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Researchers in education broadly, and in mathematics education in particular, have made progress in 
defining culturally responsive or relevant pedagogies and have documented a variety of contexts where 
these pedagogies have supported the mathematical learning of various groups of non-majority children. 
However, little attention has been paid to examining research practices in light of the demand to become 
culturally relevant. The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of our conscious choice to make our 
methodological work responsive to the children involved.  

 
,n the last tZo decades, researchers in edXcation broadly, and in mathematics edXcation in particXlar, 

have made progress in defining culturally relevant pedagogies �(ricNson 	 Mohatt, 1982� /adson�
%illings, 1995� 1997� and have docXmented a variety of conte[ts Zhere these pedagogies have sXpported 
the mathematical learning of varioXs groXps of non�maMority children �e.g., %renner, 1998� GXtstein, 
/ipman, +ernande], 	 de los 5eyes, 1997� /adson�%illings, 1994�. As researchers concerned Zith eTXity 
issXes Zithin mathematics edXcation, Ze share the goal of ³helping stXdents to accept and affirm their 
cXltXral identity Zhile developing critical perspectives that challenge ineTXities that schools �and other 
institXtions� perpetXate´ �/adson�%illings, 1995, p. 467�. +oZever, in addition to asNing Zhat pedagogies 
might meet this goal for children, Ze Zant oXr oZn research proMects to ZorN toZard these goals. ,n 
addition, Ze ZoXld liNe to move beyond prodXcing findings that are aimed at helping children to affirm 
their identities ± in relation to both cXltXre and mathematics²toZard ensXring that oXr moment�to�
moment engagements Zith oXr stXdent participants also ZorN toZard these eTXity commitments. ,n 
response to this desire, Ze have begXn to asN oXrselves the folloZing researchable TXestions� 

• ,n Zhat Zays are oXr oZn research strategies responsive to the participants in oXr stXdy" 
• What tensions arise Zhen Ze, as mathematics edXcation researchers, maNe data collection 

decisions based on oXr desire to be responsive" 

Purpose 

7he pXrpose of this paper is to e[plore the TXestions above Zithin the conte[t of a three�year 
ethnographic research proMect. 7he proMect¶s goal is to docXment the mathematical strengths of yoXng 
children attending a rXral school that serves a predominantly African American commXnity. 7o do this 
ZorN, Ze are folloZing a cohort of children from preschool to first grade and collecting data aboXt their 
mathematical learning in a variety of conte[ts �e.g., formal lessons, play, parent involvement events, 
assessment intervieZs� Xsing videotape and fieldnotes as oXr primary data collection tools.  As Ze 
approach the end of oXr second year of data collection, Ze find oXrselves thinNing a great deal aboXt the 
responsibility Ze have as researchers, mathematics edXcators, and adXlts toZard the children Ze visit each 
ZeeN and find that more and more of oXr actions dXring data collection are gXided by oXr perceived 
responsibilities toZard these particXlar children rather than toZard the research proMect more broadly. For 
this presentation, Ze ZoXld liNe to closely e[amine three critical sites dXring oXr ZeeNly data collection 
efforts Zhere Ze have chosen to alter oXr actions Zithin the school conte[t oXt of a desire to be responsive 
oXr stXdent participants. 
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Literature Review 

,n defining cXltXrally relevant pedagogy, /adson�%illings �1995� differentiated her ZorN from 
previoXs scholarship concerned Zith the cXltXral differences by argXing that previoXs ZorN treated these 
differences as neXtral. She posited that it Zas not enoXgh to teach children the dominant commXnicative 
practices Xsed in schools, bXt said that stXdents mXst also be given opportXnities to critically e[amine 
schooling practices. More specifically, throXgh ethnographic analysis of sXccessfXl teachers of African 
American stXdents, she argXed that cXltXrally relevant pedagogies inclXde a commitment to stXdents¶ 
academic sXccess, cXltXral competence, and critical sensibilities �/adson�%illings, 1994, 1995�. 

