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ABSTRACT     This paper sets out to examine how the practice of dividing the pupils in different groups according to their perceived ability to do math plays an important role for the pupils’ and the teachers’ understandings of themselves and others. The aim is to problematize, from a poststructural perspective on the subject, the humanistic/ modernistic assumptions from which the informants are speaking. By using deconstructive “strategies” when looking at two extracts of interviews (one with a teacher and one with a pupil in 9th grade) I try to disrupt binary logic and its hierarchical, oppositional constitutive force. To challenge the binary oppositions at play in my informants’ understanding of mathematics, themselves and others can be understood as an important effort if we are to open up for more flexible and fruitful positionings then that of the bad/good math pupil as well as help us to look more carefully upon the context, situations and discourses that produce these positionings. This paper also examine how the concepts being used when talking about math can be understood as gendered and how deconstruction can be a feminist gesture or strategy to disrupt the binary and therefore hierarchical organisation of masculine and feminine. 

Background and aim

In an interview study with pupils in 8th and 9th grade compulsory schooling about their feelings towards mathematics, their previous experiences, as well as their thoughts about their future in relation to mathematics in further education it became obvious that having been divided up and/or choosing different groups in relation to what tentative mathematical level you are at seems to be of vast importance to how they seem to construct their subjectivity in relation to mathematics. This differentiation and their belonging to a specific group was something that the pupils related strongly to. 


Their belonging to a specific group was something that the pupils related strongly to in different and very interesting ways. Before they could start to talk about themselves they all seemed to feel obliged to explain this system for me. It was only after that that they had made sure that I understood this system of dividing the pupils that they could start to talk about their own relation to math. This practice of dividing the pupils in different groups seemed to work as a structure or a frame from where their own stories departed. It was partly within this structure of dividing that the pupils were trying to explain to me “who they were” as “math-persons”.


In this paper I will analyse a few short extracts from two different interviews, one with a teacher and one with a pupil. Both these extract evolve around questions about identity and both of them discuss the fact that the pupils are being divided in different groups. 


My aim in this paper is to argue that the practice of dividing the pupils in different groups is a practice through which the pupils and the teachers are constructing themselves and others as math subjects. Furthermore, the aim is to show how this practice is formulated through discourses that can be understood as gendered and deeply embedded in modernistic/ enlightenment ideas such as the self-identical pupil, a subject that precedes the contexts or practices of the school and the teaching and how this relates to central concepts in the discourses about mathematics. By using deconstructive “strategies” I try to challenge taken-for-granted ideas and try to disrupt the binary, hierarchical oppositions at play in my informants’ understanding of mathematics in order to examine their constitutive force upon the subject.

Deconstruction and post structural theories of subjectification; theoretical and methodological positionings 

In this part of the paper I will discuss my theoretical positionings inspired by a post structural perspective on the subject and the language and the critic of the modernist humanistic understanding of the same. This will lead me to a discussion about the concept of the language of Western metaphysics and the critique of the metaphysics of the presence formulated by Jacques Derrida (Culler 1982, MacQuillan 2000). 


A starting point for this paper is that discourses about how you understand yourself as a “math- person”  (or not) and questions about your own person, personality and identity are woven together in complex and multiple ways. This poststructuralist perspective problematizes a humanistic discourse which locates existence “inside” the individual (a perspective often used by my informants exemplified by the common understanding of math is something you either have, or do not have, a given talent for). In a humanist understanding of the person “Language is used to learn about and later to describe or analyzing the self and the real world in which it finds itself. The language itself is a transparent tool for the achievement of such descriptions and analyses” (Davies 2000 p. 57). In a post-structural perspective language of course constructs and constitutes the reality rather than represents it. It is through discourses that we construct ourselves as individuals. That gives that I do not seek to understand the informants “as they are” but rather; what makes the positions, experiences and ways of formulating and understanding yourself, and others, in relation to mathematics possible and meaningful? This means that we have to look carefully upon the discourses and concepts that are being picked up and used by the informants. But to think this would be “enough” would be to fall into the “trap” of the metaphysics of the presence. One can rightly argue that this trap is inevitable and inescapable, and this will be touched upon later in this section of the paper but let me now move on to briefly introduce the concept of logocentrism and the critic of the metaphysics of the presence.


