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“We are all enduring the same storm—
but we’re not all in the same boat.”
–Brittany Packnett Cunningham
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Is there a growing recognition that 
racism is systemic?













Brown (2014); Carver-Thomas (2018); Gershenson, Hart, Hyman, Lindsay, &  Papageorge (2018); Irvine (2003) 



Clip from July 14 episode
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So what would be involved in our title — to “get up and 
stand up” to fight systemic injustice through teaching? 

What is involved in disrupting this very successful 
curriculum of white supremacy? 





•Teaching is constrained by 
policies, curriculum, testing 
regimes. . .

•Teaching is highly idiosyncratic 
and individual.

Lipsky (1980), Shulman (1983)
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Teaching is Dense with “Discretionary Spaces”

20 in 1:28





Aniyah and Toni



Video: Aniyah and Toni
This video and additional 
supporting materials are 
available online here.

http://hdl.handle.net/2027.42/134321


Discretionary Spaces in Just These Few Seconds
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Seeing Inside Discretionary Space #19

• Toni is asking a question of Aniyah.
• Toni is laughing and playing with her 

hair.
• Toni and Aniyah are Black girls, who 

are positioned with different statuses 
in the classroom, have different 
physical embodiments, and perform 
their meanings and understandings of 
their Black-girlness in different ways.

What to do next?
(Gholson, Evan-Winter, Neal-Jackson)



What to Do Next in Discretionary Space #19? 

• “Toni, when you’re ready to participate appropriately by not playing with your hair and 
laughing, and have a question to ask, I will come back to you.”

• “You need to be a better listener, Toni. Aniyah already explained why she picked one-
seventh. Who else has a real question for Aniyah?”

• “What do others think?”



What Does Each of These Different Exercises of 
Discretion Do?

POSSIBLE NEXT MOVES
• “Toni, when you’re ready to participate 

appropriately by not playing with your 
hair and laughing, and have a question 
to ask, I will come back to you.”

• “You need to be a better listener, Toni. 
Aniyah already explained why she 
picked one-seventh. Who else has a 
real question for Aniyah?”

• “What do others think?”

POSSIBLE RESULTS
• Toni is publicly excluded from the 

discussion.

• Toni is judged to not be listening, her 
question is judged as not good, and she 
is excluded from the discussion.

• Toni is excluded and her mathematical 
point is sidelined.



What Do These Three Different Teaching Moves
Do to Toni and the Other Children?  

• Toni’s contributions to 
the class are not read 
as appropriate or 
valuable. 

• Her participation and 
mathematical 
attentiveness are 
made invisible.

• Her mathematical 
identity is not 
supported.

• These combine to 
eclipse her humanity. 

• Toni is named as being a distraction, mocking 
Aniyah, and as playing with her hair.

• She is not seen as someone who contributes 
to math discussions, or who asks good 
questions.

• These combine to images of Black girls as 
“troublemakers” and not “good at math.”



Looking at the Micro Through the Macro:
Discretionary Spaces and the Curriculum of White Supremacy
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32.9%
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22.7%

Black girls White girls
% of enrollment % of in-school suspensions
% of single suspensions % of multiple suspensions

Epstein, Blake, & González (2017)



Video: Aniyah and Toni
This video and additional 
supporting materials are 
available online here.

http://hdl.handle.net/2027.42/134321


Using a Discretionary Space to Disrupt Instead of 
Perpetuate the Pattern

• Reading Toni as asking a 
real question that she 
means

• Hearing Toni’s question 
as central to the 
advancing of the 
mathematical content

• Reinforcing her 
mathematical identity, not 
choosing to read her 
body as disruptive

• Other children hear Toni being read as asking an 
important mathematical question

• Toni is positioned as a contributor to the 
discussion

• Children see a teacher attending to a Black girl’s 
thinking and not as someone making trouble





What would it take to learn to use the 
discretionary spaces in teaching in ways that 

disrupt the curriculum of white supremacy, 
instead of reinforcing and perpetuating it? 



What Regularly Fills the Discretionary 
Spaces in Teaching?

1. Teachers’ experiences in a society 
filled with racism and oppression.

2. Normalized practices in schools that 
institutionalize dominant values and 
habits.

Lortie (1975), Banks, Grant and Koskela, Moll 
Anyon (1981), Heath, Martin, Tuck



What Regularly Fills the Discretionary 
Spaces in Teaching?