%roadly, both Zithin and oXtside of mathematics edXcation, ZorN focXsed on cXltXrally relevant or 
responsive teaching has focXsed on ethnically homogenoXs classrooms, primarily in African American or 
/atino�a conte[ts �Morrison, 5obbins, 	 5ose, 2008�. As Morrison, 5obbins, and 5ose �2008� note in 
their meta�analysis of 45 research stXdies aboXt cXltXrally relevant pedagogy, this focXs on ethnically 
monolithic classrooms is problematic becaXse the NnoZledge base may not help teachers Zho Zant to 
teach in cXltXrally responsive Zays in diverse classrooms. %Xt it is also problematic becaXse it can 
contribXte to an assXmption that all children Zho claim similar ethnic or racial identities find the same 
schooling practices to be prodXctive. FolloZing Schmeichel �2012�, Ze Zere Zary of essentiali]ing the 
stXdents Ze ZorN Zith by sXggesting that particXlar pedagogies and practices Zere directly related to 
stXdents¶ cXltXres and ethnicities, rather than, for e[ample, individXal temperaments, schooling histories, 
commXnity norms, gender, class, etc. Scholars have dealt Zith this challenge in a variety of Zays. For 
e[ample, /adson�%illings �1997� Xsed footnotes to temper claims aboXt the Xniversality of certain featXres 
of African American cXltXre. Civil and .han �2001� dealt Zith this challenge by groXnding claims aboXt 
parent NnoZledge in a /atino�a commXnity by emphasi]ing the hyper�local natXre of that NnoZledge and 
the ethnographic investigation that had led to the Xnderstandings. 

Theoretical Framework 

,n thinNing aboXt hoZ to apply the body of ZorN on cXltXrally relevant teaching practices to research 
methods, Ze faced a nXmber of challenges. Most importantly, teaching and research are TXite different 
endeavors so it Zas difficXlt to thinN aboXt hoZ recommendations for teaching practice might translate for 
Xs as researchers. We, for e[ample, had little control over Zhat children e[perienced in the classroom 
moment�to�moment and thXs had feZ opportXnities to either ZorN to align classroom e[periences Zith at�
home commXnication practices or to introdXce opportXnities for children to critically e[amine their school 
and classroom.  

Second, little e[plicit direction on Zhat constitXted cXltXrally relevant research practices e[isted and 
Zhat Ze did find felt liNe an Xncomfortable fit given oXr oZn sXbMect positioning. For e[ample, in 
discXssing her oZn research methods, /adson�%illings �1995� dreZ on the ZorN of Collins �1990�, a blacN 
feminist theorist, to articXlate a research stance based on foXr big ideas� concrete e[periences as central to 
meaning, dialogXe as central to assessing trXth claims, caring as central to the research endeavor, and 
personal responsibility as critical. While Ze felt draZn to these precepts, Ze felt Ze coXld not 
Xnproblematically taNe them Xp. A central idea in Collins¶ �1990� ZorN is that it presents a ³%lacN 
Zomen¶s standpoint,´ informed by living as an ³oXtsider�Zithin´ �p. 16�.  As Zhite Zomen ZorNing Zith 
primarily African American stXdents Ze did not Zant to assXme that Ze coXld fXlly comprehend this 
research stance only from reading pXblished ZorN. 7his is not to say that commXnication across lines of 
difference is impossible, only that it is important to be carefXl in these moments. Finally, Ze Zanted to be 
sensitive to the tZo broad issXes raised by oXr revieZ of literatXre on cXltXrally relevant or responsive 
pedagogies� the occasional sidling of critical perspectives and the danger of essentiali]ing groXps of 
children, again especially considering oXr oZn oXtsider statXs in the commXnity. 

