
Teacher Note 

Racial and Linguistic Diversity in the Classroom: 
What Does Equity Mean in Today's Math Classroom? 

. . . : 

... we have no patterns for relating across our human 
differences as equals. As a result, those differences have 
been misnamed and misused in the service of separation 
and confusion.1 

Audre Lorde 

We must not, in trying to think about how we can make 
a big difference, ignore the small daily differences we can 
make which, over time, add up to big differences that we 
often cannot foresee.2 

Marian Wright Edelman 

U.S. public schools are responsible for educating students 
who are more racially and linguistically diverse than at any 
other time in our history. The beginning of the 21st century 
in the United States is marked by an influx of immigrants, 
and schools and teachers are at the front door meeting these 
students. Hence, many teachers work in classrooms with 
increasing numbers of immigrant students, students of color, 
and linguistically diverse students who often face unique 
challenges related to language proficiency, cultural and social 
adaptation, and poverty. What are the issues and challenges 
for teachers in these diverse classrooms? 

While developing this curriculum, the Investigations staff and 
field-test teachers worked together to continue educating 
ourselves about this question. Many of us have had direct 
experience teaching in schools where students come from 
diverse racial, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds. In many 
cases, the students' culture, race, ethnicity, and first language 
are different from those of the teacher. This Teacher Note 
provides a glimpse into the complex issues about racial, 
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cultural, and linguistic diversity being discussed in the field 
of education today. It also provides resources for further 
reading, including those we found helpful in our own 
professional development. 

Equity in the Mathematics Classroom 
Equity does not mean that every student should receive 
identical instruction; instead, it demands that 
reasonable and appropriate accommodations be made as 
needed to promote access and attainment for all 
students. (NCTM, 2000, p. 11) 

Investigations was developed with the assumption that all 
learners can engage in challenging and substantive 
mathematics. Assumptions about students' capacity and 
inclination to learn in school can undermine their access to 
and participation in significant mathematics learning. An 
extensive body of literature documents the persistence of 
these assumptions and their effects on students' opportunity 
to learn. For example, students of color and those whose first 
language is not English are often seen in terms of what they 
lack instead of what they bring to the learning environment 
(termed in the literature a deficit thinking model). Student 
underperformance in school may be explained by student 
and family shortcomings, behavior that does not match a 
particular set of norms, immaturity, or lack of intelligence. 
Students who do not speak fluent English may be judged as 
having poor or underdeveloped conceptual understanding 
because they cannot yet express the complexity of their 
thinking in English. Misunderstanding cultural differences 
can lead schools to inappropriately place children into special 
education and low-ability groups and to expect less from 
them than from other children. For instance, Entwistle and 
Alexander (1989) report that poor black children are often 
described as less mature, and, consequently, school personnel 
may hold lower expectations for them than for children 
whose socioeconomic status is higher. 
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Many teachers are working hard to improve learning 
opportunities for these students, with the goal of enhancing 
both the learning climate and students' educational 
performance. In this work, teachers must consider the broader 
issues as well as practices, procedures, strategies, and other 
key aspects of schooling. In an educational setting, equity 
indicates a state in which all children—students of color and 
white students, males and females, successful students and 
those who have fallen behind, and students who have been 
denied access in the past—have equal opportunities to learn, 
participate in challenging programs, and have equal access to 
the services they need to benefit from that education. Equity 
has sometimes been oversimplified to mean that all students 
should be treated the same—neutrally and without 
differentiation. Rather, differences matter, and matter in 
specific ways. Successful learning experiences depend on 
teachers building on the contributions of all students and 
recognizing the differences that matter to them. 

In the mathematics education literature, researchers from 
four projects, three in the United States and one in South 
Africa, looked across their projects to identify features of 
classrooms "essential for supporting students' understanding" 
in mathematics (Hiebert et al., 1997). They organize these in 
five dimensions, one of which is "equity and accessibility." 
The authors describe this dimension as fundamental: 

[E]quity . . . is not an add-on or an optional dimension. 
It is an integral part of a system of instruction that sets 
students' understanding of mathematics as the goal. 
Without equity, the other dimensions are restricted and 
the system does not function well. (p. 12) 

Race and Linguistic Diversity 
While teaching a seminar on race in education several 
years ago, one of the authors of this essay was met with a 
remarkable silence and little open discussion of race, racism, 
and the ways they come up in classroom teaching. Some 
think that racism is no longer an issue in schools, and that 
"color blindness" is the way to approach a diverse class of 
students. However, many in the field believe that explicit 

classroom attention to race, ethnicity, and home language 
results in increased communication and learning. 

Race (or ethnicity) can have overlapping and coexisting 
categories of meaning. Sometimes, race signifies being 
economically, socially, politically, and educationally 
oppressed. Other times it signifies a sense of community and 
belonging, involving valuable associations with a particular 
group, history, cultural codes, and sensibilities. Race conveys 
multiple meanings, and racism takes on multiple forms, 
subject to context and situation. Whether expressed subtly 
or with crude directness, the effects of racism are felt in 
everyday school experience. Preconceptions about who 
students are, which are based on surface behaviors, can mask 
important potential. 

For example, in one classroom, a Hmong girl is quiet, well 
behaved, and does little to demand attention. But although 
she is well behaved, she is not engaged and does not quite 
know what's going on in the lesson. In another classroom, 
a young black boy is distracted and disruptive, eager to 
contribute, but often "in trouble." The Hmong girl might 
be seen as a model student—quiet, hard working, high 
achieving, and nonchallenging of classroom norms. In 
contrast, the black boy might be seen as loud, threatening, 
noncompliant, dysfunctional, and low achieving. The 
characterization of the Hmong girl seems positive, even 
flattering, in comparison to the characterization of the black 
boy. However, both views may be silencing the voices, needs, 
and potential contributions of these children in different 
ways. For the Hmong girl, a focus on seemingly compliant 
behavior may lead the teacher to ignore her educational 
needs. For the black boy, a focus on seemingly bad behavior 
may distract the teacher from recognizing his educational 
strengths. 

To understand all students' experiences—to support them in 
rigorous learning and to respect the variety of their language 
practices, histories, and identities—educators must continue 
to learn about the issues of race and racism, cultural and 
linguistic diversity, and teaching practices and strategies that 
support the learning of all students. 
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