black Woman Pedagogy was created and continues to unfold, I follow
in the tradition of fellow Black women scholars who use Black feminist epistemology in their
theoretical framing. As Dixson and Dingus (2008) state, a Black feminist framework “explains
how we also ‘do’ our research and scholarship” (p. 812). I approach Black teacher literature with

the following Black feminist epistemological stances:
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1) Lived experience as a criterion of meaning. Our experiences contribute to our knowledge
and wisdom

2) The use of dialog with ourselves and other Black women, whether in person, writing,
film, etc.

3) An ethic of personal accountability to knowledge claims

4) An ethic of caring that specifically honors individual uniqueness and personal

experiences, emotions that validate dialog, and the capacity for empathy (Collins, 2000,

p. 266).

Given these four epistemological stances, I analyzed Black teacher literature to understand the
following research concepts:

1) How Black women’s lived experiences inform how they teach;

2) How Black women scholars dialog with other Black peoples through writing, literature

reviews, or conversations about educating students;

3) How Black women teachers articulate personal accountability to their knowledge

claims;

4) How Black women embody an ethic of care in the work of educating students.

My interpretations of Black Woman Pedagogy are guided by six distinguishing features
of Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000) that guide my interpretation of Black women’s
standpoints. As Collins (2000) explains, Black women’s standpoints are “a collective body of
wisdom” (p. 24) that is “characterized by the tensions that accrue to different responses to
common challenges” (p. 28). Black women’s standpoints should not be interpreted as
essentializing Black women or implying that all Black women share the same experiences.

Rather, a shared standpoint serves as a starting point from which to interpret Black women’s
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experiences given a shared history with common challenges as racialized and gendered
individuals in the U.S. A Black feminist standpoint articulates Black women’s stories of survival,
activism, and empowerment passed down through history. These standpoints represent an
understanding shared by many Black women, even when we are unaware of it or how our actions
are based on it. Even so, it is from these standpoints that Black women can make decisions and
take action for change.
Distinguishing Features of Black Feminist Thought

Drawing on Collins’s work, I interpret the following six distinguishing features through
the context of Black women teachers: 1) Black women create a standpoint based on historical
group knowledge about Black feminist teaching, passed down through conversations and
continuously experiencing the same shared issues. For Black women teachers, this history may
revolve around dealing with tensions between what to teach or choosing allies in the building. 2)
Black women'’s teaching standpoints are generally shared because we share similar collective
experiences. Though no “normal” experience for Black women teachers exists, we face common
tensions and challenges. 3) Having a self-defined standpoint can stimulate resistance among
Black women teachers. 4) Black women teachers should at times combine their efforts with
those of Black women researchers and scholars as well as Black women outside the education
community to think through our everyday, taken-for-granted knowledge and generate new
theories and practices. 5) Black feminist thought is dynamic and changes over time and across
schooling contexts. 6) Therefore, it is important to constantly seek out the ideas of other Black
women teachers and likeminded people working towards social justice. While oppression
operates differently across racial, ethnic, gender, and other intersecting identities, social justice-

oriented Black women strive for liberation for all oppressed peoples.
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Part 1: Black Woman Pedagogy

There are many definitions for the term pedagogy. From a Black feminist perspective,
thought and action have a dialogical relationship with one another (Collins, 2000). Therefore, I
define pedagogy as the dialogical relationship between thoughts and actions in relation to
teaching. This dialog can be a dialog of one—a Black woman teacher consulting with herself and
then acting—or a dialog with many—either other Black women, or the collective knowledge of
Black women teachers’ legacy. The dialogical relationship between thought and action informs
how Black women make sense of a world that may not value their lived experiences, their
interpretation of the world, and their quest for seeking justice for themselves or oppressed
peoples. Though Black women in the U.S. may not share the same lived racialized experiences,
they do share a common standpoint from living in the U.S. and similar experiences based on how
intersecting oppression operates in society. For example, a common conception for many Black
women is the idea of community uplift, to lift as we climb, because education in the eyes of
many Black folk is central to our personal growth and success in U.S. society.

Politically conscious Black women teachers’ theories are based on their lived racialized
experiences, which inform their knowledge bases: what they know to be true about the world,
and what they know to be true about teaching. Because of common standpoints, Black women
teachers often enact similar pedagogies in their classrooms, making it possible to study Black
women’s pedagogies and identify commonalities in their thoughts and actions.

Therefore, to define Black Woman Pedagogy, I began by rereading the scholarship of
five major pedagogies from Black women educators: culturally relevant teaching, culturally
responsive teaching, culturally specific teaching, abolitionist teaching, and culturally and

historically responsive teaching. I chose these five pedagogies because they are firmly rooted in
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scholarly work. Each scholar’s book explores her pedagogy in-depth, from the pedagogy’s
origins to examples of implementation within classrooms. Three of the pedagogies’ original
texts—Dreamkeepers (1994) (culturally relevant), Culturally Responsive Teaching (2000), and
Culturally Specific Pedagogy (2008)—have been published in more than one edition. Culturally
and historically responsive teaching has two books on the subject in quick succession—
Culturally and Historically Responsive Teaching (2020) and Unearthing Joy (2023). Abolitionist
teaching is a single text—We Want to do More than Survive (2019)—yet has grown into the
Abolitionist Teaching Network organization, featuring an online presence (The Abolitionist
Teaching Network, n.d.). In sum, these pedagogies are well developed in teacher education
scholarly and practitioner communities.

I read these texts during my teacher education training and early scholarly pursuits.
Rereading them with a Black feminist lens allowed me to see in a new light each author’s
message about educating students. First, I noticed how present in their work each author was
while writing about these pedagogies. There life’s work of educating Black and Brown students
was personal. Ladson-Billings (1994), Gay (2000), Leonard (2008, 2019), Love (2019), and
Muhammad (2023) discussed not only their beliefs about teaching, but their own lived
experiences and teaching experiences as well. As teacher educators, all five women reflected on
the difficulties of preparing teachers to take up their pedagogies. Ladson-Billings and Love both
reflect on their own school experiences as Black women and use that knowledge to make sense
of what is possible when teaching Black and Brown students. Gay talks about her teacher
educator practice and the knowledge she gained by talking with other educators and researchers.
Leonard also describes her teacher educator experience in addition to offering a historical

perspective of education in her own family, pointing out the generational strength and struggles
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of Black folks advancing their own lineages to a place of achievement within inequitable school
systems. Muhammad weaves in insights dating from childhood to her preservice program, and
highlights conversations and questions she encountered as she built her pedagogy and shared it
with others as a teacher educator. The authors’ multiple insights through experiential knowledge
in teaching, researching, and living life as Black women educators and scholars adds value to
their pedagogies. Along with citing research, theory, and practice to articulate their pedagogies,
each of these five authors engaged with Black feminist epistemology in some form to create a
vision of how to teach students in general and Black children in particular.

Notably, as new pedagogies emerged, the authors considered how their pedagogies drew
on earlier Black pedagogies and the pedagogies of our ancestors. Ladson-Billings synthesized
the pedagogies developed by Black teacher scholars of the 1970s, ‘80s, and early ‘90s. Having
observed predominantly Black teachers educate Black elementary children, she developed the
culturally relevant pedagogy framework: academic achievement, cultural competence in your
own culture plus at least fluency in one other, and building students’ sociopolitical consciousness
(Ladson-Billings, 1995). Gay (2000) draws from the field of multicultural education and
previous cultural pedagogies from Black scholars—including Ladson-Billings’ culturally
relevant pedagogy—to construct culturally responsive teaching. She addresses how teachers can
respond to students individually, given the idea that we cannot teach a student until we know the
student’s culture and cultural funds of knowledge. Culturally responsive teaching encompasses
four components: care, communication with students in modalities that fit their cultural
background, curriculum that fits a student’s culture, and cultural congruency to teach with and
through the student’s culture. Gay grounds these components in empirical studies on teaching

ethnically and linguistically diverse students. Many of the studies Gay cites makes no mention of
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teachers’ racial background and instead focus on that of the students. Gay also draws upon her
personal teaching beliefs and practices as a Black woman educating high school social studies
students and preservice teachers to illustrate culturally responsive teaching in her own practice.
Leonard (2008, 2019) recognizes the effectiveness of cultural pedagogies in supporting
student learning. Importantly, Leonard points out that, though some differences appear among all
cultural pedagogies—such as those of different ethnic and racial groups—all racialized students,
particularly Black, Latinx, and Native American students, benefit when taught through culture.
Leonard drew on culturally relevant pedagogy when creating culturally specific pedagogy for
mathematics teaching. Thus, the goals of culturally specific pedagogy contain components of
culturally relevant pedagogy, which include supporting students’ academic success, building
cultural competency, and developing sociopolitical consciousness. Leonard adds to Ladson-
Billings’ pedagogy by moving students beyond sociopolitical consciousness to taking action via
mathematics, naming culturally specific pedagogy as part of social justice pedagogies that
“expose unjust practices and empower students to challenge the status quo™ (2019, p. 2). Leonard
also encourages students to cultivate their own cultural competency as well as “develop their
identity (e.g., racial, ethnic, gender, etc.) within the learning community” (Leonard, 2019, p. 2).
Teaching through culture attends to these goals of culturally specific pedagogy in mathematics.
In her book, Leonard observes teachers of various racial identities to study their
mathematics and science teaching implementation of innovative, culturally specific pedagogy
lessons that Leonard and colleagues designed independently. For example, she highlights two
women elementary teachers, one Asian-American and one white, who taught a unit about Harriet
Tubman. During the unit, the two teachers discussed how runaway enslaved people used

mathematics and science to read the land and sky for navigation, connecting these ideas to Black
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students’ racial identity, heritage of freedom work, and heritage of being natural mathematicians
and scientists (Leonard, 2008). These and other examples in her book do not explicitly reference
Black women teachers employing culturally specific pedagogy in mathematics. In her latest
edition, Leonard (2019) frames her work using critical race and Black feminist theory to discuss
how culture and mathematics have intertwined in her own lived experiences through teaching,
her own history and ancestry, and the Black Lives Matter movement.

Muhammad (2020) builds on culturally responsive and relevant teaching, using the term
“culturally relevant education” (p.39). She traces elements of culturally relevant education
through African philosophies of education, Black-centered schools in the U.S., practices in Black
literary societies, Civil Rights and Black Power movements’ directives for education, and
scholarship from such authors as Anna Julia Cooper, Mary McLeod Bethune, Carter G.
Woodson, and W.E.B. DuBois (p. 43). Muhammad emphasizes the historical aspect of Black
students’ culture to build a culturally and historically responsive literacy framework for teaching
all students. In her second book, Muhammad extends her literacy framework to education more
broadly. She names five goals or “pursuits” of Black literary societies in the 1800s that can be
applied across subject areas: identity, skills, intellect, criticality, and joy (Muhammad, 2023).

Love (2019) draws on abolitionist practices from pre-Civil War times and the Civil
Rights Movement to conceptualize “abolitionist teaching” (p.68). She draws inspiration from
Ella Baker, a Black woman activist, and her methods for organizing communities during the
Civil Rights Movement to progress from surviving to thriving in a country oriented against Black
and Brown people. Love builds on Ella Baker’s grassroots activism to define abolitionist

teaching:



21

[A]bolitionist teaching is built on the cultural wealth of students’ communities and

creating classrooms in parallel with those communities aimed at facilitating interactions

where people matter to each other, fight together in the pursuit of creating a

homeplace that represents their hopes and dreams, and resist oppression all while

building a new future” (p. 68).

Abolitionist teaching forges connections to Black and Brown communities that are “homeplaces”
or places of refuge for children. The pedagogy requires freedom dreaming of all we seek to
empower Black folks and educators who love Blackness to fight for Black and Brown children.

I pause here as a Black woman educator who once read these works independently of one
another but now recognizes how fogether, these comprise five powerful pedagogies, imbued with
connections across time to Black ancestors, lessons learned from previous generations of
teachers, and previous iterations of Black women’s pedagogies. I am warmed with a love of
Blackness, Black culture, Black children, and a love of humanity and hope. I hear an articulation
across these pages: This is how we educate our children. This is how you can educate a//
children.

To locate commonalities across pedagogies, I studied these pedagogies, composed
outlines and memos, and engaged in conversations with colleagues about what each author
described as important teaching components when working with Black and Brown students.
Looking across these five bodies of work to unearth the components of Black Woman Pedagogy,
I found commonalities across culturally relevant, culturally responsive, culturally specific, and
abolitionist pedagogies, and culturally and historically responsive teaching. Each pedagogy
involves teachers having an ethic of caring about teaching students and deep respect for the hard

work of teaching. Each pedagogy situates teachers as identity workers for students, whether by
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building students’ racial and academic identities or supporting and maintaining the intersections
of their multiple identities in the classroom. Each pedagogy examines Blackness in the classroom
through curriculum, cultural and community knowledge, or philosophies of learning. Thus, each
pedagogy incorporates a Black cultural ethos. These elements often overlap and support one
another’s development. For example, using a Black cultural ethos in the classroom contributes to
students’ positive identity formation.

