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Above: 11 grader Kalib from High Tech High Media Arts embroiders patches

to sell in support of the organization Take Back the Night which works toward
ending sexual violence.

Cover: Student work from the 12*% grade pop art project at High Tech High
International.
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Welcome

en I was in eighth grade, my social studies teacher asked me

\ ; s / if I wanted to help some teachers learn how to use “hypercard”,
the computer program wed been using in his class to craft
presentations (this was 1994, so the concept of “death by powerpoint” was

still a long way off). He took a group of us down to the district office in a
convertible that he'd restored himself.

It felt simultaneously topsy-turvy and utterly natural to be in the role of
teaching teachers. As you can imagine, it did a lot for my self-confidence to
be in this role. We also genuinely did have useful expertise to share. Once I
went to high school, nothing like this ever happened to me again, and as I
look back, it’s striking that nobody ever asked me to talk to teachers about
my true area of expertise: that is, being a student at school.

I returned to this afternoon in eighth grade while editing this issue, because
our authors have a lot to say about what happens when you listen to what

students have to say about their learning, and, going further, when you
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A 12% grade student at High Tech High Media Arts explains gerrymandering fo
a teacher as part of Mele Sato’s Electioneering Project exhibition.

“officially” bring them into the process of school improvement.

In the first article, Shreena Bhakta and Eliana Meza Ehlert set the tone
with a guide to codesigning with students, which is especially useful because
both of them are students. Carmen Coleman tells the story of a large school
district in Kentucky that made student storytelling about their learning into
an official part of the school calendar. Andres Perez tells a story about high
school students helping other teenagers who are struggling with mental

health.

We also have two stories about “C3 Mobility,” a project that paired high
school seniors with college students so that the college students could
help the high schoolers navigate the application process, a story about the
tricky balance between “divergence” (letting people do what they want) and
“convergence” (making sure everyone’s doing the same thing so you can
compare it) in school improvement, and a piece by Amanda Meyer with
specific, usable guidance for subverting the influence of white-dominant
culture in school improvement.

Thanks for joining us!

Alec Patton
Editor-in-chief

Editor’s Note 5
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pro tips

A Guide to Codesign By
Students For Teachers

Shreena Bhakta
California State University, Fullerton

Eliana Meza-Ehlert
Pitzer College

students, educators, and everyone in-between—to design something,

whether that be an event, project, planning session, proposal, or
something else entirely. (Note: we will use these words interchangeably
throughout this article.) As an educator, you might think it’s easier to go
about your day and plan things on your own, but we know you are all looking
to make experiences better for students. And you probably already know the
answer, but who is going to have the best ideas for how to actually make
things better? The students themselves! To make meaningful improvements
for students, you must make these changes and decisions in collaboration
with students.

Codesigning is the process of collaboration with all stakeholders—

We're confident about telling you this because, though we are now in college,
during our seven years as High Tech High students—and eventually, student
leaders in the Student Ambassador program—we worked alongside our
teachers and school leaders to plan and make decisions both in and out of
the classroom.

In the spring of our senior year, the Improvement for Equity by Design
(IExD) team at the High Tech High GSE asked the two of us to facilitate
the Empathy Interview portion of their Continuous Improvement 101
workshop. If you've never heard of an empathy interview before, it’s a one-
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on-one interview in which the interviewer tries to gain insights into the
interviewee’s perspective by asking open-ended questions and listening
without judgment.From there, our role as Student Consultants was born.
Since then, we have continued to share empathy-based strategies with
educators and created our own workshops on student-voice and codesign.

Our codesign work with the GSE has spanned over the course of two years.
In the spring of 2021, we met with a team of students from several High
Tech High schools, ranging across all grade levels. As a group, we shared our
personal experiences with codesign in order to compile some suggestions
for people who were looking to get started with the process. We reflected
on times when codesign went well and when it went poorly, and shared our
stories in order to find some common themes. Based on our experiences,
we've identified five steps that frequently show up in the codesign process.