In Western logocentric thinking we tend to understand a word as if it was carrying a meaning that corresponds or refers to a certain object or phenomenon that exists in the reality prior to the concept. The language thus gives us a possibility to describe the reality. This way of thinking about language and about reality has, as already been pointed out come to be questioned and criticised. Through the critique Derrida has formulated it is possible to think of language, where a concept or word only has an arbitrary relation to that which it is understood to describe and has to be understood as a difference from all other words, it is possible to question that the meaning or the signification of for example the word “cheating” or “cheat” are present or presented in this word. It is in relation to all other words that meaning becomes possible or evident. The word “cheat” is understood by those words we understand as “not cheating”, through the words which are understood as being the opposite of cheating. Derrida is offering us an understanding of the language and meaning as flexible, where a word such as “cheating” draws meaning from other concepts in a way that cannot once and for all be described. We can think of many words that can be understood as the opposite of cheating for example honest work, real or maybe something authentic. It can also be understood as the opposite of true or faithful. The word “cheat” must be understood in a context but this context gives us more concepts that we have to define in infinitely long chains of words and meanings. The meaning of a word or concept in this way of thinking about the language is never present on its own, it draws meaning from that which is usually understood as being absent or placed as outside the word.


That means that in order to read or “understand” what the informants are saying we also have to regard that that they are not saying and the positions that they are not taking, as these concepts, discourses and positions that are “silenced” or “othered” produce meanings for what is being said. 


Derrida suggests that the whole of Western thought since Plato and Aristotle is structured in terms of binary oppositions. “This means that the western tradition/…/ tends to divide conceptual material into categories of binary terms (e.g. Man, Women; Black, White; Voice, Silence; Speech, Writing etc” McQuillan 2000 p.8). In any binary opposition one of the concepts is always privileged over the other (Derrida 1976). McQuillan is writing, although reluctant to make a definition of deconstruction, that: “The task of deconstruction is to rethink the conceptual and the non-conceptual foundations of the western tradition from the ground up”./…/deconstruction examines the way in with western thought is structured (2000 p.8). But to examine the way that western thought is structured and to challenge the taken-for-granted does not mean that we can hope to reveal some deeper truth (Burman & MacLure 1988). So why bother? Why not get along with “the understandable desire for stable and coherent origins” (McQuillan 2000 p. 11). I will quote Burman & MacLure at length as I see this as an important notion on “the task” of deconstruction that McQuillan is writing about; “Derrida´s argument is that the binary hierarchies of presence are always violent, The stability that is (temporarily) achieved is always at the cost of suppression of some “other” – of whatever is banished to the wrong side of the binary./…/. There is always power, authority and violence at play in the stratagems of presence. This is not to say that we can entirely escape it. The “closure” of metaphysics is too deeply wired into our ways of being. But we can continually try to glimpse the “trace” of what have been silenced, or “othered” in order to provide us with our metaphysical “comforts of mastery”. This is, says Derrida, an ethical stance of responsibility to the other: that is to whatever remains silent, unthought or “untruthed” so that presence can come into being (Burman & MacLure 1988 p. 286). So the aim is then not to do away with truth rather to do away with truth in singularity and try to open up for “thruths” (Hekman 1990) in order to take an ethical stance towards all that or those who are understood in terms of terms in the binary logic not privileged, not seen as normal, sufficient or rational. 

Deconstruction as method?