After noting how these themes manifested in each pedagogy, I applied the themes across
other texts about Black teachers on teaching. I drew on historical data of Black teachers, which is
still being pieced together by Black education historians like Vanessa Siddle Walker (1996;
2018) and Jarvis Givens (2021). Other current examples include Michelle Foster’s (1994) and
Melanie Acosta’s (2018, 2019; Acosta et al., 2018) work on Black teachers and Black woman
teachers. I found three themes articulated in various ways in Black teacher literature to describe
the pedagogy of Black teachers. What follows is a definition of Black Woman Pedagogy and a
discussion of the three key themes as grounded in Black women teacher literature.

Defining Black Woman Pedagogy

Black Woman Pedagogy is a synthesis of how politically conscious Black women teach
Black and Brown children with the goal of liberation. Black Woman Pedagogy is an ethic of
teaching that Black women with political consciousness enact. Political consciousness allows
Black women to be attuned to the politics of world, including their influences in education, to
understand how oppression operates, and seek to refuse, resist, dismantle, and transform
oppression in order to liberate both students and themselves to exercise their full humanity.
Black Woman Pedagogy is composed of three common elements: embodying an ethic of care,

serving as an identity worker who maintains and uplifts students’ multiple identities, and
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teaching with and through a Black cultural ethos. Black Woman Pedagogy consists of “practices
of freedom,” wherein both teachers and students engage in democratic practices, build critical
consciousness, and become self-actualized (hooks, 1994, p. 14). “Freedom” means liberation
from oppression within schools and practices that cause hurt, harm, or pain to students
(Muhammad, 2023) by having them oppress themselves and their brilliance. Enacting Black
Woman Pedagogy centers on loving Blackness and celebrating Black excellence with both Black
and non-Black students.

Black Woman Pedagogy is enduring, articulated again and again throughout history as
Black women teachers worked together with families and communities in segregated schools in
the late 1800s through Brown v. Board environments where teachers could support raising
students to their highest potential learning for community uplift and self-determination
(Anderson, 1988; Givens, 2021; Siddle Walker, 1996). Even as the Black teaching force
dwindled during integration, which prioritized white teachers over even the most highly educated
Black teachers, Black women teachers maintained their pedagogical legacy (Acosta et al., 2018).
Even today, the 7% of public school teachers who are Black remain far more likely to teach in
Black schools (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Yet, as Black women teachers
over time began teaching in more diverse classrooms, they maintained traditions of Black
Woman Pedagogy and supported students facing interlocking oppression, particularly Brown and
Black students.

Because few opportunities draw Black women teachers together, this political work of
teaching Black and Brown kids seems more difficult to carry out. Often, Black women teachers
find themselves either one of a few or the sole Black teacher in a school. Because Black Woman

Pedagogy goes against the dominant norm of teaching methods—by, for example, possessing the
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confidence to teach lessons beyond the textbook’s scope—Black teachers exercising this
pedagogy may have to contend with school administrators and colleagues who do not share the
same perspective of teaching children. Black women may be negatively stereotyped and their
teaching effectiveness may go unappreciated (Acosta, 2019). Nonetheless, Black Woman
Pedagogy lives on in the literature, conversations in hallways, professional development spaces,
teacher education, writing, journals, books, podcasts, etc. I begin with element one below.
Element 1: Black Women Teachers and an Ethic of Care

“Care” is a ubiquitous term in education. Black Woman Pedagogy supersedes the generic
sense of teaching “because I care about kids” or “I like kids.” Black feminist caring is a deeply
held responsibility rooted in Black women’s commitment to care about others in their
communities. Black teachers’ caring is that “of concerned adults, who command respect, are
respectful of pupils, and who through caring require all students to meet high academic and
behavioral standards” (Foster, 1994, p. 213). Black feminist caring connects to Black women’s
tradition of rearing or “othermothering” the children of kinfolk or close friends. Othermothering
is a Black feminist teaching tradition of mothering Black students while parents are away.
Teachers do not supplant parents. Rather, they ensure the psychological and physical wellbeing
of children outside parental care (Case, 1997; Collins, 2000; Dixson, 2003). Black women
teachers who embody this role ensure that “their children” are looked after and have their needs
met. Such caring is rooted in Black feminism (Collins, 2000), Black teacher political clarity
(Dixson, 2003; McKinney de Royston, 2020), and African American pedagogical excellence
(Acosta et al., 2018). This type of deep caring for Black and Brown students is radical enough to
qualify as activism (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Dixson, 2003) and a form of protection

(McKinney de Royston et al., 2020) from institutionalized schooling policies and practices
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steeped in whiteness and white supremacy. Our schooling institutions are not designed to nurture
the minds and souls of Black and Brown students. Thus, a Black feminist ethic of care equates to
an ethic of refusal and resistance on behalf of Black and Brown children.

As an enduring theme throughout much of Black teacher literature, an ethic of care is a
cornerstone of culturally responsive teaching. Gay (2000) states that caring amounts to an ethic
because it requires teachers to “honor humanity, hold students in high esteem, expect higher
performance from them, and use strategies to fulfill expectations... model academic, social,
personal and moral behaviors and values for students to emulate” (p. 46). Gay’s ethic of care
sustains the approach of politically conscious Black teachers working in all-Black schools during
segregation. In Their Highest Potential, as an example, Siddle Walker (1996) studied a
segregated Black high school in the earlier 20" century that, despite a lack of support from the
white-led school district, uplifted its students by caring for their well-being, organized an
elaborate community transportation system to ensure that students got to school, and created
extracurricular activities and field trip experiences that helped to prepare students for the world
beyond their nurturing high school. These characteristics of Black teachers’ work, performing an
ethic of caring, would today be categorized as “going above and beyond.” But to Black teachers
of the time, it was necessary work connected with community uplift.

Gay (2000) refers to care in schools as “an unavoidable moral mandate” (p. 75). In her
research, Gay found that African American students experienced their segregated school as a
“home away from home” and ““a consistently caring climate” (p. 47). The phrase “home away
from home” pairs nicely with Love’s abolitionist teaching idea of a homeplace. A homeplace is
any community space that feels safe for Black and Brown students to be themselves and work to

achieve their potential. The purpose of a homeplace is “protecting children’s potential” (Love,
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2019, pp. 82-83). Interestingly, Love found her homeplace in a local community center and
through a handful of teachers and coaches in her K-12 career. However, this sense of “a
homeplace” was not consistent in her schooling experiences. Part of Love’s abolitionist teaching
movement is to bring into schools a homeplace for students where they can feel secure, loved,
and encouraged to reach their highest potential.

Using Black feminist theory as a methodology, Ladson-Billings (1994) noted when
discussing the work of teaching African American students that culturally relevant teachers
exhibit an ethic of caring. In her Dreamkeepers study, Ladson-Billings used “Afrocentric
feminist epistemology” to understand care among seven teachers, five of whom were Black.
Though for white teachers to exhibit care when teaching Black students is both plausible and
necessary, and while such care is featured in many types of feminism, Ladson-Billings specifies
a distinctly Black feminist tradition of care. As Ladson-Billings explains in her methodology
section, “I argue that Collins’s use of caring refers not merely to affective connections between
and among people but to the articulation of a greater sense of commitment to what scholarship
and/or pedagogy can mean in the lives of people” (p. 474). An ethic of caring goes beyond a
mere affection for children. Care means a responsibility to students, families, and communities to
participate as a co-parent in raising students. Interestingly, Ladson-Billings believed the Black
women teachers in her Dreamkeepers study may have “set the tone” and determined the group’s
cultural “ethos” when articulating how they cared about students, community, and teaching
(p.156). I find myself wondering what would be possible if a school were taught by Black
women teachers predominantly, all of them sharing this ethic of caring.

Though Muhammad (2020, 2023) and Leonard (2019) do not explicitly call out care as

an element of culturally and historically responsive pedagogy or culturally specific pedagogy, I
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find it impossible based on the descriptions of care above, for a teacher to lack an ethic of caring
yet fully engage in both pedagogies. Leonard’s research centers Black, Latinx, and Native
American cultural, racial and ethnic groups that are typically pushed out of mathematics because
the discipline is typically congruent with white culture and ways of understanding the world.
Culturally specific pedagogy requires teachers to bring culture into mathematics, which renders
mathematics more congruent and meaningful to students, thereby facilitating better learning
opportunities. Furthermore, connecting culture to mathematics can be performed in ways that
encourage Black and Brown students to critique the world around them, question, and push back
on inequities. Leonard includes girls and women in culturally specific pedagogy as well, given
that mathematics continues to be a predominantly male space, and calls for an overhaul of
curricula to better focus content on student cultures.

Similar to culturally specific pedagogy, Muhammad’s culturally and historically
responsive pedagogy necessitates establishing Black students’ cultural histories as a starting
point for instruction. I connect this idea to Gay’s (2000) notion that students must see that their
culture is worthy of being taught in formal curriculum (p. 29). Culturally and historically
responsive pedagogy emphasizes learning about Black peoples’ histories and excellence,
incorporating both into lessons and curriculum for all students to provide an education more
rigorous and empowering than that currently relied upon for English language arts standards.
Furthermore, such as pedagogy connects to Love’s abolitionist teachers who love Blackness and
root for Blackness to succeed and excel. Making learning any subject more relevant to students
requires a profound depth of care on the teachers’ part.

An ethic of caring is fundamental to Black Woman Pedagogy. Gay (2000) states that a

teacher’s caring “manifests in the form of teacher attitudes, expectations, and behaviors about



28

students’ human value, intellectual capability, and performance responsibilities” (p. 46). Because
care is, unfortunately, so radical (McKinney de Royston et al., 2020) in an education culture
wrongly labeling deficits in Black and Brown children, families, and communities, Black
teachers are often left to enact this caring in their practice on their own, drawing from a deeply
rooted sense of responsibility.

A Black feminist ethic of care differs from other conceptions of an “ethics of care” within
education literature, such as that proposed by Nel Noddings (2005). Black women’s ethic of care
comes from an embodied sense of caring for others in the community. Though Noddings
identifies with feminism, her perspective is predominantly informed by white feminism, the
ideologies of which differ from Black feminism regarding connections to self and community.
As a philosopher, Noddings generalizes her personal beliefs—those of a white female—about
the nature of schooling to apply to all students. In her 2005 second edition The Challenge to
Care in Schools, Noddings’ argument draws primarily on white authors and researchers, her own
beliefs, and a perfunctory mention of one Black woman author. She omits mention of Patricia
Hill Collins’s “ethic of care” from the 1990 first edition or 2000 second edition of Black
Feminist Thought, as well as every other Black feminist author, philosopher, or educator.

Though Noddings has greatly influenced care ideology in education, the nature of this
care is limited, based on a perspective of relational exchange:

An ethic of care embodies a relational view of caring; that is, when I speak of caring, my

emphasis is on the relation containing carer and cared-for. Both carer and cared-for

contribute to this relation. If, for whatever reason, the cared-for denies that she or he is

cared for, there is no caring relation” (2005, p.xv).
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From Noddings’ perspective, a requisite of caring is that the cared-for person acknowledge
receiving the care. A Black feminist ethic of caring, by contrast, espouses the ideologies of the
Black community, including Black women mathematics teachers, and even my own
epistemological stances as a researcher, Black woman, and mother working in community with
Black and other marginalized and oppressed people. In Black feminist care, teachers do not
withhold care from students, especially not those most oppressed in schools who need care most.
In fact, care is given without condition and without any expectation that the student acknowledge
or reciprocate. For example, in prior work I observed a third-grade Black woman teacher who
enacted a Black feminist ethic of care by giving love, support, and encouragement to her
students, especially her Black students (McVicar, 2024). She wanted to ensure that they left her
classroom more than prepared to entering classrooms possibly taught by uncaring white teachers.
“I’'mma love all up on you” was her stance to care for Black students in her mathematics
classroom and extend that caring love beyond her classroom, even after teacher-student
interaction between them was past (p.15). Thus, among politically conscious Black women
teachers, a Black feminist ethic of care is enduring.