1. Teachers’ experiences in a society 
filled with racism and oppression.

2. Normalized practices in schools that 
institutionalize dominant values and 
habits.

Professional education 
does not effectively 
intervene on these.

Professional 
education and 

teaching experience 
often teach these.

Lortie (1975), Banks, Grant and Koskela, Moll 
Anyon (1981), Heath, Martin, Tuck



What Does It Take to Disrupt the Patterns Through 
Which a Black Girl Is Marginalized?

• Seeing Toni’s question as key to the 
class’s work

• Taking as axiomatic the brilliance of 
Black children, and thus Toni and 
Aniyah

Gholson & Martin, 2014; Langer-Osuna, 2015, 2017; Leonard & Martin, 2013; Martin, 2012, 2015 
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using 
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What Does It Take to Disrupt the Patterns Through 
Which a Black Girl Is Marginalized?

• Seeing Toni’s question as key to the 
class’s work

• Taking as axiomatic the brilliance of 
Black children, and thus Toni and 
Aniyah

• . . . AND having something different 
to DO
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Knowing and 
using 

mathematics in 
teaching (MKT)

Interpreting Toni 
as asking a 

mathematical 
question that she 

means

Having a 
repertoire of 

practices that 
can be adapted 

and used in 
contexts



Disruption Requires Commitment and Learning

• Seeing how racism and white supremacy 
permeate us, our institutions, and our patterns 
of practice

• Understanding oneself and one’s identity and 
positionality in that history and experience of 
white supremacy

• Seeing the discretionary spaces that fill our 
practice

• Being committed to using those discretionary 
spaces to disrupt patterns of racism

• Understanding Black children as brilliant —
instead of as “struggling” or “exceptional”

• Knowing content deeply to be able to hear 
and use children’s ideas 

• Developing broad and sensitive capability 
with language and communication

• Having a repertoire of teaching practices 
and nuanced skills at using them 
responsively in contexts

• Developing language, reasoning, and skills 
for continuing to grow and learn

. . . knowledge, 
awareness, 
beliefs, 
commitments

. . . knowledge, skill, judgment, adaptability



This takes collective 
professional and 
personal work.

The workshops and 
interactions in the 
week ahead offer 
one such opportunity 
and resources for 
our ongoing work as 
educators in the 
struggle to use 
teaching as a force 
for justice.



We who believe in freedom cannot rest
We who believe in freedom cannot rest until it 
comes

Until the killing of Black men, Black mothers’ 
sons
Is as important as the killing of white men, white 
mothers’ sons

That which touches me most
Is that I had a chance to work with people
Passing on to others that which was passed on 
to me

To me young people come first
They have the courage where we fail
And if I can but shed some light as they carry us 
through the gale

The older I get the better I know that the secret of my 
going on
Is when the reins are in the hands of the young, who 
dare to run against the storm

Not needing to clutch for power 
Not needing the light just to shine on me
I need to be one in the number as we stand against 
tyranny

Struggling myself don’t mean a whole lot, I’ve come to 
realize
That teaching others to stand up and fight is the only 
way my struggle survives

I’m a woman who speaks in a voice and I must be 
heard
At times I can be quite difficult, I’ll bow to no man’s 
word

Music: “Ella’s Song,” written by Dr. Bernice Johnson Reagon and 
performed by Sweet Honey in the Rock (available on Spotify here)

https://open.spotify.com/track/0MTTqcQmbLW94gMLYMl95k?si=fyEDtKvvTiuZZzqq5rrHTQ


“To me young people come 
first, they have the courage 
where we fail . . .”

“. . . teaching others to 
stand up and fight is the 
only way my struggle 
survives . . . ”
Music: “Ella’s Song,” written by Dr. Bernice Johnson Reagon and 
performed by Sweet Honey in the Rock (available on Spotify here)
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This is our work. To build teaching as a force for justice.

Our power is in our collective efforts to get up, to stand up . . . . . .

. . .to learn, to grow, to share, and to push forward with the fight.



What if we recognized this 
moment as also a 

possibility to reconfigure life 
towards the world we want? 

What kinds of new 
questions would we ask, 
what kinds of reimagining 
might we do together?

Na’ilah Suad Nasir and Megan Bang, Spencer Foundation (2020)

racism
white supremacy violence against 

Black, Indigenous, 

and people of color
bigotry

injustice
oppression
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THANK YOU!
dball@umich.edu

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

(“Google” Deborah Ball)
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https://deborahloewenbergball.com/
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