7o meet all of the above challenges, Ze decided to draZ on the ideas of a theorist commonly Xsed by 
oXr colleagXes in literacy, MiNhail %aNhtin. ,n particXlar, Ze tooN Xp %aNhtin¶s notion of answerability as 
a gXiding principle for oXr oZn in�the�moment decisions in the field as Zell as a frameZorN for analy]ing 
the e[tent to Zhich oXr proMect Zas meeting /adson�%illing¶s goals of helping children to both affirm their 
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identities and develop a critical stance toZard schooling. ,n a small collection of ZorN �%aNhtin, 1990, 
1993�, %aNhtin articXlated the ethical stance of ansZerability Zherein  ³, myself ± as the one Zho is 
actXally thinNing and Zho is ansZerable for his act of thinNing ± , am not present in the theoretically valid 
MXdgment´ �%aNhtin, 1990, p. 4�. +ere %aNhtin reMects a priori ethical standards and argXes that it is only in 
the moment Zith other hXman beings that Ze can determine Zhat it means to be ethical or responsive to 
them. We cannot, %aNhtin argXes, draZ on alibis from other places to MXstify oXr behavior, althoXgh Ze 
may be informed by them, Zhether those alibi¶s come from state cXrricXlXm standards, 1C7M gXiding 
principles, cXltXrally relevant practices, or commonly accepted research norms. 5ather, Ze mXst be 
responsive to the demands of the people before Xs. +icNs �1996� Zrites aboXt this stance as ³more similar 
to faithfXlness, even love, than adherence to a set of norms´ �p. 107�. We felt this stance captXred the heart 
of cXltXrally relevant pedagogy Zhile addressing the concerns raised above. FolloZing %aNhtin, Ze Zere 
not constrained by a set a principles and practices that better described the ZorN of classroom teachers than 
oXr oZn ZorN, and Ze coXld vieZ oXr responsiveness to the children in front of Xs in light of their many 
legitimate demands for consideration inclXding, bXt not limited to, cXltXre, developmental stage, economic 
statXs, gender, and temperament. 

Modes of Inquiry 

As mentioned above, this proMect is sitXated Zithin a larger three�year ethnography folloZing a cohort 
of stXdents from preschool to first grade. 7he data collection is primarily based on ZeeNly visits that 
inclXde video taping and Zriting fieldnotes aboXt informal mathematical play, formal mathematics lessons, 
parent activities, and assessment intervieZs Zith the researcher. 2Xr stXdent participants inclXde 16 
children attending a rXral, loZ�S(S school. 7hirteen of the 16 stXdents are African American� one is 
(Xropean American� one is a recent ,ndian immigrant� and one is +ispanic. 7he children are cXrrently in 
Nindergarten. 7he research team inclXdes tZo (Xropean American Zomen �one the P,�, one Asian 
American Zoman, and one .orean Zoman. (ach ZeeN, three members of the team visited the school, Zith 
tZo researchers collecting data in the classroom. 

DXring the first year of data collection, Ze tooN Xp relatively traditional participant observer roles 
�(ricNson, 1986� video taping the classroom dXring math lessons Zhile freTXently speaNing to stXdents. 
7he Pre�. teacher inclXded little formal mathematics in the day, Zhich meant that a great deal of oXr data 
collection occXrred dXring play. StXdents handled manipXlatives and engaged in mathematical thinNing 
dXring XnstrXctXred activities. We loaded fieldnotes and video clips into a TXalitative data analysis 
program, Zhich Ze Xsed to code the data for both mathematical content �sXch as problem solving and 
cardinality� and social featXres of the classroom �sXch as peer play and teacher interaction�.  