In mathematics education, few scholars study care, and none study an ethic of care
specific to Black feminist thought. Rather, care studies focus on measuring a teacher’s care and
whether it exists. Maloney and Matthews (2020), for example, investigated the extent to which
teachers, some of whom were Black women, cared in middle and high school mathematics
classrooms. Matthews and Maloney categorized care into three types: “transactional care,”
meaning teachers superficially showed care to encourage student behavior; “empathetic care,”
informed by culturally relevant sociopolitical teacher literature, characterized by “a teacher’s

authentic expression of identifying with the challenges of their students and prioritizing students’
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well-being as equal to or above their own” (p. 408), and shown by the most caring teachings; and
“blended care,” which combines transactional and empathetic care. The authors studied teachers
of various races, including Black teachers. Findings concluded that teachers across races,
including Black teachers, fell into both superficial or emphatic care. However, the study did not
determine whether Black teachers with emphatic caring also embodied a Black feminist ethic of
care, nor did it discuss whether a Black feminist ethic of care related to an empathetic care for
the Black women teachers.

Bartell (2011) synthesized care research outside mathematics to create a framework for
mathematics teacher care. Though she draws on Black women care literature, the act of caring
becomes something that white teachers must learn or build, not unequivocally have for Black
and Brown students. Bartell examines care studies and theories outside of mathematics such as
Noddings and notes that many teacher care studies fail to attend to power and identity. Thus,
Bartell turns to Black women scholars and that of other scholars of color for examples of care for
Black and Brown students. She devotes particular attention to Ladson-Billings’ cultural relevant
pedagogy, specifically about how culturally relevant teachers possess the political consciousness
to decenter whiteness and incorporate discussions about race and ethnicities in mathematics
classrooms.

Though I agree with Bartell that this work is necessary in mathematics education, such
work differs from an ethic of care in a Black feminist perspective. Black women teachers who
engage in an ethic of care start their caring practices before they even meet their students. Their
ethic of care originates from within the Black community and is framed within a collectivist
ideology. For example, some in the Black community adopt a kinship perspective, referring to

one another as Brother, Sister, Auntie, and Uncle, because we are all somehow related in our
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shared history in the U.S. Those with whom we interact may very well be distant relatives
connected through ancestral bonds lost due to the evils of former enslavement. Our shared
oppression connects us to a shared love of one another, including our children. For politically
conscious Black women teachers, to extend love to other people’s children is innate, especially
our Black children who are like kin to us.

Element 2: Black Women Teachers as Identity Workers

Identity work in Black Woman Pedagogy centers on developing positive racial,
academic, and social identities. For the purposes of my study, I focus on the intersection of
racial, mathematical, and social identities. Below, I open with a discussion of how Black Woman
Pedagogy attends to the racial identity of students through Black women’s identity work. Given
that only Leonard has a mathematics background and that very few mentions of mathematics
arise in the other four pedagogies, I postulate that Black women can be mathematics identity
workers.

Racial Identity. Culture informs racial identity. Gay (2000) speaks to the importance of
validating students’ cultures, and thus their race, in schools. She quotes African American
scholar Molefi Kete Asante on the detriments of building students’ academic but not personal
identities. Asante states, “students ‘may learn, but without cultural grounding, the learning will
have destroyed their sense of place’ and personal integrity” (Asante, 1991/1992, p. 30, in Gay
2000, p. 175). Gay talks about the importance of cultural congruency, a term proposed by many
scholars who study the learning experiences of students of color in the classroom. A disconnect
occurs between a student’s cultural and racial identity and their growing academic identity when
“they are not being taught in schools as they learn in their cultural communities” (Gay, 2000,

p-182). Without cultural congruency, students not fluent in white dominant cultural discourses
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struggle not only to learn, but to feel validated about their racial identity. Furthermore, they
struggle to align their racial and academic identities.

Students benefit most when teachers accept students’ racial identities and how these
intersect with their mathematics identity so that students can learn and achieve while maintaining
their sense of self. In abolitionist teaching, Love (2019) writes about loving Blackness to support
Black and Brown people’s thriving. Blackness is not the sum of our racial traumas, but a
“sovereignty rooted in Black joy, Black love, and humanity” (p. 156). Finding the beauty in
Blackness, and celebrating that beauty celebrated through instruction and curriculum grows a
positive Black identity. Loving Blackness in school is practicing thriving and liberation for Black
and Brown students as well as Black teachers. Black teachers attending to racial identity and
loving Blackness along with students across racial lines pairs nicely with hooks’ (1994) idea of
creating a classroom space where both teacher and students can move towards liberation and
enlightenment through shared knowledge building. Culturally and historically responsive
education is grounded in shared knowledge building of Black literary histories. Specifically,
culturally and historically responsive education studies the literary practices of Black students’
ancestors. Connecting Black racial identity to past academic achievements is powerful learning
and is a requirement of teachers and leaders. Muhammad (2023) posits that developing student
identity involves the following: “Teachers and leaders must learn about and showcase evidence
of students’ histories, identities, literacies, and liberation. They must authentically respond to
students’ identities in curriculum, instruction, and leadership practices” (p.50).

While the identity-building scholarship above focuses on identity-building techniques
that any teacher can adopt and Black women embody in Black Woman Pedagogy, I would be

remiss not to acknowledge the literature on Black teachers as role models for Black students’
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identity development. The idea that Black teachers are needed as role models for students is
prevalent in Black teacher literature (e.g., Brown, 2009; King, 1993; Maylor, 2009; Stewart et
al., 1989). Part of the role model idea is that Black students cannot be what they do not see. We
cannot deny the wealth of knowledge, expertise, and commitment Black teachers can bring into
the classroom. But as a Black woman who went through K-12 public schools, I can attest that not
all Black teachers held my best interests in mind. I have experienced Black teachers who literally
did not teach and instead let talent wither on the vine. I also experienced Black teachers who rose
to the occasion and believed that [ and my Black peers could do anything. Black teacher
identity—Iike Blackness and Black people—is no monolith. Black women teachers possess
agency to enact a pedagogy that aligns with, ignores, or blends the legacy of politically
conscious Black women teachers.

More than role models, Irvine (1989) says Black students need mentors, “advocate
teachers who help black students manipulate the school's culture, which is often contradictory
and antithetical to their own” (p. 53). Black teachers who practice Black Woman Pedagogy not
only teach students content but show them the language of school and the culture of power
(Delpit, 2006), and cultivating students’ sociopolitical consciousness to change power dynamics.
Such teachers may act as cultural brokers for students, helping white teachers and administrators
understand the strengths of Black students (Irvine, 1989) while helping students navigate the
education system and the world. Black teachers who enact Black Woman Pedagogy defend and
protect Black and Brown students’ identities, whether by protecting children from unnecessarily
harsh discipline policies, or taking on the students that nobody else wants (Milner, 2003). Black
teachers who use Black Woman Pedagogy leverage their cultural frame of reference as an

“outsider-within” (Collins, 1989) white school culture to mentor students and foster positive
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identity development. Further research on Black teachers as mentors and mathematics teachers
would develop a better understanding of how Black Woman Pedagogy fosters identity
development in mathematics.

Mathematics Identity. For many reasons, a child can have a strong identity in both
reading and writing, yet suffer from a poor mathematics identity. It is also possible for students
to succeed in mathematics class yet fail to enjoy mathematics or appreciate its relevance in their
lives. Martin (2000) defines mathematics identity as a person’s beliefs about a) their ability to
perform in mathematical context, b) the instrumental importance of mathematical knowledge, c)
constraints and opportunities in mathematical contexts, and d) the resulting motivations and
strategies used to obtain mathematics knowledge (p. 19). Narratives about who can and cannot
do mathematics, steeped in racism and achievement gap rhetoric, are too frequently reinscribed
in mathematics classrooms (Bullock, 2019; Gholson & Wilkes, 2017; Gutiérrez 2008; Martin et
al, 2019). Negative narratives can influence students’ beliefs about themselves and their
mathematics identity. Thus, Gutiérrez (2013) names teachers as identity workers within
mathematics classrooms. Teachers play a powerful role in positioning students as mathematical
doers and thinkers and supporting them to develop a strong, positive mathematics identity
through mathematics socialization. Mathematics socialization is the processes and experiences
by which individual and collective mathematics identities are shaped in a wide range of
contexts—sociohistorical, community, school, and interpersonal (Martin, 2000, p. 19).

Little is known about how Black Woman Pedagogy supports students’ mathematics
identity development. Aside from Leonard’s culturally specific pedagogy, which focuses on
mathematics, the other four pedagogies mention mathematics education in passing. Therefore, I

speculate on how a positive mathematics identity can be forged through Black Woman
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Pedagogy, and what purpose mathematics serves in a student’s life. The goal for culturally
relevant pedagogy is to make a way for Black children to have a “relevant Black personality”
enabling them to choose excellence and still identify with Black culture (Ladson-Billings, 1994,
p. 17). Culturally relevant teachers protect Black students in mathematics from stereotype threat
or accusations of “acting white” (Steele, 1997). Instead of choosing between cultural affiliation
and success, Black students can bridge culture and academic success as parts of their identity.
This shift in becoming “relevant” is tied to “empowering students intellectually, socially,
emotionally, and politically by using cultural references to impact knowledge, skills, and
attitudes” (p. 18). Black and Brown youth experience relevance and validation as they progress
to high-level mathematics and find they can to draw connections between themselves, their
community and the world.

The difficulty of analyzing how Black Woman Pedagogy in mathematics operates in
Ladson-Billings’ Dreamkeepers (1994) is that, in the few examples where mathematics teaching
was explained, the teacher was not Black. What we do see of a culturally relevant sixth grade
mathematics classroom is that both students and teacher posed algebraic problems and students
shared responsibility with the teacher for helping everyone learn. Students also learned about the
African origins of Algebra. Shared responsibility for learning does contribute to mathematics
success, but whether these students achieved a positive mathematics identity or saw the
relevance of using algebra in daily life remained unclear. Though Dreamkeepers offers value in
seeing how a non-Black teacher teaches mathematics to Black students, I wonder what
similarities and differences emerge when the caring, identity development, and Black cultural

ethos of Black Woman Pedagogy is taken up by a Black woman mathematics teacher.
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It is important to mention that Ladson-Billings writes from a social studies background,
while Leonard focuses on mathematics. Though Ladson-Billings (1997) critiques the inadequacy
of mathematics education for Black students, Leonard expanded on Ladson-Billings’s work and
the work of other scholars of color, both in general education and mathematics specifically, to
offer a new mindset for structuring mathematics classrooms to empower students for change and
deeper identity-building. Leonard (2019) envisions a more robust culturally relevant
mathematics teaching pedagogy through culturally specific pedagogy. In addition to culturally
relevant teaching for students’ academic learning, cultural competence, and sociopolitical
consciousness, Leonard focuses on social justice and positive mathematics identity development.
Leonard’s culturally specific pedagogy “empowers underrepresented students to develop a
mathematics identity and socializes them as they learn to use mathematics for their own
purposes” (2019, p. 8). The purpose of mathematics is not simply for students’ enjoyment, but
for students to engage in mathematics to know themselves and know where justice and injustice
lie in our world. In turn, students form a deeper connection to mathematics and a deeper sense of
becoming a mathematical being.

Research centering Black women mathematics teachers’ identity work connects with
Leonard’s vision of students becoming mathematical beings and connecting with mathematics.
The few studies that do center Black women mathematics teachers underscore Black women’s
ability to support mathematics identity development in their Black students (Birky et al., 2013;
Clark, Badertscher, et al., 2013; Frank et al., 2018; Leavitt, 2010). In this scholarship, supporting
students’ positive mathematics identity development occurs in tandem with students learning
mathematics and perceiving how mathematics is relevant to their lives. For example, Birky and

colleagues (2013) studied Madison Morgan, a Black woman who taught Algebra I to Black
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students. They found that Morgan’s mathematics expertise, which included teaching Algebra I as
a connected set of mathematical principles existing in everyday life, encouraged her students’
success. Furthermore, Birky and colleagues found that because Morgan engaged her students in
meaningful mathematics, she also shaped her Black students’ positive mathematics identity
development. Similarly, Frank and colleagues found that retired Black Women mathematics
teachers (Frank, View, & Williams, 2019) and current mathematics teachers (Frank et al., 2018)
all engaged in teaching cognitively demanding mathematics while supporting Black students’
mathematical identity development. Black women teachers in both studies taught remedial
mathematics classes to students labelled difficult to teach, yet achieved success with these
students. Black women mathematics teacher scholarship shows strong connections with Black
women teaching rigorous mathematics while also building students’ positive mathematics
identity. More work is needed to further explore how Black Woman Pedagogy in mathematics
leads to positive identity development across all students.
Element 3: Black Teachers use a Black Cultural Ethos

I define Black cultural ethos as bringing Black cultural norms into the classroom and
Black cultural experiences, ideologies, and issues into curricula. Across culturally relevant
pedagogy, culturally responsive teaching, culturally specific pedagogy, abolitionist teaching, and
culturally and historically responsive pedagogy, the emphasis rests on using a Black cultural
ethos to improve student learning and render instruction more meaningful. But exactly how
instruction should proceed using a Black cultural ethos remains vague, giving way instead to
many examples of how a Black cultural ethos could be used in the classroom. For instance,
Black women enacting a Black cultural ethos could use Black history as the foundation for

content learning such as with Cultural Specific Pedagogy in Mathematics (Leonard, 2019).
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Another way could be nurturing Black cultural relationship between students and teachers within
a classroom community, such as the classroom family created in Dreamkeepers (Ladson-
Billings, 1994) or celebrating Blackness and Black joy as in We Want to do More than Survive
(Love, 2019). Still another form of Black cultural ethos could call for the heavy lift of
transforming curriculums to center on Black community ideologies and issues, as suggested in
Culturally Responsive Teaching (Gay, 2000). Beyond these avenues, it could mean building an
entirely new curriculum based on a Black community’s desires and concerns, as did the Black
literary societies of the 1800s in Cultivating Genius (Muhammad, 2020). Across these books, the
authors resist creating a checklist or template on how to enact each pedagogy. Rather, Black
Woman Pedagogy is a way of living that is consciously expressed as an ethic of teaching. Thus,
below I explore infusing curricula with Black cultural ethos, then posit how Black cultural ethos
may be enacted in mathematics.