To describe or name the term deconstruction as a method (or a theory) can be understood as highly problematic. It is not a method if we by methods mean a set of rules and practices that we are to follow and that are to give us a predictable result should we repeat the procedure (MacQuillan 2000 p.3). Burman & MacLure suggests that we need to, if we are to speak of deconstruction as a method put the concept of method “under erasure” where the concept is still visible but the meaning is destabilised. This is important as the classical method, “qualitative or quantitative is about ensuring that we come as close as possible to truth, trustworthiness, generalizability, authenticity, justice, knowledge or ethical propriety. /…/deconstruction puts all these concepts “under erasure” (Burman & MacLure 1988 p. 286). This has implications to several binaries present in modernistic research as for example the tendency to divide fieldwork from theory work, research from writing and researcher and the researched (ibid). All these concepts have to be rethought if we are to talk about deconstruction as a method together with the idea that theory can ever be separated from “the reality”.  Deconstruction has “traditionally” been dealt with within the fields of literature studies or philosophy to produce readings of classical philosophical or literature texts. Maybe the (in)famous quote “there is nothing outside the text” (Derrida 1979 p 226) makes researchers occupied with living subjects, fields and talked material keep a distance? However this quote should maybe rather encourage those working with research that can in a modernistic way be understood as more “practical” or “real”; “rather than an occlusion of “the real”, the deconstructive claim is that there is nothing that is not caught up in a network of differences and references that give a textual structure to what we can know of the world” (Lather 2004 p.4). There is thus nothing, no “material” or research field that can not be “deconstructed”. My own material as has already been pointed out consists of tape recorded and transcribed interviews with pupils and teachers conducted in Sweden 2006. Now let us move on to an extract of an interview.

Why do some pupils’ results vary or shift? The problem of dividing pupils who are not “self-identical”

This extract is taken from an interview with a mathematics teacher in the senior level of compulsory school:

 K- So do you thing that it is a good thing that the pupils are being divided in different groups?

T- Yes as a matter of fact I do, because its easier…the teaching becomes more adjusted to the pupils. When they are put in different groups there are possibilities for me to meet the pupil at his level. But of course, there are some risks, the pupil can be put in a level not suitable for him and that can be a problem. But you usually discover that quickly and you can always choose to move to another level. Right now I am thinking a lot about this pupil, he had really good results on the last test so I was very surprised by his latest result because it was really bad…or actually really bad for being him, maybe he should switch level…

K- Does that happen a lot? That the results of a pupil sort of…shift? 

T- Well not often but sometimes a pupil’s result can vary and then…of course it makes you think about what lies behind that…

K- Yeah…well, how do you mean?

T- Well this boy makes me think that maybe his not doing well right now…maybe his going to some bad times…or a pupil can have made good results and then the results are dipping and them you come to think about if there have been some cheating going on. That that’s the reason that the results were so good… or if the results all of a sudden start to get better.

It is only in mathematics that the pupils are divided in different levels. They attend all other compulsory subjects together with the rest of their classmates. In the classrooms were history, civics, mother tongue, biology, chemistry, art studies etc. are being taught to pupils with more varied grades together. How is it that we seem to think that it is a good thing to divide the students according to their results in mathematics but would maybe find it odd to do that in for example civics or art? One of many possible answers to this question might be that the subject of mathematics with its strong connotations to concepts of objectivity, right and wrong answers makes it seems possible to make a diagnose or measure the pupils’ knowledge or capability in a unambiguously way. 


But the teacher’s utterance shows that it is not always easy, with a test, to “reveal” the pupil or in an unambiguously way make clear or evident the capability of the pupil. Let’s take a closer look on what is being said in this interview.


I would like to start by drawing your attention to some of the words/concepts that are being used in this conversation about the reliability of the test and the practice of dividing the pupils into different groups. Maybe it seems odd that I choose to mix the words that I am using with those of the teacher. My questions to her can be understood as a way of better understand or make sense of her conceptions of the world. I want to know more and I want to know if I am understanding what she is saying in a correct way. At the same time our conversation can be understood as a joint narrative where we create meaning or “speak into existence” something in a way that makes it difficult for me to divide us and our meaning making.


In this short extract there are a lot of concepts that I find interesting as “good results at the last test”, “surprised”, “bad results at this test”, “bad for being him” “results that swing and vary”, “lies behind”, “cheating” to mention some of them. I will concentrate on only two of these concepts and I will now try to understand these two concepts with the help of their opposites.