 Moving into the second year of the stXdy, Ze did not plan to change data collection methods. We 
began by recording and taNing notes aboXt the Nindergarten math lessons, Zhich Zere Zhole groXp. Many 
of the stXdents Zho had e[pressed e[citement and accomplishment the previoXs year Zere visibly Xpset 
dXring the math lessons. For e[ample, over a period of three ZeeNs, Ze observed five children crying 
dXring mathematics. ,n response to this sitXation, Ze made tZo significant changes to the proMect. First, Ze 
made an offer to the teacher, Zhich Zas accepted, to have one member of the research team taNe a small 
nXmber of stXdents oXt of the classroom to ZorN each ZeeN Zith the goal of both addressing mathematical 
needs and redXcing Xnhappiness and an[iety for these stXdents and their classmates. Second, Ze began to 
note, collect data aboXt, and specifically code for oXr interactions in the classroom that Zere designed to be 
responsive.  

For the first time in the 18 months of data collection, Ze began to intentionally video record 
interactions betZeen the children and the other researcher in the room. ,nitially, Ze coded these moments 
as researcher interaction, bXt as oXr coding and theory became more sophisticated Ze also coded Xsing the 
Zord answerability. For this presentation, Ze more closely analy]ed data collected in relation to the small 
groXp of stXdents Ze removed from the classroom and from video and fieldnote episodes marNed Zith the 
codes researcher interaction and answerability. FolloZing ethnographic �(merson, Fret], 	 ShaZ, 1995� 
(ricNson, 1986� analysis strategies, Ze searched these episodes for common themes, significant disparities, 
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and social meaning. 7he folloZing section describes three Ney sites Ze identified Zhere oXr ansZerability 
as researchers Zas most apparent. 

Critical Moments for Answerability 

Removing Students from the Room 

2Xr choice to tXtor three stXdents each ZeeN is perhaps the clearest, most systematic e[ample of oXr 
enactment of ansZerable, or responsive, research methods. 7his practice Zas not a part of the original 
research plan and initially Ze did not NnoZ hoZ data ZoXld be collected becaXse the researcher ZorNing 
Zith the children coXld not teach and operate a video camera at the same time and a stand�alone camera 
proved too distracting. ,n addition, data collection Zas complicated by the inclXsion of one child Zhose 
parents had not agreed to video taping� hoZever, Ze inclXded this child in the groXp becaXse Ze believed it 
ZoXld be a positive e[perience for him. Ultimately, Ze relied on researcher MoXrnals and aXdio taping. 

At the reTXest of the classroom teacher, the focXs of the small groXp Zas coXnting. ,n maNing 
recommendations for the small groXp, the classroom teacher e[pressed an[iety aboXt the selected stXdents¶ 
scores on benchmarN tests and a desire to see these scores go Xp. AlthoXgh the researcher ZorNing Zith the 
children Zas not Xnconcerned Zith their performance on assessments, she made a conscioXs choice to 
emphasi]e positive interactions Zith mathematics in the small groXp rather than tasNs strictly related to the 
benchmarN assessments on coXnting.  

For e[ample, dXring one session the researcher disregarded her plan to ZorN on coXnting sNills in favor 
of measXring obMects becaXse stXdents said they had been stXdying measXrement in class, bXt Zhen asNed 
Zhat obMects they had measXred, responded ³nothing.´ 7he stXdents had listened to their teacher talN aboXt 
measXring, had Zatched her measXre, bXt they had not yet had the opportXnity to measXre themselves.  ,n 
the small groXp that day, stXdents chose obMects to measXre Zith varioXs non�standard Xnits. AlthoXgh 
stXdents practiced some coXnting dXring the measXrement activity, the researcher leading the session felt 
some discomfort in abandoning the goals set by the teacher. +oZever, in the moment, providing the 
children Zith an engaging e[perienced connected to their immediate learning seemed more responsive. 
AlthoXgh the small groXp did give selected stXdents opportXnities to engage in more hands�on e[periences 
in mathematics, it presented a feZ problems as Zell. First, stXdents not chosen for pXll oXt regXlarly 
begged to be inclXded. Second, previoXs data collection plans for the researcher Zho ZorNed Zith the 
small groXp had to be abandoned. 