Teaching with and through a Black Cultural Ethes. One element of Gay’s culturally
responsive teaching is cultural congruency, meaning that teaching must occur “with and through
culture” in the instructional delivery and curriculum. Gay found that teaching with and through
culture increases students’ connections to content and overall learning. Gay’s examples of
teaching with and through culture attends to multiple learning styles, cooperative learning, active
and affective engagement for Black students (p.154-172), as well as ethnic-centered classes and
Afrocentric schools that center Black culture. In classrooms, this might look like students
moving around the room, collaborating with one another, chanting, joking, and using slang and
other cultural references. In cooperative learning structures that center a Black cultural ethos, al/
students will contribute to an answer. Rather than valuing meritocracy and individualism in

mathematics, a Black cultural ethos values working in community.
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Another take on teaching with and through culture involves teachers using a curriculum
that connects to the ethos of the Black community. This ethos stems from community situations
and ideologies relevant to members of the Black community. For example, Leonard (2019)
found that fourth grade Black students were more successful with word problems that fit their
community contexts, like church car washes to raise money. Students in this example achieved
cultural congruency in their mathematics rather than filtering relevance through a dominant
white middle-class discourse of teaching and problem contexts. Students learn better when the
content is connected to their cultural and community contexts.

Black teachers continue a rich history of using Black cultural ethos to teach with and
through culture. Historical evidence of politically conscious Black teachers using a Black
cultural ethos in their teaching practices can guide Black Woman Pedagogy in mathematics
today. Due to a lack of historical records on Black teachers in the late 1800s and first half of the
20th century, since most white male researchers in education neglected to focus on Black
teachers and their teaching methods, we lack a fully informed grasp of how Black teachers
thought about teaching mathematics specifically. However, we do have the writing of Ethel
Grubbs, a Black woman mathematics teacher whose work Bullock (2019) uncovered. In 1941,
Ethel Grubbs published an article in the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ (NCTM)
journal The Mathematics Teacher discussing what needed to be done for Black students learning
mathematics. Grubbs recommended that “NCTM advocate for a mathematics program specific to
Black children ‘to include participation in individual and group activities based upon their
individual and group experiences in the community in which they live’” (Grubbs, p. 255 in

Bullock, 2019, p. 81). It is probable that Grubbs already taught her Black students mathematics
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using group activities grounded in community experiences, which would explain her
encouragement of widespread adoption of this method.

What we can surmise about Grubbs and other Black teachers of the time is a history of
subversiveness, with bold Black teachers choosing to teach beyond the official curriculum. In a
lecture, African American education historian Jarvis Givens (2019a) reported on “fugitive
pedagogy,” referencing how Black teachers during segregation resisted teaching the mandated
curriculum. One Louisiana student left a record of how his teacher in the 1930s, Tessie McGee,
kept the mandated history curriculum on her desk but, when the principal was not around, read
from a Black history book by Carter G. Woodson. This example illustrates how McGee
subversively taught her Black students their cultural history rather than imposing on them the
distortions of white history. Further evidence exists that Black teachers throughout history have
taught Black students more than they were supposed to. Across segregated high schools in the
South during the 1800-1940s, most Black schools were labeled as trade or vocational schools,
but Black faculty, supported by Black leaders, taught a liberal classical curriculum that included
geometry and algebra (Anderson, 1988). Subversive teaching was imperative to prepare their
Black students for life beyond school.

Black teachers of the past also supplemented their curricula with lessons about Black
history and transformed written materials to be more relevant, meaningful, and racial affirming.
For example, when Carter G. Woodson established Negro History Week in the 1930s, Black
teachers, students, and community members collaborated to bring it to fruition. Whether it was
teaching Black history, African history, or inviting in community members to talk to students,
teachers foregrounded learning related to Black culture (Givens, 2019b). In another example,

Muhammad (2020) found that Black literary societies arose in the northern states in the 1800s as
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a place for Black men and women to cultivate their genius while also working for freedom from
second-class citizenry. Muhammad recognized that “rather than wait for their rights and
education to be granted from those with legislative power, they instead created their own
agendas and claimed authority by organizing into professional organizations focused on literacy”
(p. 24). Black literary societies provided spaces to cultivate Black excellence while also working
towards Black liberation. Historically, Black teachers were energized by a Black cultural ethos
to exceed the mandated curriculum and teach Black students what they needed to survive and
thrive in the U.S. In the present, Muhammad calls on teachers and leaders to “authentically
respond to students’ identities in curriculum” by continuing to foster Black excellence and
worthy standards for students (p.50).

Black Cultural Ethos and Subversiveness in Mathematics. Across history, Black
teachers critically engaged students in Black pride, Black excellence, and Black liberation.
Historically, these were subversive practices embedded within a Black cultural ethos that were
either forbidden or unaccepted by white dominant society. Rochelle Gutiérrez (2013) says that
“any form of teaching that breaks with tradition can be seen as subversive,” particularly in
mathematics (p.11). Using Black cultural ethos to transform mathematics teaching goes against
traditional white institutional policies in schools. It is dangerous and courageous work, given that
white institutional schooling policies, which dictate what, how, when, and why should be taught
in order to perpetuate whiteness, white supremacy, and patriarchy while positioning Black and
Brown students as inferior (Battey & Leyva, 2016; Bullock, 2018; Martin, 2007, 2015). Yet,
Black women teachers who possess political consciousness resist business as usual in their
classrooms because they know its long-term impact on Black students’ academic, racial, and

social wellbeing. The impact of mathematics policies is highlighted when we consider whose
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knowledge is deemed valuable in the classroom. Mathematics education researchers have
critiqued mathematics reforms for not putting students from “the collective Black,”—Black,
Asian, Latinx, Native American, and poor children—front and center to deconstruct mathematics
inequities (Martin, 2015).

These subversive teaching stances of Black people were and continue to be the work of
politically conscious Black women teachers. In a white supremacist institution like U.S. public
schools that tightly controls what counts as mathematics, Leonard (2019) found that across
cultures, students solved mathematics problems more successfully when cultural references were
used. Another benefit from a Black cultural ethos in mathematics is that students of all
backgrounds find mathematics lessons more meaningful. Leonard envisions that the phrase
“when will I ever use this?” will vanish because couching mathematics in culturally relevant
scenarios reduces the disconnect between what students are learning and what they see as
relevant.

I propose that the education field support Black Woman Pedagogy by offering Black
teachers the pedagogical freedom and support to create more meaningful mathematics learning
opportunities. Looking back to culturally responsive, culturally relevant, culturally specific,
abolitionist teaching, and culturally and historically responsive education, all these theories
impart information for Black women teachers on how to teach. But they also feature a call to
action for teacher educators, district leaders, administrators, and colleagues to support Black
Woman Pedagogy, too. Abolitionist teaching, for example, implores teachers to break away from
testing structure that causes “spirit murdering” and instead create a homeplace to nurture
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students and weave Black and Brown students’ “community cultural wealth” (Yosso, 2005) into

mathematics. Leonard (2019) calls for teaching developmentally appropriate mathematics (not
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too hard, not too easy) but also teaching mathematics for empowerment. This goal is difficult to
quantify. Teaching for computation fluency only, as Leonard concludes, can be wrongly
overemphasized for students of color because of its alignment with preset standards, including
Common Core standards (p. 41). Instead, Leonard calls for work that connects to the interests of
students within the context of challenging and rigorous mathematics problems.

All teachers, including Black women teachers, need support and guidance on what a
mathematics education grounded in a Black cultural ethos could look like. Though not guided by
a Black cultural ethos, Aguirre and colleagues (Aguirre et al., 2019, 2020) created mathematical
modeling lessons that draw on students’ cultural and community knowledge bases to solve real
world problems. Examples include students using their own experiences of fair sharing with
family members to purchase a gift for a grandparent, or modeling how much bottled water a
classroom would need if their water became unsafe. Using mathematical modeling lessons and
other types of problem-based learning scenarios through a Black cultural ethos could provide one
avenue to pursue. Another options is offering lesson analysis rubrics for teaching culturally
responsive and equity-based practices in mathematics (Aguirre et al., 2024; Zavala & Aguirre,
2024). These possibilities are available and sorely needed. Further research is likewise needed to
understand how to structure mathematics classrooms to better serve Black students while also
empowering Black women teachers who teach via Black culture to enact change across the K-12
spectrum of learning. Because mathematics curricula, traditionally viewed as culturally neutral,
are generally set and heavily policed by principles and school districts, Black cultural ethos has
been lacking. Martin and colleagues (2019) propose that “a mathematics education that is worthy

of Black children is a mathematics that prioritizes their liberation above all else” (p. 47). Steps
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toward developing a mathematics worthy of students can be unlocked by understanding the day-
to-day mathematics teaching of Black women through Black Woman Pedagogy.
Part 2: Black Feminist Math Pedagogical Content Knowledge

Most literature on Black women pedagogies focuses on the beliefs Black teachers have
held about teaching and their students broadly. Empirical work on Black teachers’ beliefs
focuses on how those beliefs are enacted during teaching. What is missing is how the
combination of beliefs, general [teaching] pedagogy, and subject matter pedagogy operate in
harmony. In other words, when Ladson-Billings says teachers need to build students’
sociopolitical consciousness, when Gay says students’ cultures are worthy of the curriculum, and
when Love says we need to hone students’ community wealth—how, exactly does this happen in
the day-to-day teaching of mathematics when enacting Black Woman Pedagogy? I consult the
literature on pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), i.e. the knowledge needed to teach students
content, to advance the study of Black Women Math Pedagogy in Black women’s teaching
practices. Few, if any, have researched mathematics pedagogical content knowledge from a
Black feminist perspective. Thus, my review below addresses this literature gap. What follows is
an analysis of the literature on PCK and how Black Women Math Pedagogy accounts for Black
feminist epistemologies—Black women’s ways of interpreting the world and mathematics
teaching—in research on Black women math teachers.
Conventional Pedagogical Content Knowledge Constructs

A suitable vantagepoint from which to study Black women’s liberatory mathematics
pedagogy is a study of their pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), i.e. the knowledge needed to
teach mathematics. A conventional PCK construct consists of a general knowledge of teaching,

knowledge of students’ potential subject matter understanding or misunderstandings, knowledge
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of curriculum, and knowledge of representations and strategies that best facilitate learning (Ball
et al., 2008; Grossman et al., 2005; Shulman, 1987; Shulman, 1986; Sowder, 2007). Shulman
(1987) calls PCK “that special amalgam of content and pedagogy that is uniquely the province of
teachers, their own special form of professional understanding” (p. 8). In other words, PCK is
unique to each teacher and consists of their “own special forms of professional understanding”
when determining how to teach students. PCK is where Black women liberatory practices
originate for teaching mathematics to students.

Ball and colleagues (2008) build off of Shulman’s work to offer the Domains of
Mathematics Knowledge for Teaching framework. Mathematics Knowledge for Teaching is a
heavily cited, widely used interpretation of how mathematics content knowledge and
pedagogical content knowledge operate when a teacher engages in teaching mathematics. I will
focus on these authors’ interpretation of PCK within Mathematics Knowledge for Teaching. The
three subdomains of PCK are knowledge of content and students, knowledge of content and
teaching, and knowledge of content in curriculum. Ball and colleagues’ PCK construct is
theoretically grounded such that “our definition begins with teaching, not teachers. It is
concerned with the tasks involved in teaching and the mathematical demands of these tasks” (p.
395). Thus, Ball and colleagues’ construct has been used in PCK research mainly to identify
what teachers need to learn so they can teach mathematics.

