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Teaching is a natural human activity. 

The teaching we ask of our nation’s teachers requires going beyond the natural.

It requires challenging what seems natural.
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We begin by 
looking at teaching 

together.
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Teaching intertwines moral, intellectual, political, social, 
and personal communicating work.
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Let’s watch a short segment from a classroom math discussion. 
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What fraction of each rectangle below is shaded 
gray?

The mathematics task
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What are the challenges of teaching you see?

Consider moral, intellectual, political, personal challenges. 
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VIDEO: ANTAR AND GABI
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What does Antar 
mean by “it’s not a 

fraction”?

How is Antar 
being 

positioned?

Should Antar 
stay at the board 

while Gabi 
presents?

How shall I try to 
position Antar 

and Gabi?

What is the 
mathematical 
point of this?

What shall I say 
or ask next?

Whom shall I call 
on?

Where shall I 
stand?

Are those two 
students over on 
the side following 
this discussion?

Is this a good 
moment to give 
Gabi the “sticky” 

line

Shall we stay in 
whole group or 
turn and talk in 
smaller groups?

Should I explain 
or keep the 

children talking 
together? How can I get 

other students to 
build on what 

Antar and Gabi 
have said?

Should I put 
another example up 
or keep working on 

this figure?

How is Antar 
feeling about his 

contribution?
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25 in 2:21
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TEACHING IS DENSE WITH “DISCRETIONARY SPACES”
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25 in 2:21
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1. Teaching is powerful. When it is done with care and judgment, 
students can thrive — learn mathematics, develop positive 
identities, learn to value others and work collectively.

2. Teaching also involves enormous discretion.
3. How that discretion is exercised can either reinforce patterns 

of social, personal, and epistemic injustice and harm, or 
disrupt these patterns.
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There is an inherent 
dilemma in learning 
to do this work well.
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Learning (anything) builds on what learners bring — what 
they know, assume, do.

But —
15
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TEACHING IS STRUCTURALLY CONSERVATIVE

§ Teachers have grown up in the schools and the society we have, not 
the ones we want. They have had a powerful “apprenticeship” of 
observation and experience. (Lortie, 1975)

§ People choose to become teachers who were successful in these 
schools. They often take “the way things are” for granted.
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What it means to 
do math

Views of who is 
smart and who 

struggles to learn Who are 
troublemakers

How learning 
happens

What teachers 
should do and 

say
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What is involved in 
disrupting these 

patterns?
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LAYERING

Design instructional activities that allow novice 
teachers to practice using discretionary 
spaces through:
§ Specific aspects of teaching practice
§ Repertoire of practices that disrupt 

patterns of injustice and oppression
§ Knowing and using content knowledge for 

teaching
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LEADING A GROUP DISCUSSION: DECOMPOSITION
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A SEQUENCE, MIDDLE OF SEMESTER
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teaching practice

equity

mathematics

teaching practice
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A SEQUENCE, MIDDLE OF SEMESTER
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teaching practice

equity

mathematics

teaching practice

What is important in 
launching?

What patterns can 
reinforce inequity and 

marginalization?
What are the mathematical 

paths in the task? What is the 
point of the discussion?

What are specific moves to     
orient students to one 

another’s ideas?
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What is important in 
launching?

A SEQUENCE, MIDDLE OF SEMESTER
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What patterns can 
reinforce inequity and 

marginalization?
Orienting 

students to 
the 

collective 
discussion

Choosing 
who will 

contribute 
first

Positioning 
who and 

what is seen 
as 

competent

What are the mathematical 
paths in the task? What is the 

point of the discussion?
What are specific moves to     

orient students to one 
another’s ideas?

Questions: 
what, who

Developing a 
sense of the 
mathematical 
territory and 
possibilities Circulating 

before the 
discussion 

begins

Acknowledging 
competence: 
who, what, 
why, when
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Adapted from: McDonald, Kazemi, and Kavanagh, 2013; Lampert et al., 2013; Teacher Education by Design

THE 
LEARNING 
CYCLE
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LEADING A GROUP DISCUSSION: DECOMPOSITION
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Instructors model in front of the class, “fishbowl” format.

MODELING
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One group rehearses in front of class; teacher educator coaches

WHOLE CLASS REHEARSAL
Teacher candidate leads the discussion of peers.

Teacher educator pauses to make three different moves:
1. Highlighting a skillful or wise move.
2. Coaching an alternative to try.
3. Inviting the whole class to offer possibilities.
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WHAT WOULD IT TAKE FOR TEACHER EDUCATION TO DISRUPT 
SYSTEMIC REPRODUCTION?

1. Make visible and name injustice and harm and understand its 
sources, and its connections to history, institutions, systems, and 
oneself.

2. Center practice, and layer together disrupting injustice, focus on 
learning, developing mathematics for teaching. 

3. Unlearn normalized and taken-for-granted habits that harm or distort, 
and develop new habits, actions, and patterns of interpreting, acting, 
and analyzing.

41
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

© 2021 Deborah Loewenberg Ball • School of Education • University of Michigan • Ann Arbor, MI 48109 • dball@umich.edu 



THANK YOU!
dball@umich.edu

Slides will be available on my website
https://deborahloewenbergball.com/

(“Google” Deborah Ball)
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