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Paying attention to pedagogy calls for a systematic form of analysis of classroom interactions between teacher and pupils but also between pupils, pupils and texts, and teacher and texts (at least). I use the term ‘systematic’ because it would be helpful to be able to look at all forms of pedagogy, including ‘traditional’ (the form experienced by the majority of maths teachers and researchers I expect) and more progressive orientations, and make some sense of what is happening in a way that is neutral of the particular form. I have my own preferences as regards a form of pedagogy of course, as have we all, and I recognise that these preferences are driven by ideologies but we need to be able to describe what goes on across these forms symmetrically and in a way that makes connections with shifts in social forces in society.

In the last 8 years I have been working with the theories of Bernstein (e.g. 2000), during an ‘apprenticeship’ with Anna Tsatsaroni, and have found it offers just such a possibility (see e.g. Lerman & Tsatsaroni (1998); Tsatsaroni, Lerman & Xu (2003); Morgan, Tsatsaroni & Lerman (2002)). As a Marxist framework it aligns well with Vygotsky’s work, building on the notion that consciousness is temporally and socio-culturally based and varies according to one’s position in relation to symbolic control.

As I’m sure is well know, Bernstein looks at the strength of framing of the pedagogic relationship, the extent to which the ‘rules’ of how to read mathematics tasks and how to produce what is required are made explicit. For example (from Lerman & Zevenbergen, 2004), “the following task was taken from a series of interviews with students from a range of schools and year levels (Zevenbergen, 1991). The students were interviewed individually and asked to respond to the tasks.

Suppose you had a garden this shape and you were in a helicopter right above your garden looking down on it.
Which of the following shapes would be like yours?

While many of the students were able to respond to the task correctly, it was more likely that, when incorrect responses were offered, they were from students from working-class backgrounds. Typically, incorrect responses involved answering the question as if it were a task involving identification of the shape of their gardens at home. For example:

Robyn:
Why did you take that shape [the square]?

Girl:
Because is looks like the shape of my garden.

R:
Is your garden at home like that?

Girl:
Yes.

Boy:
None of those.

R:
Why aren’t any of them the same?

Boy:
My garden goes like that [draws a semi-circle in the air].”

As Cooper & Dunne (2000) have pointed out, social class effects are interfering with students’ presentation of their knowledge by calling up the everyday rather than the required ‘esoteric’ mathematics.

Bernstein only takes us so far, however. Identities are multiple and overlapping in discourses, and his analysis helps us analyse pedagogic discourses, not others. For students in the classroom, how they appear to their peers, which behaviours will gain acceptance from important others, techniques to avoid being noticed by the teacher, issues associated with race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and so on are much more important than engaging in the pedagogic discourse. Studies of student voice and identity, many appearing in Gender and Education, provide important insights into what matters to students. But Bernstein warns of dangers of voice study; what must be of importance to researchers is how the positions that students describe are produced. Otherwise we slip into a never-ending spiral of ever more fragmented stories without the possibility of offering helpful interpretations.

The ways in which we (teachers and researchers) have been talking about mathematical thinking and mathematical competence for many years now indicate more than knowledge acquisition, more indeed of a state of being in relation to school mathematical activity. Jo Boaler’s book indicates how different relations to school mathematical activity are produced by different forms of pedagogy. I’m left with many questions about how students negotiate these often conflicting identities and how we can support them in developing an identity with school mathematics which they can enjoy and which also brings them socially-valued success.

References

Bernstein, B. (2000) Pedagogy, Symbolic Control and Identity (revised edition) Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield.

Boaler, J. (1997). Experiencing School Mathematics: Teaching Styles, Sex and Setting. Buckingham, UK: Open University Press.

Cooper, B., & Dunne, M. (2000) Assessing Children's Mathematical Knowledge Buckingham, UK: Open University Press. 

Lerman, S. & Tsatsaroni, A. (1998). Why children fail and what mathematics education studies can do about it. The contribution/role of sociology. In P. Gates & T. Cotton (Eds.), Proceedings of the First International Mathematics Education and Society Conference (pp. 26-33). Nottingham, UK: Centre for the Study of Mathematics Education, Nottingham University.
Lerman, S. & Zevenbergen, R. (2004). The Socio-Political Context of the Mathematics Classroom: Using Bernstein's Theoretical Framework to Understand Classroom Communications. In P. Valero & R. Zevenbergen (Eds.) Researching the socio-political dimensions of mathematics education: Issues of power in theory and methodology. (pp.27-42) Dordrecht: Kluwer

Morgan, C., Tsatsaroni, A. & Lerman, S. (2002). Mathematics teachers’ positions and practices in discourses of assessment. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 23.3, 445-461.

Tsatsaroni, A., Lerman, S. & Xu, G. (2003). A sociological description of changes in the intellectual field of mathematics education research: Implications for the identities of academics. Paper presented at annual meeting of the AERA, Chicago. ERIC# ED482512.

Some biographical stuff:
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