Focusing on knowledge gaps is an unproductive way to investigate what Black Woman
Pedagogy brings to mathematics teaching. Thus, I focus on the assets Black women bring to
their mathematics teaching based on their lived racialized experience both in and outside

mathematics classrooms, which shapes the choices they make in their mathematics teaching.
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Therefore, I created a PCK construct that honors how Black women use their assets in
mathematics to interpret how they teach mathematics (Figure 1).
A Black Feminist Pedagogical Content Knowledge Construct

From a Black feminist perspective, Black women’s lived experiences constitute a
criterion of meaning. Therefore, Black women teachers can use their lived racialized experiences
around teaching and learning mathematics as criteria of meaning. Black women mathematics
teachers carry knowledge about teaching and learning mathematics that is overlooked by
conventional conceptions of PCK. They possess “alternative knowledge” about how racism,
sexism, and power operate within mathematics and mathematical learning. This knowledge
stands outside mainstream knowledge of how mathematics operates because those who benefit
from whiteness and patriarchy in mathematics remain indifferent to how culture, race, and
gender figure into mathematics. Black women’s knowledge assets about teaching and learning
mathematics evolves from their own racialized lived experiences learning mathematics as girls
and becoming teachers as women. Other experiences include living within a racialized society
and teaching in a field dominated by white males.

Nowhere in Ball and colleagues’ conceptualization of PCK does a focus on teacher
assets appear, nor do discussions about power, identity, and whose knowledge is valued within
mathematics. However, pedagogical content knowledge alone cannot support students’
mathematics success, positive mathematics identity development, or socialization as a doer and
thinker of mathematics. From a critical perspective, teachers impact how students accept,
negotiate, or refuse mathematics teaching and learning. As an “outsider-within” mathematics
(Collins, 1989), Black women bring knowledge that can inform a more critical PCK construct. A

Black Feminist Math PCK construct connects to critical frameworks in mathematics that address
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power, knowledge, and identity in mathematics classrooms (Aguirre, 2009; Aguirre & Zavala,
2013; Gay, 2009; Gutiérrez, 2018; Gutstein, 2006; Joseph, 2021; Joseph et al., 2021; Martin,
2007; Martin & McGee, 2009; Zavala & Aguirre, 2024) while acknowledging the full humanity
and knowledge bases of Black women mathematics teachers. Black Feminist Math PCK attends
to politically minded Black women teachers who are drawn to teaching in Black and Brown
communities from which they themselves identify. This idea connects to Martin’s (2007)
commentary on needing mathematics teachers who possess an “experience lens” that attends to
“how and why African Americans experience mathematics as they do” (p.13). Politically
conscious teachers are needed who know firsthand how mathematics can present a racialized
space that inflicts unjust deficits on Black and Brown students while privileging whiteness. We
need a critical discussion that engages stakeholders “to think more deeply about highly qualified
mathematics teachers in contexts predominated by African American children” (p. 7) and the
need for teachers to possess critical perspectives about teaching mathematics to all students.
Black Feminist Math PCK is a critical perspective of teaching mathematics that accounts
for teaching beliefs and actions based on those beliefs. Mapolepo and Akinsola (2015)
researched teacher beliefs and actions in the mathematics classroom. They found that a teacher’s
classroom behavior is influenced not only by their knowledge of mathematics, how students
learn, and methods to teach mathematics, but also by attitudes and beliefs about teaching and
learning mathematics (p. 508). In other words, attitudes and beliefs affect a teacher’s approach to
teaching (how they choose to teach) and conception of students (what they know about their
students and how they choose to act based on that knowledge). In Black feminist epistemology,
Black women engage in a cycle of dialog and action with themselves and other likeminded

people to inform how they move about the world (Collins, 2000). This process connects to
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thinking about lived racialized experiences, beliefs about teaching mathematics informed by
those experiences, and decisions on how to enact a liberatory mathematics practice.

Black women’s identities and lived experiences influence their mathematics teaching
(Birky et al., 2013; Frank et al., 2018; McVicar, 2024). This composite includes the teacher’s
own racialized experiences in mathematics, her knowledge of how students experience
mathematics given the power and identity dynamics of the classroom, and how she can create a
space for identity development and shared power. Black women mathematics teacher assets
could, therefore, impact how they attend to the multifaceted identities of students, how students
interact with one another, how power operates in the classroom, who students are in relation to
the teacher and to one another, and knowledge production within the mathematics classroom.
Again, since Black Woman Pedagogy is a liberatory pedagogy, Black women mathematics
teachers who take this up reverse historic trends of power around what is considered
mathematical, who can do mathematics, and what does mathematical success look like.
Components of Black Feminist Math Pedagogical Content Knowledge

Below I juxtapose the components of conventional PCK with direct counterparts infused
with a Black feminist perspective to conceptualize how Black Feminist Math PCK is enacted in
Black women’s mathematics practices. From this perspective, knowledge of students, knowledge
of mathematics curriculum, knowledge of students’ mathematical thinking, and knowledge of
mathematical content and learning are all interpreted through Black women’s alternative
knowledge, assets grounded in their lived racialized experiences. These experiences in turn shape
how each component of PCK is taken up by politically conscious Black women mathematics

teachers.
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Alternative Knowledge. From a Black feminist perspective (Collins, 2000), Black
women possess alternative knowledge that is distinct from white mainstream conceptualizations
of our society, including ideas about mathematics teaching and learning. Politically conscious
Black women leverage their alternative knowledge to construct learning opportunities for
students while also keeping in mind how racism and power typically operate and can be
reproduced within their own mathematics classroom unless they actively refuse and resist this
oppression. Black women teachers with political consciousness attend to the conventional PCK
construct, which consists of general knowledge of teaching, knowledge of students’ potential
subject matter understanding or misunderstandings, knowledge of curriculum, and knowledge of
representations and strategies to facilitate learning (Grossman et al., 2005; Shulman, 1987;
Sowder, 2007). However, their lived racialized experience shapes how they interpret each
element in their mathematics practice and how they adapt their mathematics PCK accordingly.

Knowledge of Students and Students’ Mathematical Thinking. Ball and colleagues’
construct considers a teacher’s knowledge of students solely in terms of students’ mathematical
knowledge. Knowledge of students’ mathematical thinking is “knowledge that combines
knowing about students and knowing about mathematics” specifically “knowledge of common
student conceptions and misconceptions about particular mathematical content” (p. 401). A
Black feminist perspective considers not only this general sense of students’ mathematical
knowledge, but also how each individual student, in light of who they are, experiences
mathematics content. This perspective considers the history of mathematics instruction as a
racialized, oppressive space for Black and Brown students and a space predisposed for white
student success based on a myopic view of what dominant white culture views as mathematical.

These narrow views include an emphasis on speed, standardized test success, and lessons written
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and taught in ways that privilege white culture through an emphasis on symbolic notation,
abstraction, and norms of white cultural discourse (Gutiérrez, 2018a; Martin, 2015; Stinson,
2013).

Black women teachers using Black Feminist Math PCK draw on the entirety of what they
know about each unique student in their classroom to inform their teaching practice, which
includes students’ lived experiences in and outside of mathematics classrooms, their
mathematical knowledge bases, and their identities. Identities include racial, cultural, and
gendered identities as well as labels externally imposed upon students, such as “gifted” or
“remedial,” and those students place on themselves, such as “not good at math” or “good at
math.” The intersections of all dimensions of student identities are considered.

Knowledge of Mathematics Content and Teaching. Designing mathematics instruction
involves knowing how to teach mathematical concepts to students. Typically, this component of
PCK consists of a teacher’s knowledge base of making decisions when planning and teaching
mathematics. Teaching decisions include students’ common preconceptions, successful teaching
methods, and what the teacher knows about the particular student they are engaged with.
Infusing a Black feminist perspective, the knowledge of content and teaching not only includes
what academic knowledge the teacher has about teaching mathematics, but what experience the
teacher has inside and outside mathematics classrooms that influences what and how she teaches
her students. This includes relationships that teachers have with students outside of mathematics
teaching and learning.

Knowledge of Mathematics Curriculum. I define this component as the mathematical
knowledge teachers need to interpret and decide which curriculum to use and how. Typically,

mathematics teachers are expected to use district-approved textbooks and conform to district
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policy guidelines that leave little room to adjust support for student learning (Gutiérrez, 2013).
Official guidelines also express power and authority about what is considered worthy of teaching
and what is considered mathematical, specifying everything from topics to strategies students are
required to learn. However, Black women teachers are curriculum writers, too, and can draw on
their lived racialized experiences to create approaches to mathematics that better appeal to their
students. These approaches might include games, physical activities, creative projects, and
adapted lessons and units that support students’ mathematical learning. Furthermore, they can
conceive and develop units that are more rigorous and better designed to create coherence for
students than mainstream curricula, thereby building a deeper mathematical understanding of
concepts (e.g., Birky et al., 2013).
Studying Black Feminist Math Pedagogical Content Knowledge

Black women teachers with political consciousness may come under scrutiny or be
strongly discouraged from using their preferred methods of teaching (see for examples Acosta
2019; Irving, 1989). But what might result if a Black teacher were encouraged to use her Black
Feminist Math PCK in the mathematics classroom? The “special amalgam” for a mathematics
teacher, for example, could mean “the most useful forms of representation of those ideas, the
most powerful analogies, illustrations, examples, explanations, and demonstrations—in a word,
the most useful ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to
others (Shulman, 1986, p. 9). Ball and colleagues (2008) concur that more research needs to be
conducted to understand how knowledge for teaching mathematics can be culturally specific to
the teacher and dependent on an individual’s teaching style (p. 405). For a Black woman teacher,

these examples would be context-dependent and also influenced by the knowledge bases she and
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her students bring to the classroom, including how she incorporates interpretation of her lived
racialized experiences when making day-to-day instructional decisions.

In sum, Black Feminist Math PCK is how politically conscious Black women attend to
power, identity, and knowledge in mathematics teaching and learning. It encompasses their
assets, grounded in their lived racialized experiences. These experiences impact their stances and
actions within their mathematics practice. We need research that studies how Black feminist
math PCK influences Black Women Math Pedagogy to shape choices in lessons, what teachers
teach, how they teach, and how students participate, all while attending to racial and power
dynamics in and outside the mathematics classroom.

Part 3: Conceptualizing Black Woman Math Pedagogy

I defined Black Woman Math Pedagogy as the dialogical relationship between politically
conscious Black women teachers’ thoughts and actions about their day-to-day mathematics
teaching. Black Woman Math Pedagogy is situated within Black Woman Pedagogy and shares
the same elements: an ethics of care, identity work, and a Black cultural ethos. Black Woman
Pedagogy synthesizes teaching and worldly knowledge from Black women researchers, scholars,
and teachers. Black Feminist Math PCK is a construct by which to interpret Black Women Math
Pedagogy, the day-to-day teaching of mathematics that occurs when politically conscious Black
women mathematics teachers teach. Black Feminist Math PCK is informed by Black women’s
alternative knowledge based on differing epistemological stances in contrast to white
institutional knowledge (Collins, 1989), which includes teaching mathematics. Black Feminist
Math PCK attends to how Black women use their alternative knowledge from their lived
racialized experiences as foundations upon which to enact their pedagogical content knowledge

toward justice and liberation. Black Feminist Math PCK is a more critical construct than its
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conventional counterpart because it attends to power, identity, belonging, and the assets-based
alternative knowledge Black women teachers bring from their lived racialized experiences.

All Black women mathematics teachers may not enact Black Woman Math Pedagogy. A
calling to Black Women Math Pedagogy may occur for politically conscious Black women
teachers who want students to move from surviving to thriving in this country by choosing to act
on their alternative knowledge of how the world works for Black and Brown children and exert
the effort to change lives. Black Woman Pedagogy is about the caring relationships Black
teachers have with students even before they meet them, helping Black and Brown students
navigate the education system with their identities intact. It is about teaching with and through a
Black cultural ethos. And often, it is about subversiveness on the job, deviating from the
traditional curriculum and other traditional norms that are silent about injustices against Black
and Brown peoples. Black Woman Pedagogy acknowledges the “work” of teachers operating in
a racialized, patriarchal, and capitalistic education system.

How might we study Black Woman Math Pedagogy, specifically? Existing research that
explicitly centers Black women mathematics teachers focuses on four topics: trajectories into the
classroom, beliefs, practices, and racialized experiences from preservice to inservice teaching
(Birky et al., 2013; Clark, Frank, et al., 2013; Frank et al., 2018, 2021; Frank, View, & Williams,
2019; Leavitt, 2010; McVicar, 2024). One part of understanding a teacher’s practice is
understanding the impact lived experience has on their mathematical pedagogical content
knowledge. The assets Black women bring into the mathematics classroom enable them to
interpret knowledge of students, teaching, and curriculum while teaching mathematics in ways

that support all students to learn, particularly Black and Brown students. They protect and care
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for the students most marginalized. PCK also influences curriculum design, particularly when
aligned with the culture of students.