I want to stress out that the two concepts that I present of course can be understood through different words, different opposites. This presentation is not the “real” or the only one you can do.

Expected results / Results that make us surprised

Results that vary and swing / Stable results

Once again I would like to draw the attention to the notion being made on binary oppositions as violently hierarchical where one concept is always privileged over the other as representing the “presence” and the other term will be seen as a supplement or a complement in relation to the first. Burman & MacLure quote Derrida writing about the “metaphysics of presence” as: “the enterprise of returning “strategically”, in idealization, to an origin or to a “priority” seen as simple, intact, normal, pure, standard, self-identical (i.e. presence), in order then to conceive of derivation, complication, detoriation, accident, etc. (…) good before evil, the positive before the negative, the pure before the impure, the simple before the imitation etc” (1988 p 236). 

This arrangement that I have made and the quotation from Derrida can be seen as interesting both in relation to dominant discourses of the subject of mathematics that tend to centre the concepts that I have brought out as superior or privileged. We can also put these privileged terms in relation to an essentialist discourse about identity that can be said to centre the same concepts. We can then think that those pupils whose test-results are stable regardless of whether the results are good or bad can be seen or appears as more normal in a sense. We expect from pupils that they should perform in an even or regular way. It is the pupil whose results vary and swing that caught our attention, they surprise us. In a way, it is not the results in themselves that are interesting but the results that are not in line with what we have been expecting. Maybe the pupil has been cheating? Or is the pupil going to some difficult time, is he not feeling well, is he miserable? Which result is it then that can represent the truth of the pupil and his ability to do math? In which of these results is the pupil “present”? If the pupil on one occasion does poorly on a test and at the same time is miserable or do not feel good, is it then more just or fair to pay greater attention to results that are being made when the pupil is doing good (and is working so to speak under “normal” conditions)? How should we treat or think about the results of pupils whose “normal condition” seems to be to feel bad or are miserable all the time?


Maybe this practice of creating two different groups and dividing the students between them can be understood as a practice that emphasises the teacher’s task of trying to get a sense of the pupil abilities and knowledge in a “fair” and right way. We can rightly say that the teacher in 8th and 9th grade always have to do that to be able to grade the pupil. In this interview it is however not only about trying to get a sense of this boy’s ability to grade him (a procedure that a teacher may or may not like). The question is really about trying to find out which result that is “true” to be able to, in his own good, place him in the right group. This will have consequences the very next time he is going to math. I want to stress out that my aim here is not to “judge” whether these consequences should be understood as negative or positive for the pupils. However I want to show how the teacher is (and I am) using concepts that may appear as innocent or trivial that in a closer look appear as being deeply imbedded in modernistic discourses about normality and identity/self-identity. 

Math as masculine…

As I already have been pointing out I see these (privileged) concepts presented above as central in a dominant discourse about mathematics. Some other concepts I would like to stress or draw your attention to are rationality and logical thought. These concepts can be understood as the opposite of irrationality and feelings. All these concepts can be understood as gendered (Lenz Taguchi 2004). Concepts as emotional (not logical), irrational (not rational), unstable (not stable), nature (not culture), feeling (not thinking), body (not head), dependent (not independent) have since the enlightenment been used to represent and describe women and womanhood (Walkerdine 1998). These ways of describing and understanding women have of course been under attack and criticised. But at the same time many researchers (see for example Cameron 1997, Davies 2000, Cameron 1997, Walkerdine 19989) have shown us how these binary concepts still provide powerful and dominant discourses through which we give meaning and understands/constitute the world.   

The concepts that can be said to have a central place in a modernist dominant discourse about mathematics can also be said to be central in dominant discourses about masculinity (se for example Hekman 1990, Cameron 2000). I now want to present a passage from an interview with a pupil of 9th grade that we can call “Oliver”.

K- So you think that it is good that you are divided in different groups?