Introducing Mathematics to the End of the Day 

7he classroom moments most freTXently coded for researcher interaction and ansZerability occXrred 
dXring the last tZenty minXtes of the school day. 5oXtinely, the mathematics lesson ended Zell before 
stXdents needed to line Xp for the bXs. 7he teacher and paraprofessional¶s typical practice Zas to pass oXt 
bacNpacNs and folders throXghoXt the last tZenty minXtes of the day Zhile the children sat TXietly at their 
desNs. 7ypically, the researchers ZoXld sit near children dXring this time and chat TXietly.  

+oZever, on one occasion after a geometry lesson in Zhich stXdents identified solid figXres on a 
ZorNsheet bXt did not handle any figXres themselves, the P, got a bo[ of solid figXres doZn off the shelf 
and passed it aroXnd to the stXdents at the table Zhere she Zas sitting. StXdents immediately grabbed for 
the shapes, some stacNing Xp mXltiple figXres, some e[perimenting to see Zhich figXres ZoXld roll. DXring 
this interaction, the children and the P, both Xsed TXite a bit of geometric vocabXlary from the lesson, 
inclXding ³cylinder,´ ³cone,´ ³cXbe,´ ³circle,´ and ³face.´ After a feZ moments, the children started to 
become loXd and the P, shXshed them. She also intervened on several occasions to ensXre that all children 
at the table had access to at least one figXre Zhen one little girl tried to collect them all.  

7he decision to pass oXt these materials, even in the moment, felt Xncomfortable becaXse this action 
violated both the norms of the classroom²materials are not taNen oXt dXring the last tZenty minXtes of the 
day ± and the norms of ethnographic research²the participants define the social rXles and ethnographers 
try to adopt them in the least intrXsive Zay possible. +oZever, informed by the theoretical langXage of 
cXltXrally relevant pedagogy, Zhich called for adopting a critical stance toZard dominant schooling 
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practices, and ansZerability, Zhich called for a responsiveness to the children in the moment, the P, made 
the decision to do something Xncomfortable. 7he resXlt Zas an opportXnity as a researcher to see Zhat 
sense stXdents Zere able to maNe of these figXres, Zhich featXres they noted and talNed aboXt, and Zhat 
they foXnd interesting. ,t Zas also an opportXnity for an e[perienced classroom teacher to model Zhat it 
might looN liNe to engage stXdents in geometric thinNing in a more hands�on Zay and to give stXdents the 
opportXnity to e[perience mathematics in Zays that felt engaging and fXn. 2n the video, stXdents¶ faces 
are far more animated dXring these moments than Zhile completing the ZorNsheet. 

+oZever, this moment also created complications. While passing oXt shapes to the table the P, Zas 
sitting Zith seemed possible, passing oXt shapes to the entire classroom felt liNe too mXch of an intrXsion. 
As a resXlt, a little more than half of the children did not get to participate. ,n addition, becaXse she 
initiated the activity, the P, became responsible for the behavior of the children in her groXp, Zhich shifted 
her role in relation to them not MXst in the moment bXt in fXtXre interactions.  

Putting Down the Camera 

7he P. teacher Zho Ze began the proMect Zith Zas a 20�year veteran of the classroom. As a resXlt, 
feZ lessons spiraled oXt of control and those that did Zere TXicNly adMXsted. AlthoXgh Ze had oXr oZn 
opinions aboXt the teaching, Ze never felt that the P. teacher Zas in need of oXr help. ,n contrast, as a 
third�year teacher, the Nindergarten teacher occasionally foXnd herself in the midst of lessons that Zere not 
going the Zay she intended. DXring these lessons, as part of oXr orientation toZard responsiveness, Ze 
began to move aroXnd the room as classroom helpers, sitting Zith small tables of children and directing 
their progress. 