I argue that Black Woman Math Pedagogy in mathematics may be seen as subversive
teaching. Teachers possessing both the knowledge and desire to teach using a Black Woman
Math Pedagogy may be discouraged in their schools. Mathematics teaching is tightly controlled
in the U.S. through curriculum adoptions, pacing guides, grade-level standards, and teacher
evaluations that dictate to Black teachers what they should teach and how. Instances abound in
Black teacher literature where administration and colleagues have discouraged Black teachers
from using their pedagogical expertise by (Acosta, 2019). Some Black women may turn away
from Black Woman Math Pedagogy or feel a disconnect from its practices due to internalized
intersectional oppression. Black Woman Pedagogy itself flows from a connection to ancestors, a
connection that many (but not all) Black women teachers have—a knowing. In working with
Black women and talking about their mathematics teaching, one productive practice could be to
focus on the “goodness” of their practice. Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot (1986) talked about the
“goodness” of schools when composing her portrait of a school. Drawing inspiration from
Lightfoot, I seek the inherent goodness of Black women mathematics teachers’ work. Through
this seeking I hope to amplify for Black women the good work they are doing that might go
unrecognized by white colleagues or principals, so that Black women mathematics teachers may
flourish.

More research is needed to support and document Black women who enact Black
Woman Math Pedagogy to determine how to teach mathematics in caring ways that build
identity and positively position students’ cultural knowledge in the learning of mathematics. My

goal is that this literature analysis will not only help the field of education better conceptualize
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the work of Black women teachers in mathematics, but also serve as a lineage map for current
and future Black teachers to better appreciate our teaching history and its influence on our
teaching perspectives, especially in teaching mathematics. This analysis is a story of who we are

as Black teachers and Black women teachers of mathematics. This is a story of us.



56

Chapter 3: Methodology

In Chapter 2, I outlined a conceptualization of Black Woman Math Pedagogy. 1 also
articulated how Black Feminist Math Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) is impacted by
Black women’s assets that are grounded in lived experiences. Black Feminist Math PCK is a
pathway to interpret Black women’s mathematics teaching and how that teaching connects to the
legacy of Black Woman Pedagogy.

In Chapter 3, I describe the methodology I used to study Black Woman Math Pedagogy,
providing a rationale for using qualitative Black feminist methodology to study Black women’s
mathematics practice (Lampert, 2010). I start by posing my research questions, followed by a
definition of Black feminist methodology and why it best suits this study. I consider how my
identity and positionality informed my methodology and my work on behalf of Black women. In
this light, I introduce my participants and the data corpus from which I drew my analysis of these
teachers’ mathematics practices. I detail the methods used to collect, manage, and analyze my
data. Lastly, I address study limitations.

Research Questions

Questions that supported my empirical research are as follows:

1) How does Black women mathematics teachers’ methods of teaching connect to
pedagogies developed by Black women education scholars (i.e., culturally relevant,
culturally responsive, culturally specific, abolitionist, culturally and historically
responsive)?

2) What pedagogical expertise of Black women mathematics teachers becomes apparent

when teaching mathematics to racially and ethnically diverse learners?
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3) How do Black women mathematics teachers’ lived racialized experiences and ideas about
power, criticality, and knowledge production shape their Black Feminist Math
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (Black Feminist Math PCK)?

4) What commonalities and differences emerge in how Black Feminist Math PCK presents
in Black women’s mathematics classrooms?

Research Design and Rationale: Black Feminist Methodology

To study Black Woman Math Pedagogy, | used Black feminist methodology (Hamilton,
2020; Mullings, 2000), which combines qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) with Black
feminist thought (Collins, 2000). | followed in the research traditions of Ladson-Billings (1994)
and Dixson and Dingus (2008), who used Black feminist epistemology in their studies of Black
women teachers, in which they created “thick descriptions” from the Black women’s pedagogies
(Geertz, 1973). Using Black feminist epistemology as methodology honors the knowledge bases
Black women use when building theory as well as my own commitments as a researcher to my
community.

Black feminist methodology has roots both within and outside the academy. It is not a
new methodology. Indeed, Black women commonly engage in Black feminist methodology to
make sense of their experiences and create new theories about living in the world. However,
Black feminist methodology remains undertheorized in academic settings. Furthermore, the work
done focuses primarily in social science spaces outside education, in writings where Black
women apply it, both purposefully and informally, to make sense of their lives. More recently,
formal documentation has begun to emerge in academic settings (Caretta & Riafio, 2016; Evans-
Winters, 2019; Nadar, 2016; Patterson et al., 2016). | use Black feminist methodology as a lens

and strengthen its conceptualization with traditional qualitative methods (Merriam & Tisdell,
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2016). I use Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000) as a guide to engage in an inquiry that is in
service of Black women rather than “done on” Black women. My efforts include maintaining a
collaborative nature of working with Black women, positioning myself as a member of the
community, and aiming to be of service to the community. I rely on Collins’s distinguishing
features of Black feminist thought to ground this study. | approach my research emphasizing four
Black feminist epistemological tenets: 1) lived experiences as a criterion of meaning 2) the use
of dialog to assess knowledge claims 3) an ethic of caring 4) an ethic of personal accountability.
Following these tenets brings implications for how I position myself in my relationships with
participants: | interpret their perspectives as a colleague and fellow Black woman educator.

My data collection and analysis approaches strive to position Black women as shared
creators of knowledge, to dismantle hierarchies, to engage in reflective thinking about power and
positionality in reference to both myself and participants, and to take action toward a democratic
researcher-participant dynamic (Hamilton, 2020). Collectively, we reflect on Black womanhood
and our mathematics teaching practices to define Black Woman Math Pedagogy. These
methodological steps are consistent with the tenets of Black feminist epistemology and Black
feminist methodology as participatory research (Hamilton, 2020; Mullings, 2000).

Participants
Recruitment

| reached out to teacher networks, including in-service elementary teachers and teacher
education program directors, to recruit politically conscious Black women elementary teachers in
a major metropolitan area with diverse school populations. My research is highly dependent on
building relationships with my participants. Creating partnerships meant that my potential

participants and | would have to get along and share common commitments to teaching.
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Moreover, a teacher would have to display a willingness to share their deeply personal racialized
lived experiences and their teaching practice in a profession that is typically isolating. In turn, |
would likewise be vulnerable about teaching mathematics and my own lived racialized
experiences. My background as an elementary teacher, expertise in K-5 mathematics education,
and familiarity with elementary schools and teacher networks in the greater metropolitan area
informed my recruitment of Black women elementary teachers.

| started by sending out a flyer to colleagues with connections to Black women
mathematics teachers in the area. The flyer was titled “Black Women K-5 Math Teachers: Let’s
Connect & Share Our Stories.” I included my contact information and goal of gathering a small
group to meet and greet online or in-person. As the reality of my research location is such that
only 2% of public school teachers in the state are Black, few teachers qualified for this study.
Thus, I did not hear back from enough teachers to allow a small gathering. Over time, I did meet
with three teachers individually, whether in person or over Zoom. | used purposeful selection
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) for choosing my participants. My criteria were that participants had to
currently teach mathematics, teach mathematics during the study year, and have accrued at least
three years of teaching experience during which they had developed a mathematics teaching
practice. During my initial meet and greets, | talked to potential teachers about mathematics
teaching and learning, their political consciousness regarding beliefs about educating Black and
Brown students, and their openness to have ongoing, in-depth conversations with me about
mathematics teaching and learning. In essence, I assessed potential participants’ connections to
the traditional epistemic stances of Black women teachers, a knowing that understands, “this is

what Black women teachers do and have always done.” I required a yearlong commitment to
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working with me to represent Black women teachers as pedagogues who possess insights to
share with the world. Based on these criteria, | identified two suitable research participants.

My study consisted of collaborative work with these two Black women elementary
teachers who taught mathematics in two racially and ethnically diverse urban schools in the
Pacific Northwest. This teaching context differs from contexts for most literature on Black
teachers, which tends to isolate single case studies in predominantly Black schools in the South
(e.g., Birky et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2013; Frank, 2018). Thus, it provides insight into how
Black teachers support a broad range of students, and relatedly, make sense of teaching more
than just “kin.” Situating this study in elementary schools provided a rich context for exploring
Black Woman Math Pedagogy because of the intimate context of elementary settings where
students and teachers interact throughout the day. These elements lent themselves to encouraging
teachers to think critically about their mathematics teaching practices and to view students’
mathematical knowledge bases in productive ways, facilitating student learning from an asset-
based perspective.

Leslie

Leslie was a fourth-grade teacher at Sunnyhill Elementary who taught multiple subjects,
including mathematics. At the time of our collaboration, she had six years of experience teaching
the third and the fourth grades. Leslie identified as a Black woman, a mathematics teacher, a
socio-emotional learning (SEL) teacher, a social justice teacher, a neurodivergent teacher, and a
high school dropout. She brought a humanizing perspective to teaching: “I focus on how to be
good humans. And then all of the education components come once we're feeling safe and secure

in our environment, and that's when our brains are best ready to learn” (Interview 1, October 20,
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Table 1

Participant Demographic Information

Participant | # of Highest | Years of Grades | # years | School demographics
Students | Degree | Experience | taught | at
current
school
Leslie 24 Masters | 6 4™ 3RD | 6 60% Free or Reduced
in Lunch
4" Grade teaching 20% Multilingual
Racial Demographics:
40% White
20% Black

15% Latinx

<10% Two or more
races

<10% AAPI

<5 % American
Indian/Alaska Native

Shawna 16 Masters | 6 K 6 80% Free or Reduced
in Lunch
Kindergarten teaching 30% Multilingual
Learners

Racial Demographics:
70% Black

15% White,

10% Latinx

<10% AAPI

<10% Two or more
races

Note: Demographic numbers rounded to produce anonymity

2022). Leslie’s school was racially, ethnically, and economically diverse, a school with affluent
students learning alongside students who faced homelessness and poverty (Table 1). Leslie had
lived her whole life in this Pacific Northwest city and could not imagine doing anything else

other than teaching. A school leader, she sat on many committees, including the race and equity

team and SEL team.
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| visited Leslie weekly during the fall and daily from January to mid-February. Due to
personal matters in Leslie’s life and my schedule of observing my other participant daily from
March to mid-April, I observed Leslie only six times in the spring. In total, | conducted 31
observations of Leslie’s mathematics classroom. Lessons typically lasted 70 minutes. Leslie was
open about her teaching practice and relationships with students, families, and colleagues. With
the exception of one other Black teacher, all teachers, administration, and office staff at Leslie’s
school were white. For most of her time teaching, she felt alone, her views radically different
than those of her white colleagues. I, however, positioned myself as a thought partner eager to
puzzle through mathematics teaching and learning with her. I could tell Leslie sincerely
welcomed my presence and genuine excitement about her mathematics teaching, as she had
become ““so used to the world telling me that I'm trash for just existing” (Interview 2, January 5,
2023). But as | visited Leslie weekly in the fall and spring, along with daily visits for two winter
months, and dialoged about mathematics teaching, how she made sense of curricular changes,
and how she created a warm, humorous, and joyful mathematics community, | saw clearly that
her teaching was anything but trash.
Shawna

As a kindergarten teacher at Waterbrook Elementary, Shawna taught many subjects,
including mathematics. At the time of this study, she had six years’ experience teaching
kindergarten. Shawna identified as a Black woman and culturally responsive teacher. She was
confident in her ability to teach kindergartners everything they need to understand. She once
said, “I know the standards like the back of my hand” (Gathering 1, March 18, 2023). Shawna’s
school had a high population of Black students from East Africa and African American students,

and a small proportion of white, Latinx, and Southeast Asian students (Table 1). Compared to
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Leslie’s school and most schools in the area, the percentage of Black educators, Black
administration leaders, and Black support staff at Shawna’s school was high. Having lived her
whole life in the metropolitan area of this Pacific Northwest city, she had always loved working
with young children, from newborns to kindergarteners. She served as kindergarten team leader,
even among faculty with more seniority. For most of her time teaching, she was supported and
uplifted by her administration and colleagues to do whatever she believed best for students.

| visited Shawna weekly in the fall though winter, then daily for one month in spring. My
observations of Shawna were broken up as she had a student teacher who taught mathematics
full time in February and from mid-April to the end of May. In total, | observed Shawna’s
mathematics classroom 27 times, with lessons typically lasting 75 minutes. Being open about her
teaching practice, Shawna spoke at length about the instructional decisions she made when
planning her lessons and designing assessments, and how she planned collaboratively with the
mathematics intervention teacher, Theresa, another Black woman. Shawna was a master teacher
who created an environment with high expectations, hard work, and learning through play.
Researcher Identity and Positionality

As a Black woman mathematics teacher educator, former elementary teacher, and mother
of two elementary children in local public schools, | approached this work as a collaborator.
Collins (2000) explains, “For Black women, new knowledge claims are rarely worked out in
isolation from other individuals and are usually developed through dialogues with other members
of a community” (p. 260). Because this research is deeply relational work, working with two
focal participants allowed me time to develop bonds, visit classrooms, and delve into robust
dialog. I approached this research, not as a passive observer, but as a colleague with an asset-

based lens who wanted to understand the “goodness” (Lightfoot, 1986) of Leslie and Shawna’s
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mathematics teaching. I uplifted Leslie and Shawna’s teaching much as Black women uplift
young Black students. As a former elementary teacher in the area and researcher who has spent
much time inside elementary mathematics classrooms, | recognized both their mathematics
teaching practices as distinguished. I openly shared my hunches, excitements, and noticings with
each participant, meaning that | searched for what was effective about their mathematics
teaching and asked for their input. I compared their teaching to that of other teachers based on
my own teaching experience, familiarity with schools in the area, and years of having observed
elementary mathematics teachers’ lessons and conversations about mathematics for other
research projects. | knew from my own experience teaching alone in a classroom how difficult it
can be to recognize “taken-for-granted knowledge” (Collins, 2000) as unique to my own
practice. Thus I shared my insights openly with both Leslie and Shawna, which served to
empower them as professionals.