While the steps and tips provided in the guide may feel like a review or
basic introduction for some educators with codesigning experience, there are
plenty of opportunities to level up your current plans. Roger Hart’s Ladder
of Children’s Participation provides a helpful visual showing how student
voice is integrated into the education space and community—our hope is
that by the end of this article, you'll leave with some ideas in mind of how
to move up this ladder.

It’s important to note that the steps we’ll be discussing aren't rigid and are
simply a guide to support you through codesigning projects with students.
Aswe dive into each of the steps, remember to take what will be most helpful
for you in the process. Each codesign experience is unique and does not fit
into a rigid mold.

Who This Is For

'This guide is for teachers who want to bring students into the process of
designing what happens in the classroom. Because we went to a project-
based school, most of our experience is in codesigning projects with teachers.
Most of the content discussed in this article will be geared towards the project
design process. However, you could also use the steps in this guide to design
anything from college application support to the layout of your classroom!

Step 1: Preparation of Adults
To begin the codesign process, ask yourself two questions: Why are you
choosing to codesign with students? What will student codesign bring to

your project?

Effective codesign with students is likely a mindshift from what you
experienced as a student. From an adult perspective, there are probably very
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few times in your history as a student when your voice was activated and
engaged throughout the learning process. To combat your understandable
tendency to replicate what was done to you, it’s helpful to pause and reflect
on why you are choosing the codesign process, and what areas you might
need support in making this shift of practice. For example, ask yourself if you
have made any of these common mistakes:

1. Have I only invited the student closest in proximity?

2. Have I disregarded students’schedules or prep time?

3. Have I not shared explicit goals or a purpose as to what we are doing
and how you will contribute together?

4. Have I neglected to follow up after the meeting to share how their voice
was implemented?

5. Have I not thanked students directly?

6. Have I involved too few students in my process but advertised my work
as involving “student voice”?

This type of engagement practice is common and misguided. If you can
reflect on what ways you have worked with or have been worked with in
the past that feel both positive and negative, you are better positioned to
act upon your values, design moments of belonging and inclusivity, and
understand the difference between student presence and student voice.

As a senior in high school, I (Eliana) was a part of the Student Leadership
Council (SLC), a group started by school administrators to bring together
students from all four grade levels. The goal of SLC was to implement
student voice into choices that were being made about the online schedule
due to the pandemic, as well as reopening plans.

Students in SLC felt empowered to share their perspectives honestly because
the school administrators embodied the first norm of the “preparation of
adults” step: listen to understand. It’s not enough to have students share
— adults need to make an effort to understand and be open to hearing all
student perspectives. Acknowledge what the student is saying and talk about
how it could be considered moving forward. Even if their input can’t be
implemented, let the student know they are understood and heard. School
administrators in SLC took the initiative and time to listen to students and
work alongside them to integrate their ideas.

The second norm is to respect students as equal partners. Respond to
students like you would to an adult. Students should be heard as a person
with thoughts... because they are! Do not respond to the student like a
novelty, like, “Oh how cute, she’s having grown-up thoughts.”
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It’s also important to make sure you're engaging in conversations that are
relevant to the student’s knowledge and understanding of the material or
topic. Students are experts in their own experience and perspective, which
is a key ingredient for your work as an educator that you don’t have on your
own. Students may not be experts (yet) in molecular biology or American
history or educational theory, so avoid framing your feedback questions with
subject matter expertise as a prerequisite. Instead, seek to understand how
students experience the design of a project. You might ask questions like:

*  Which part of this project sounds most exciting to you, and why?

*  Are there parts of this project that you would not look forward to? Why
is that?

* If you were going to [insert goal here], how would you think about
getting started?

* In this project, we hope to [insert goal here.] When you think about
this, what do you wonder? What are you curious about?

Step 2: The Invitation

Which students should be at the table? How will you invite them to join you
in the design process?