Oliver- Yeah is actually really good. I think that all the pupils think that…because those in need of more help get that in the other group and then they don’t have to feel stressed or embarrassed if one has to ask a lot of questions or need or don’t work so fast

K- mmm…so you are basically doing the same thing in these two groups but in your group you are moving along a little faster?

Oliver- Yes… but in our group we are working more independently I would say…first it is all about learning the basics and how to do it…and then you get to understand why you are doing as you are and then the teacher is more…well she doesn’t say how you should do she more like talk about how you should think…so there is a bit of a difference I would say. When you reach a certain level you become more independent 

Once again I would like to present some of those concepts that I understand as central in our conversation: 

Independent / Dependent and Needing

Thinking (head) / Doing (body)

Fast / Slow

Advanced / Basic

There are of course different ways in which we can understand these two groups or levels that is a reality for Oliver and the other pupils in his school. One way would be to understand them as placed on a gliding scale were they are doing the same thing but one group moves along faster. The fact that one group is fast doesn’t necessarily have to mean that the other group is slow. We could maybe imagine or talk into existence an idea that one of the groups is working fast and the other one is working “super-fast”. If we once again return to the thoughts about language and the western tradition to think in terms of a binary logic it seems that it is difficult not to think about these two groups as placed in a relation that is strongly hierarchic and understood as differing from one another in a way that makes it very easy to see them as opposites. Even if one is trying to (as I am in this interview) to “play down” these differences it seems as if we are almost drawn into a system were we construct differences in a hierarchic and “dramatic” way.


By dividing the pupils in different groups a difference is made around which I and Oliver are making meaning. According to Oliver, his group is more independent. You work in different ways in the two groups. In one you learn mainly how to do while in the other you also learn how to think and understand. I must confess that also for me it seems like the more mathematics you know as a pupil the more you can do without the help of the teacher. Isn’t it so that some pupils are more independent than others…? This I think is a good example of how “good” I am at thinking in modernistic terms deeply embedded in for example developmental psychology were presumptions of a linear development where we go from the simple to the more complex and as a result become more and more independent (compare for example with the theories of Erikson  (1968) and for a critique of the concept of development in child psychology see Canella (1997)). The logic that Oliver is using can easily pass as self-evident or natural. However, concepts as independent and needing are not concepts that can be said to describe any “real” conditions. We have been taught to think that each of the oppositional concepts as, for example, independent/dependent excludes one another. You are either independent or dependent and the term independent is privileged over dependent. The concept of independent is a central one in the discourse of the humanistic subject and the modern individual. This discourse can be said to be very dominant, at the same time the concept of independent has (together with many others) historically not been available for women. 


Bronwyn Davies writes about the concepts of person in humanist theories that  ”The individual is socialized in the first instance by the collective. /…/ The individual is understood, nonetheless, within the terms of the individual/collective dualism -- that is, the essence of the individual is precisely that which the collective is not. To “follow the crowd” is to have failed to establish one’s own identity. To stand apart and to assert oneself in the face of the crowd is to have had particular success as an individual” (2000 p. 57)

Davies writes that “modern history is thus the story of celebrated individuals and of their impact of the world” (2000 p. 55-56). This celebration of individuals who stand out of the crowd is, I would suggest, is a problematic one as only a few fortunate can be seen as successful as individuals. 

…or as feminine?

 The Swedish Mathematic Delegation (2004) suggests that the pedagogical practice must come to involve more communication and more cooperative projects. This can, as Anna Palmer writes in her master degree paper (2005), be understood as a turning towards a discourse about mathematics more informed by concepts that traditionally have been understood as feminine. Anna Palmer however shows that it is seems very difficult for pedagogues and mathematic teachers to put this ”new” way of working into practice. There seems to be a long way to walk before we can change mathematic practices in the way that this report suggests we should.


In the meantime I would like to suggest that Oliver can in fact be understood as already part in a cooperative project. He is cooperating with his books, with the numbers and the signs. To be successful in mathematics he is in need of and he is dependent on all those mathematicians who have formulated and written into existence the ways of working and thinking that Oliver is using. Part of me wants to congratulate Oliver for his good results in mathematics, but at the same time I would like to problematize the story of the individual hero. I would like to put the (masculine) concepts of self-reliance and independence “under erasure” where we can still use the concept although with some healthy suspicion. 