I was attuned to the teachers’ perspectives and what they valued in their teaching. I also
noted that | tended to value the same things. In qualitative Black feminist methodology, my
ability to bring my whole self to my research through my interaction with participants
strengthened my relationships with participants, the types of data | was drawn to, and my
interpretations of data (Evans-Winters, 2019). Given my identity, living in the same area, having
formally taught in the same district, and knowing the history of mathematics curriculum
adoptions and professional development, | was able to dialogue on shared ground with these
teachers about our shared perspectives, given our similar positionalities as Black women
educators invested in enriching the educational experiences of Black and Brown children. I also
attended more to the experiences of Black and Brown students in the classroom than to those of

white children because | am most concerned with the former receiving educational justice. My
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own lived experiences in schools have cast a natural affinity with Black and Brown students —
“we who are dark” (Love, 2019), people with melanin-rich skin often subjected to othering based
on our skin color.

Though I shared much in common with my participants, my interpretations of teaching
are rooted in lived experiences from my formative years that differ from theirs as natives to this
metropolitan area. Though I, too, have roots in the Pacific Northwest, raising a family and
children in a school district neighboring my participants’, my formative years were spent in
southern Louisiana. Having grown up in largely Black communities in the New Orleans,
Louisiana, area, | have my own interpretation of race, racism, and racialization. This includes
having had many Black teachers in my K-12 experiences, some of them wonderful, and others
demonstrating neither political consciousness nor connection to the legacy of Black women
teachers. For this work, | relied on my experiential knowledge about Black women teachers,
rooted in my own identity and lived experiences, because my experiential knowledge strengthens
my research conceptualization, relationships, and analyses.

While Shawna and | had never met prior to this study, | knew Leslie when she was in her
Masters in Teaching program and | worked as her Math Methods Teaching Assistant and also
her Racial Caucusing facilitator in the teacher education program. Later, we lost touch with one
another, until a colleague reconnected me with Leslie during my recruitment period. Viewing her
as a colleague throughout this year-long study, | deeply valued her expertise, as she in turn
valued mine.

Research Context and Data Sources
In the year of my study, the district had just adopted a new mathematics curriculum. For

the purpose of anonymity, I refer to it generally as “the official curriculum.” In the 15 years I
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lived in the area, the district had undergone three official curriculum adoptions, with many

schools opting to use different materials. Whether someone liked or disliked a mathematics

curriculum always guaranteed passionate conversation. In the mathematics education elementary

teacher circles | was part of, most people felt ambivalent about this adoption. | found the

circumstances of studying Black Woman Math Pedagogy with a new curriculum adoption

intriguing; | knew it could provide a healthy starting point for conversations about curriculum —

both the official curriculum of the district’s governing agents and the unofficial curriculum that

teachers created in service of who their students were that year, based on their pedagogical

content knowledge expertise. Table 2 below summarizes the data sources for this study.

Table 2

Data Sources

Classroom
observations

Interviews

Artifacts

Shawna

75 min math lesson avg.

25 Observations with field notes
21 Video recorded mathematics
lessons

1 semi-structured
e 70 min math
autobiography interview

11 Impromptu Interviews

12 Interview Memos

Student work

Board Work

Official curriculum materials
Shawna’s curriculum materials
Summative assessments

Leslie’s

70 min math lesson avg.

31 Observations with field notes
25 Video recorded mathematics
lessons

2 semi-structured
* 100 min math autobiography
interview
* 100 min teaching math
interview
12 Impromptu interviews

14 Interview Memos

Student work

Board work

Formative assessments
Official curriculum materials
Leslie’s curriculum materials
Text messages

Classroom maps
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Classroom Visits

Mathematics classroom observations comprised a major component of my study. | visited
Leslie’s fourth grade classroom 31 times and Shawna’s kindergarten classroom 27 times for a
total of 58 mathematics lesson observations. As a visitor in each teachers’ classrooms, |
positioned myself explicitly as a colleague who was curious about their expertise. Though
classroom visits allowed me to engage as a participant-observer (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) in
teachers’ practices, most of my participation occurred during breaks when I excitedly addressed
Leslie or Shawna about something | had seen them do. | invited them to dialog with me, a
curious colleague, often posing such questions as “Did you plan that?”” or “How did you choose
these lesson materials?”” Likewise, I encouraged them to freely dialog about teaching
mathematics and teaching in general. After a few visits, participants became accustomed to
talking about their teaching with little prompting. Because of our commonalities, our similar
experiences enabled us to provide one another insights into this profession we call “teaching.”

During my mathematics classroom visits, | photographed student and whole group
whiteboard work. After developing a strong rapport with each teacher and allowing time for
students to get used to my presence, | began video recording lessons facilitated directly by the
teacher. Though the structure of Leslie’s lessons changed periodically, typical patterns emerged,
such as heterogeneously grouping students for a warmup task followed by whole group
discussion about that task. After a 10-minute recess break, students worked for 30 minutes in
small groups with Leslie, or independently on workbook problems and/or a district paid tech
game, with Leslie assigning problems tailored to student needs. Shawna’s classroom patterns
rarely deviated from her standard format. Her 75-minute mathematics lessons included a

Calendar routine, counting, a whole group minilesson either from the official district curriculum
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or her own lesson creation, followed by Math Centers, and ended with an approximately three-
minute YouTube video focused on a mathematical domain aimed at the kindergarten level.

During lessons I collected field notes and noted the teacher’s tone with students, which
students they focused attention on, how they conducted the lesson, how they navigated student
dynamics related to friendship, and how they positioned students. These noticings served as
connecting points for formation of my concept of Black Woman Pedagogy, including an ethic of
care, being an identity worker, and using a Black cultural ethos. | also documented what
occurred in each teachers’ mathematics lesson, including attending to student engagement,
teacher-student engagement, and curriculum facilitation, along with practices related to Black
women teacher literature, including how students are positioned in class, sources of cultural and
community knowledge, and teacher and student accountability.
Interviews

Interviews served as an opportunity for teachers to share their knowledge. One Black
feminist epistemological tenet is that Black women use dialog to assess knowledge claims. This
dialog could consist of thinking to oneself or making meaning with another. Much of a teacher’s
reflection time occurs in isolation. Interviews rendered explicit this dialogical process of thought
and action. In interviews, | encouraged teachers to reflect on their mathematics experiences and
how they influenced their mathematics instruction. | conducted semi-structured and impromptu
interviews before, during, or after participants taught mathematics lessons.

Semi-structured Interviews. This interview mode served as an important starting point
to understand how Black identity and lived experiences influence Black Woman Math Pedagogy.
Oral interviews afforded teachers space to articulate their epistemological standpoints (Mullings,

2000) or shared ways of teaching, based on their social realities and insights from their formative
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years of learning mathematics and current years teaching mathematics. For the first individual
interviews with Leslie and Shawna, | adapted a Math Autobiography protocol (Aguirre et al.,

2013), prompting them to explain previous mathematics experiences, lived experiences inside
and outside school, and how each viewed teaching mathematics.

Midway through the year, | conducted a second semi-structured interview with Leslie to
reflect on curriculum, planning, teaching, and assessing student learning. During this interview, |
couched my questions in salient quotes from Leslie’s first interview that articulated emerging
Black Feminist Math PCK elements. For example, in one interview | asked Leslie to extend her
thinking about empowering students during her mathematics teaching as follows: “In the first
interview, you stated that teaching math involved ‘decentering me as the knowledge giver’ and
having students be more autonomous in their learning.” Given what you said about this, how do
you see that in relation to figuring out how to use curriculum materials?” I posed similar
questions to Shawna during a series of impromptu interviews, probing how she enacts the
mathematics lessons found below.

Impromptu Interviews. During mathematics lessons, | found opportunities to voice
record Leslie’s thinking midway through mathematics lessons or during five- to 10-minute
transitions to the next subject for the day, taking advantage of the natural opportunity opened by
a 10-minute recess midway through mathematics lessons. These 15 noteworthy impromptu
meetings were transcribed and marked with initial noticings for further exploration. Typically |
asked Leslie about student thinking or her choice to structure a lesson a particular way. Leslie
provided further insights into her individual students, having known many since kindergarten

through interactions at Sunnyhill.
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In Shawna’s situation, I held 12 impromptu interviews after mathematics lessons, each of
which I voice recorded and then transcribed on otter.ai. These informal conversations, conducted
as students worked independently or while her student teacher led them, focused on teaching
mathematics with curriculum, planning, teaching, and assessing students throughout the second
part of the year. Shawna quickly became used to my following her around during Math Centers
and listening in on her conversations with students. Often, she would explain to me what she was
learning about a particular student mathematically or about their identity related to positive
mathematics identity and social identity (i.e., being a student). She would also grab the official
curriculum teacher’s guide and share with me her thinking about the lessons, and how they
compared or contrasted to her own mathematics pedagogy, such as comparing student progress
with the official curriculum and stating “students would know how to subtract by now” in
comparison to when she used her own mathematics curriculum. I often asked follow up
questions and offered my own knowledge of mathematics curriculums and lesson formats.
Memoing

Following observations, | wrote memos about lessons and noted anything that stood out. |
formed questions to pose to teachers later or notes about what to look for in future observations. |
always attended to any interactions or ideas | observed that were related to Black Woman
Pedagogy and Black Feminist Math PCK.

Gathering Meetings

Because the dialogical process of Black women coming together to talk and make
knowledge claims generates stronger validity (Caretta & Riafio, 2016; Collins, 2000), | brought
Leslie and Shawna together for one “Gathering” to serve as collective sensemaking about our

Black woman mathematics teaching. At this time, I also invited Theresa, Shawna’s colleague, to
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participate, as she did in Gatherings 2 and 3. For the purposes of this study, | did not analyze
Theresa’s data. Personal matters caused Leslie to miss Gatherings 2 and 3 with Shawna and
Theresa. | conducted two separate Gatherings with just Leslie two weeks later.

During our Gatherings, we engaged with literature based on my Black Woman Pedagogy
theorizing. During Gathering 1, we read and discussed excerpts from We Want to Do More than
Survive, by Bettina Love (2019). For Gathering 2, Leslie and Shawna wanted to read about
teaching for joy in Unearthing Joy, by Gholdy Muhammad (2023). For Gathering 3, | brought in
two conceptual frameworks from Black Woman Pedagogy to generate ideas about how our
mathematics teaching connected to Black Woman Pedagogy: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, by
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995), and Culturally Responsive Teaching, from Geneva Gay (2000).
In addition, | brought in the Culturally Responsive Math Teaching 2 framework from Maria del
Rosario Zavala and Julia Aguirre (2024) to make connections between Black Woman Pedagogy
and teaching mathematics. | asked participants, What resonates? How does this relate to
teaching math? What’s missing? Conversations were semi-structured and | participated in them.