Keep in mind, students are not interchangeable! As a rising senior, I (Eliana)
was asked to give feedback on a 7th grade project. While I had a lot of
feedback that I could share, the demands and experiences of a rising senior
are quite different from that of a middle school student, so I think the value
of my feedback was limited.

You may want to invite students who have experience with the issue you
want to tackle. For instance, if you're a 12th-grade teacher designing a college
essay writing workshop for your students, you may want to invite graduates
who have recently gone through the process and can share what they
wish they had known about the process, college essay advice, and general
encouragement to rising juniors.

If you are designing a project for your class, your actual students will be the
best codesigners. It can be very easy to engage with students who are more
vocal, participate often, etc., but some of the most valuable information can
come from students who may not fit this mold. The codesign process will be
much richer if you invite and include students who:

*  May not seem interested

*  Present themselves as quieter/introverted

*  Don't think they have any good ideas to contribute
*  Have difficulty staying focused in class

*  Are neurodiverse
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If youre looking for ways to expand your student group and understand the
impact it'll have on your work, we recommend watching Susan Cain’s TED
Talk “Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking”
and reading Jennifer Gonzalez’s “Four Ways Teachers Can Support Students
of Color.”

Do alittle work to cultivate interest in the design process itself. Let students
know that their contributions would be very valuable to you, the entire
classroom, and/or school community. The best way to do this is to integrate
their feedback early and often. But be careful—the opposite is also true! If
students see that you are not integrating their input, they may become less
willing to engage.

When engaging in codesign, it can be tempting to jump straight into the
design process; however, it’s important to think about the dynamic between
your students as well. If students are not comfortable with each other, they
may feel less inclined to speak up and share their ideas. Consider inviting
students with similar experiences or interests so that they feel comfortable
enough to share their thoughts or make a plan for how you will create a safe
space for sharing across status differences. One idea we have that’s worked for
us in the past is setting and creating norms with students. When I (Shreena)
was in middle school, my class would do personal group discussions. Everyone
would set and review the student-created norms before every conversation.
'This allowed everyone to feel more comfortable when sharing.

We hope that your biggest takeaway from this section is to make the process
fit the students, don't fit the students to the process. Let the students drive
the work!

Step 3: Preparation of Students

Now that you have your team, how can you ensure students are as prepared
as possible to codesign with you?

Let students know what you expect from them and give them time to
prepare. For example:

*  Will they be participating in an icebreaker?
*  Will they have a speaking role?
»  If students will have a formal speaking role, allow them ample time
to practice and support them in preparing.
*  Are there any questions that they will be expected to answer during the
event that they should know in advance?
» It may not be the case that you have questions prepared for students,
but if you do, let them know that youd like them to be thinking
about the questions ahead of the codesign session.
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There was this one time I (Shreena) felt woefully unprepared for my
Empathy Interview. I was set and ready to interview a few students at a
Continuous Improvement workshop, but the students never arrived. At the
last minute, I had to prepare questions to interview my former principal,
who happened to be in the Zoom room, about a whole new topic. This was
a stressful experience for me, but it serves as a great learning lesson that can
be applied to the codesign process! If students do not have ample time to
prepare for their roles, they might feel unprepared for what you are asking
them to do during the event/meeting.

Our second tip for this step is to create a space for students to get to know
each other. For many students, one of the most dreaded experiences is being
introduced to someone new over email—it is incredibly awkward! As an
eighth grader, I (Eliana) participated in a youth summit for climate activism.
A few weeks before the summit, we were asked to introduce ourselves to
each other through email. (Imagine dozens of middle school and high school
students from around the world trying to establish connections through
email! Hint: pure chaos!) While the intention of having students build
connections prior to the conference was well-meant, not all of us had the
skills to introduce ourselves, follow up through email, and manage an email
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thread.

Another form of communication, such as a more casual group chat where
students can easily reply to one another, could have been more effective in
that situation. There are numerous creative ways you can allow students
to connect with one another. You can pick out some fun icebreakers that
students can do with each other in person, or over Zoom, that can serve as a
good point of connection rather than an awkward email introduction.