For e[ample, in one activity, stXdents Zere asNed to roll a nXmber on a die, Zrite the nXmeral, Zrite 
the nXmber Zord, and color the correct nXmber of spaces on a tens frame. Most stXdents Zere able to do 
each of these tasNs, bXt had a great deal of difficXlty interpreting Zhere on the sheet they Zere sXpposed to 
Zrite each component. %oth researchers in the classroom began to help groXps of children. Some of the 
video clips shoZ Zavering footage as the researcher tried to continXe taping Zhile pointing and e[plaining. 
,n other cases, the video simply shXts off as the researcher attended to the children in front of her. 2ver the 
coXrse of the semester, this sZitch from researcher to teacher occXrred dXring three lessons in significant 
Zays. Again, this move demonstrated a responsiveness to the children in the room that helped them to feel 
sXccessfXl and academically accomplished in mathematics in Zays that probably ZoXld have been XnliNely 
Zith oXt the researchers¶ intervention. Additionally, althoXgh Ze don¶t yet have evidence, these sorts of 
interactions may help to bXild relationships that Zill maNe parents more comfortable Zith Xs and oXr 
TXestions dXring parent events. 

+oZever, these moves Zere not ZithoXt conseTXences for Xs as researchers. For e[ample, in a lesson 
dXring the ZeeN folloZing the one described above, the P, is repeatedly interrXpted by a little girl saying 
³Can yoX help me noZ" Can yoX help me noZ"´ Zhile videotaping a boy Zho is completing a tasN 
independently. Similarly, althoXgh the total amoXnt of time Zhen Ze chose to stop taping Zas small, there 
Zere some moments Ze lost that later Ze Zished Ze had on tape. 

Discussion 

AsNing oXrselves Zhether oXr research strategies Zere cXltXrally responsive led Xs to a point Zhere Ze 
felt obliged to continXally asN oXrselves Zhether oXr practice as researchers Zas ansZerable to the children 
in the room and as a resXlt toZard stances in the classroom that Ze ZoXld not have adopted if Ze had only 
been considering oXr roles as researchers. ,n many Zays, the dilemmas described in this report are related 
to long�standing conversations in the field of TXalitative research, Zhere a nXmber of scholars have argXed 
that researchers, Zho are privileged in many Zays, have ethical obligations to positively impact the people 
Zith Zhom they ZorN �e.g., DXneier, 1999� Weis 	 Fine, 2000�. +oZever, as others point oXt �%ogdan 	 
%iNlen, 2003�, decisions to involve oneself change Zhat is possible in the research relationship. We believe 
that the historical failXre of schools, in mathematics and beyond, to inclXde and to edXcate all children 
places the same ethical bXrden on researchers as on classrooms teachers²to provide opportXnities for 
children to e[perience academic sXccess, cXltXral competence, and critical engagement �/adson�%illings, 
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1994, 1995�. We also believe %aNhtin¶s notion of ansZerability provided a Zay of framing research 
decisions Zith an appropriate emphasis on the children in the room.  At the same time, there are possibly 
Xnresolvable tensions involved in maNing an ethical stance sXch a large part of one¶s ZorN. 7hroXgh 
inviting children �even implicitly� to critiTXe classroom practices, Ze risNed oXr Xnproblematic 
relationship Zith the classroom teacher, Zhich is essential to gaining the access necessary to doing this 
ZorN. Similarly, by engaging Zith children dXring lessons Ze lost oXr statXs as obMective observers. 

7hese tensions need to be e[plored in both philosophical and empirical Zays. For e[ample, Ze 
continXe to TXestion each other¶s decisions in the classroom and to asN each other to articXlate the ethical 
principles by Zhich Ze are maNing these decisions. (mpirically, Ze are seeNing to docXment oXr oZn roles 
in the classroom �a practice sXpported by the presence of mXltiple researchers� and to code, analy]e and 
theori]e these interactions as Ze ZoXld any other classroom episode. ,n pXtting this forZard, Ze hope to 
laXnch a conversation Zith other researchers aboXt the Zays Ze can Xse oXr mathematical and pedagogical 
NnoZledge to sXpport children Zhile also carrying oXt research on cXrrent schooling practices. 
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