These meetings served as an open space for me as the researcher to pose follow-up
questions from my initial hunches explaining Leslie and Shawna’s mathematics practice, the
connections they had to Black Woman Pedagogy, and how lived experience impacted their
mathematics teaching. Additionally, these group-level conversations served as member check
opportunities, allowing me to check my initial hunches on how to define Black Woman Math
Pedagogy and each participant’s Black Feminist Math PCK. This open form of member checking
served as the dialogical process for knowledge creation among Black women mathematics
teachers (Caretta & Riafio, 2016). Throughout our three Gatherings, we discussed themes from

lived experiences, ideas about Black girls from our readings, being Black in this country,
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“unearthing joy,” and “wanting to do more than survive” in schools and in the world. Each
Gathering lasted about two hours and was video recorded. The audio portions were transcribed
using Otter.ai, and | wrote memos about each Gathering to capture ideas for data analysis.
Data Management & Analysis

An overview of my data analysis methods is located in Table 3. | managed data on a
secure One Drive cloud platform with an external backup drive. Data logs were tracked in Excel
tables and marked with keywords, summaries of classroom observation, and types of data
collected during observations. Teachers, students, and places were given pseudonyms. Memos
were recorded post-interviews, classroom observations, and Gatherings as voice recordings and
then transcribed. Transcriptions were briefly summarized and marked according to the teacher
they pertained to. Collected data that had the potential to define elements of each teacher’s Black
Woman Math Pedagogy was marked as being of tentative significance. These would be some of
the first data analyzed.
Table 3

Data Analysis Overview Chart

Data Storage Interview & Descriptive Lesson Analysis Refinement

«Data Tables Gathellring ' Memc'Js About Tools, Matrices Write Initial BWP Elements Connect to

*Summaries Meeting Coding Teaching «Representative Teacher Cases +Black Feminist Theory of Black
+Highlight Tentative Data +Theoretical «Black Woman lessons Math PCK Woman Math
of Significance framework based Pedagogy +Locate Black Elements Pedagogy

coding «Black Feminist Feminist Math PCK «Member Checking
Math PCK

Phase 1: Interview Analysis

The first phase of data analysis consisted of identifying elements of each teacher’s Black
Woman Math Pedagogy through Black Woman Pedagogy and Black Feminist Math PCK. Thus,
| started by analyzing the semi-structured interviews and Gathering meetings because these were

conversations in which | explicitly asked teachers to discuss their lived experiences in



73

mathematics and how those connect to their current mathematics teaching. These data provided
candid opportunities for participants to profess their values and beliefs about teaching broadly,
mathematics specifically, and, in the case of the Gatherings, make connections to other Black
women’s lived experiences. [ used ATLAS.ti to analyze each interview and Gathering meeting
by creating analytic questions and codes based on my theoretical framework. My initial analytic
questions were: How does each teacher connect to Black Woman Pedagogy, if at all? What is
each teacher’s mathematics pedagogical content knowledge?

Codes for Black Woman Pedagogy derived from my literature review of Black Woman
Pedagogy and consisted of an ethic of care, identity worker, and Black cultural ethos. | marked
instances when a teacher described one of these three elements of Black Woman Pedagogy in
their conversations. Initial Black Feminist Math PCK codes were grounded Ball and colleague’s
PCK construct (2008) and Collins’s (2000) conception of alternative knowledge. To identify
how participants used Black Feminist Math PCK, | created the codes alternative knowledge,
knowledge from lived racialized experiences, knowledge of students, knowledge of students’
mathematical thinking, knowledge of mathematics content and teaching, and knowledge of
mathematics curriculum. For example, | defined the code alternative knowledge as knowledge
from an outsider-within perspective that differs from mainstream knowledge. | interpreted Black
Feminist Math PCK codes knowledge of students in and outside the mathematics classroom and
knowledge of mathematical content and teaching as derived from a teacher’s knowledge of her
current students or any hypothetical student. All code definitions were refined over time and kept
in a coding book.

To analyze participants’ teaching practice, | needed a critical framework to study

mathematics teaching and learning. Therefore, | used Zavala and Aguirre’s (2024) Culturally
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Responsive Mathematics Teaching Tool to capture the critical ways participants attended to
students’ knowledge and identities, created scaffolds and supports for student learning, and
discussed dynamics of power and participation in mathematics classrooms. To broaden how |
interpreted each teacher’s mathematics teaching practice, I created codes using the three strands
of the Culturally Responsive Mathematics Teaching Tool: knowledge and identities, rigor and
support, and power and participation. Using Zavala and Aguirre’s tool as codes helped me
identify instances in the transcripts when a teacher’s description of her mathematics practice
indicated critical pedagogical engagement with students, which provided further insight into how
| could study and define Black Feminist Math PCK through my data. My analytic question based
on the Culturally Responsive Mathematics Teaching Tool was: How is this teacher attending to
knowledge and identities, rigor and support, and power and participation in her classroom?
After initial coding, | first verified that each participant enacted Black Woman Pedagogy
within their mathematics practice by reviewing Black Woman Pedagogy codes. According to my
framework, each participant was consistent in their beliefs and mathematics teaching related to
an ethic of care, being an identity worker for students, and using a Black cultural ethos in their
mathematics teaching. | found this consistency within participant conversations about teaching in
general and within mathematics lesson observations. Though lived racialized experiences was
initially a Black Feminist Math PCK code, | recognized that lived racialized experiences
impacted how the participants took up Black Woman Pedagogy. | wrote descriptive analytic
memos and began naming themes to describe how each teacher connected to Black Woman
Pedagogy and impactful lived experiences, such as how math was inaccessible for Leslie and

how personal accountability had been missing from Shawna’s teachers.
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I then wrote descriptive analytic memos about each teacher’s Black Feminist Math PCK
based on instances in the transcripts when teachers described their mathematics pedagogical
content knowledge, lived racialized experiences, and alternative knowledge. These instances
included instructional decisions made while teaching, whether planned or impromptu, or
knowledge discussed in interviews or conversations while teaching. I then looked for
connections between instances where the teachers described their lived racialize experiences and
what I considered alternative knowledge related to how they described teaching mathematics. |
reviewed transcripts with the following analytic questions in mind: What teaching stances does
each teacher hold that stem from their lived racialized experiences? What stands out about each
teacher’s mathematics lessons? How does the teacher’s instruction link to their own racial and
gendered identities and lived experiences related to her identities? These analytic questions were
derived from my previous work (McVicar, 2024) about Black women mathematics teachers from
a Black feminist perspective. I connected Black women mathematics teachers’ personal beliefs
and values about themselves to stances about teaching mathematics. Those stances were linked
to actions carried out while teaching mathematics.

For this analysis, I wanted to locate each Black woman teacher’s dialogical relationship
between her thoughts and actions, which would then inform the pedagogical decisions she made
when teaching mathematics. For example, as a stance, Shawna valued students having Black
teachers. Therefore, her accompanying action had been to become an effective Black teacher. |
viewed these thoughts and actions as asset-based stances that each teacher brought into their
classroom through their alternative knowledge. Broadly, these stances are not taught in teacher
education programs or professional development. Rather they are inherent to each unique

teacher. Though each stance may differ to a degree, Black women teachers often take similar
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actions while teaching. For example, both Leslie and Shawna valued building relationships with
their students. However, how they arrived at these stances and how each teacher went about
getting to know students depended on each teacher’s unique upbringing, lived experiences, and
personalities.
Phase 2: Classroom Lesson Analysis

The second phase of data analysis consisted of connecting what participants described
about their mathematics teaching practices and their stances about teaching mathematics to their
day-to-day mathematics teaching. Identifying Black Feminist Math PCK themes became an
iterative process of analyzing a teacher’s mathematics lesson, locating connections to their lived
racialized experiences, naming their alternative knowledge asset-based stances, and naming the
pedagogical decisions made as they taught mathematics. Because my observational data set was
vast, | engaged in data reduction by selecting three representative lessons for each participant. A
lesson was representative if it was characteristic of a teacher’s mathematics teaching practice
over a period of time. For example, Leslie’s mathematics teaching structures and curriculum
usage changed often throughout the year. However, once she established a new routine for
mathematics class, long periods of time elapsed during which she adhered consistently to the
same pattern in terms of how she organized her mathematics lessons. A representative lesson of
Leslie’s would come from one such period of time. In comparison, Shawna’s mathematics
teaching structures were consistent across the school year and distinguished by whether or not
she used the official curriculum or her own curriculum materials for unit minilessons. Thus, three

representative lessons of Shawna’s would come from three different curricular units.
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Lesson Analysis Tool Example from Shawna's Observation, Lesson 7-5
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optimal class to teach math, because the
class is so small. 14 kids total, and there’s
always kids missing. Everyone is on track
except for G., who is working through learning
English. Shawna said she loves that she’s
translanguaging.

Also talked about how long the math block is.
District says 75 min block a day. | wondered
how long Savvas expected kinder to do math,
which Shawna didn’t know. | assumed it’s
short because it’s just doing the Solve and
Share, and then the “Independent Work” with
the teacher walking around with a manual
and reading the problem out loud.

Shawna said she did this in September, and
hated it. It was no fun. So in October she
started doing different stuff.

She also sees how independent her students
are. She kinds of misses when they needed
her a lot. Now they can do centers on their
own.

the “Independent Work” with the
teacher walking around with a
manual and reading the problem
out loud.

Shawna said she did this in
September, and hated it. It was
no fun. So in October she
started doing different stuff.

She also sees how independent
her students are. She kind of
misses when they needed her a
lot. Now they can do centers on
their own.

What’s FN Shawna’s Impromptu Analysis

happening Interview

Math | talk to Shawna during group rotations. She agrees that addition should be Math centers used to be

Centers talks about the rest of the topics for the year, | taught separate from with teacher supports a
how she agrees that addition should be subtraction, and then all lot, now they’re really

Theresa taught separate from subtraction, and then all | together. She likes that the independent.

works with | together. She likes that the curriculum splits curriculum splits them up, but

some them up, but doesn’t like how the curriculum | doesn’t like how the curriculum | Theresa started working

students teaches each part. We discuss how thisis an | teaches each part. with small groups doing

workbook at back table.
Shawna uses her
supports! But if her
classroom didn’t have
intervention support, she
would have the same
structure with math
games until they’re
independent. Unknown if

she’d do the whole group.

It’s typical in title 1
schools to have extra
adult support at times.
This is something many
teachers could
implement, actually
planning out with their
intervention a cohesive
predictable plan for both
teachers and students.

To choose representative lessons for each teacher, I located one lesson from each

trimester of the year: fall, winter, and spring. I divided my data log by the three trimesters and

reviewed lesson summaries and field notes. | chose lessons that held significance for me. This

could have been because the teacher said something memorable that stayed with me throughout

my observations; or perhaps the teacher had a remarkable lesson that stood out from a string of

lessons following a typical teaching pattern. | reviewed lessons that came before and after

potential representative lessons to confirm that the chosen lesson was indeed characteristic of

that teacher’s mathematics teaching practice during that time period. I created a summary of each
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lesson using a lesson analysis tool (Table 4) to coordinate my fieldnotes with teacher interviews
and initial analysis of what | interpreted from the data, noting events that stood out to me.

In a second round of analysis, | create matrices (Miles et al., 2020) of interview findings
with lesson summaries to triangulate what teachers said (thoughts) to their mathematics teaching
(actions). I used matrices as a useful way to organize multiple sets of data while mapping Black
Woman Math Pedagogy, which is the connection between thought and action that informs a
Black woman'’s teaching practice. The matrices allowed for mapping Black Feminist Math PCK
along with confirming each teacher’s mathematics subject matter expertise. I also mapped on the
alternative knowledge each participant possessed from their lived racialized experiences by
asking a series of “Why?” questions. For example, in the matrix shown in Figure 2, | asked of
the data, “Why did Leslie do X?” I mapped on what Leslie had learned from her lived
experiences (thoughts) and how she drew inspiration from those experiences in her teaching
(actions) (McVicar, 2024). From here, I applied initial characterizations of teachers’ alternative
knowledge asset-based stances to instances when the teachers made pedagogical decisions
related to their stances. For example, in the second column of Leslie’s matrix (Figure 2), |
worked from the classroom observation data located at the bottom of the matrices, “4/6 or 6/6,”
to connect “instructional moves.” From instructional moves, I connected PCK knowledge (i.e.
“math content knowledge”) and asset-based alternative knowledge (i.e. “community, intellectual
authority”) to stances grounded in lived racialized experiences: “getting math knowledge, math
is dehumanizing, math is inaccessible, SEL is important.” Finally I arrived at a Black Feminist
Math PCK element (i.e. “building positive academic and social identities”) that connects to

Black Woman Math Pedagogy theory, that Leslie’s “practice is radical, racialized,
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Figure 2

Mapping Matrix of Leslie's Second Representative Lesson
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humanizing, and grounded in stances.” The findings of this lesson are described in detail in
Leslie’s case.

For Shawna’s case, I broadened my unit of analysis to an entire subtraction unit because
the data was rich with Shawna’s thoughts. During the subtraction unit taught in the spring of
2023, Shawna taught the newly adopted official curriculum and then compared student
mathematics learning before and af