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: Numeracy, mathematics & Indigenous learners

Culturally responsive pedagogy in the mathematics classroom
Draft discussion paper

The following discussion relates to one of the most significant and interesting challenges we’re working through in Make it count.  

1. Significant gaps between the learning outcomes of Indigenous students and their non- Indigenous counterparts continue to remain.  The Make it count project aims to improve to the numeracy and mathematics learning outcomes of Indigenous learners and is working with urban and regional clusters of schools to:

· Develop whole school approaches to mathematics and numeracy that enhance Indigenous students’ learning.

· Document and share effective models of teacher professional development, whole school change and community engagement.

· Build a community of practice that is committed to, and expert in, teaching and school practices that support Indigenous students’ learning of mathematics and numeracy.

· Be a catalyst and support for action on mathematics, numeracy and Indigenous learners.

2. Many conversations in the project’s Clusters have been about the notion of ‘cultural competency’ in teachers and how they can develop culturally responsive pedagogy in the mathematics classroom. Different Clusters are working through this is different ways and developing different strategies to build cultural competency in their teachers.  They are seeing this as something more than cultural awareness.
3. There are a range of definitions and interpretations of what cultural competency means.  For example, a culturally competent person can be described as:

… one who has achieved an advanced level in the process of becoming intercultural and whose cognitive, affective, and behavioural characteristics are not limited but are open to growth beyond the psychological parameters of only one culture
.


4. One of the major challenges that has come out of the notion of culturally competent or responsive mathematics pedagogy is finding the intersections between Indigenous community and culture (includes languages, contexts, numeracies, ways of knowing) and the school - more specifically the mathematics classroom.  This is a focus for Make it count.  

5. Some of the things we do know about working with Indigenous students in the mathematics classroom include:

· Providing the right social contexts for interacting in and learning mathematics.  Contextualising mathematics that leads to decontextualising it and ‘playing’ with the mathematics and then recontextualising it so the learning of mathematics is applied and students have experience transferring it to different situations in different contexts.

· Explicit teaching of mathematics so that students can: 

· ‘Recognise’ the speciality of the context they are working with and then being able to ‘realise’ what the best responses are within that context 

· Making ‘invisible’ practices and understandings etc. from the Western culture ‘visible’ to students, such as explicitly teaching the cultural tools required to do the mathematics. 

· The development of mathematical language.  This may start with encouraging students to discuss new mathematics concepts in their home language and building on this until the formal mathematical language is grasped
· Using scaffolding as a framework for teaching and learning. 
· Developing in students: the ability to choose the right mathematics; the ability to recognise the appropriate contexts in which to use it and; the confidence to use the mathematics
. 

6. Of course all of this relies on the professional development of teachers and the support networks that exist within the school community and between school communities to help them become better teachers of mathematics.  Consideration needs to be given to:

· Teachers being able to make the right professional judgements about their Indigenous students in relation to appropriate pedagogy, which mathematics to teach and what they know about the student through thorough assessment and evaluation
. 

· The interplay in teachers’ heads about Aboriginal people and culture, Aboriginal students’ mathematics understandings, and explicit teaching of mathematics

· Teachers’ participation in professional learning communities where they can collaborate and communicate and learn with, and from, others.  

Summary

Given the above discussion we need to work towards an understanding in Make it count about what we mean by cultural competency and culturally responsive mathematics pedagogy.  There is very little research in this area either in Australia or internationally; and there are debates about how to describe cultural competency in quantitative or qualitative terms.  Ways of developing cultural competency in teachers need to be developed, trialed and evaluated accordingly and focus on such questions as:
· What is a culturally competent teacher? How does the development of cultural competency in teachers improve Indigenous students’ experience in the mathematics classroom?  How do culturally competent teachers teach mathematics and numeracy to Indigenous learners? What do they do that is different from others teaching mathematics?
· How does the culturally competent teacher tap into mathematical experiences/funds of knowledge that Aboriginal students bring to the classroom and create new experiences that connect to lived experiences, knowledge and language?

· What are Indigenous students’ mathematical experiences in the classroom ie the experiences they bring to the classroom and the experiences they have in the classroom?
As Make it count explores and reaches conclusions on these issues – and develops advice and resources for others – we will be at the forefront of an important new field in education.
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