In this part of the paper I have been naming concepts as feminine and masculine. This of course is not the way we “really” are. But nonetheless it can be seen as problematic to use these concepts as it could be understood as a way of reproducing the notion or idée of man and women as opposites. For the same reason it could be understood as problematic that I in this paper presents a successful math pupil who is a boy, reproducing the idée that boys are doing better than girls in math (girls are in fact now doing slightly better in math in compulsory school although there is some interesting research that shows that girls success in math are more often understood by teachers as well as by girls as a result of hard work, mechanically rote-learning and neatness whereas boys’ success in math are more readably understand as a result of “math-ability” and intelligent (for example Walkerdine)) . I could argue that boys are dependent and that many girls are independent, that many girls are rational and many boys are not etc. This would, as I see it, be to miss the point. In understanding Oliver as dependent and in need I do not wish to cut of the possibilities for us to understand him as independent and self-sufficient. Rather to argue that “what we have defined as opposites invade and inhabit each other. Masculine and feminine are not opposites, but elements that represent multiple differences, pluralities of characteristics that cross and recross the alleged boundary between the two” (Hekman 1990 s. 175). This is how I think of deconstruction as a possible feminist strategy as it “involves the displacing of the play of oppositions that has informed not only western thought but also the inferior status of women” (ibid. p.26) and move beyond the male/female dualism.

Moving beyond being a good or bad pupil/girl…

I now want to return to the discussion about a practice where the students are being divided in two (or several) groups. Is it good or bad? I can not say and it is not my aim to do so. When in school I had a strong belief in my capability in learning mathematics but I found it oh so boring… I decided early on that I would strive to pass in mathematics but I would not do any more work than was necessary to pass. I didn’t want to engage in mathematics any more than absolutely necessary. It took some mathematic skill to work out exactly what I needed to know in order to get the right result in every test. In my school we did not have this system and I felt that it was important to give the teacher the impression of me as a pupil who always tried her best. This can be seen as a resistance work against a moralistic discourse where the individual should always give everything, always aim higher and try your very best in everything you do even if you’re not finding it at all joyful. This made me feel somewhat strong and powerful but at the same time I learned to see myself through this moral discourse as lazy and bad. Maybe I would not have to had to see myself like that if there had been an opportunity for me to choose to engage in a group where the aim was precisely that of just passing. But than again, concepts of freedom and of choices are of course highly problematic ones. 

…and moving beyond being good or bad in math

I would suggest that this practice of dividing pupils into groups works through and writing a discourse where you have the possibilities to test the pupils in a way that seems “fair” and “right”. The pupil must be understood as present in the results and the placing in a group is an effect of a cause (the individual and her ability that are made visibly in the tests). The pupil is good in mathematics and is therefore placed in the advanced group. Culler writes: “Causality is a basic principle of our universe. We could not live or think as we do without taking for granted that one event causes another, that cause produce effects” (1982 p. 86). Inspired by what Culler writes about “the Nietzschean deconstruction of causality” (ibid.) I can argue that we can invert the chronology of cause and effect. The pupil is being put in the advanced group (or “chooses” the advanced group) and this makes her or him a good math pupil. It is the effect that produces the cause. This inversion makes the cause lose the notion of an origin or a fundament from which we proceed. That opens up for the effect to be understood or treated as a cause (and thus the “new” origin or fundament). Once again we can invert the chronology and it now seems that none of the concepts can occupy the position of origin. This, I would suggest, upsets our way of thinking or believing that we can ever accurately describe someone as a good or a bad math pupil. It upsets our ways of thinking about success or failure as stemming from the individual. Maybe that can open up to new ways of successes. Maybe we can try harder to investigate not what we are but the endless possibilities of what we can become and what we can do and at the same time the endless possibilities of what we have been.
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