Step 4: During the Event

There’s no clear-cut way to design your event. We wish we could say that
there’s some sort of magic formula for event design that will work every time,
but it will vary depending on your discipline and the stage of planning that
you need feedback on. However, we do have some tips to make this process
easier.

Our first tip for this step is to organize your time well so that there is
equitable airtime. Take space to speak, but also give others the space to
speak, and actively make students feel that they are part of the meeting.
Don’t assume that equitable participation will happen naturally. It’s not
awesome when one student is given more airtime than the rest, or when
the time is unorganized and airtime ends up being unequal. Some strategies
we've seen work well in the past include using a “talking object” to symbolize
whose turn it is to speak. Students have the option to skip their turn, but this
method allows everyone an equal opportunity to share. If you're facilitating
the event, you may find it helpful to take note of who is taking up space and
noticing if you need to help create space (usually through gentle reminders,
or promptings) for all students to have the chance to share.

The second tip is to be clear about students’ roles in the session. Are
students acting as facilitators? Decision-makers? Feedback-givers? Make
sure that both adult and student participants are clear about their roles. In
addition, be clear about what students’ ownership is over the project and
that more ownership often means more involvement in the planning. For
example, if a student is involved throughout the entire codesign process, they
are going to have more ownership over the project, but they will also be
putting much more thought, energy, and time into the codesign process.
On the other hand, a single codesign event in which a student is only giving
feedback after the project planning has taken place will require less time and
commitment from students, but perhaps also mean they have less ownership
over the project.

'The last tip is to make sure everyone has the opportunity to contribute in
a way they feel comfortable with. For example, if your event is on Zoom,

you could open up the chat for contributions, make breakout rooms, or let
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people prepare their contributions in advance. Don't expect everyone to feel
comfortable just jumping into a conversation with a new group.

There are a few more considerations as you plan for your event:

Feedback protocol
*  How do you want students to provide feedback?
*  Which mediums will you use?

Space and setting
*  Are you doing this with an entire class or only a few students?
* Do you have a slideshow that you'll need to share or any A/V set-up?

Dynamic between students

'This is the one we've personally seen most often overlooked.

*  Are there students from your class that will have already spent time
together and be comfortable engaging in pair-share? Or is it better to
do an icebreaker first?

Keep these questions in mind as you begin planning for your event.

When I (Eliana) was a seventh grader, one of my humanities teachers invited
several students from our class to provide feedback on a humanities project
that had already been developed. It was made clear to us that it was not
mandatory that we participate, but that she would love our input if we were
interested and comfortable. She was also intentional about stating what our
role would be in the codesign process (in that instance, it was providing
feedback). I decided to accept! During the event, my teacher pitched the
project to us, then asked if it was one we would be interested in, and if not,
what could be improved about the project. The project was generally well-
received by all of us, and ended up being implemented the next semester.
Overall, my teacher did a great job with the codesign process. She prepared
us ahead of time by making expectations clear and created room for student
voice. If she had wanted to improve her codesign process and make room
for more robust feedback, it may have been helpful for her to offer multiple
mediums for us to submit feedback, such as a written format.

Step 5: Follow Up

How will student ideas be incorporated into the project design? How will
you acknowledge student participation in the codesign process?

It’s easy to forget about this step, but it’s important to thank everyone
involved in the codesign process and keep them updated. After wrapping
up a Continuous Improvement workshop, I (Shreena) am always thanked
for taking the time to engage with the participants, which makes me feel
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appreciated for taking time out of my day to work alongside stakeholders.
After the workshop is over, I receive an email from the IExD team, thanking
me for my work and outlining the next steps of the project. These emails
let me know what will happen next in the process, leaving room for open
communication even after the event. The emails also often share the impact
of the event, shoutouts, feedback, and more. All in all, it’s important to
inform students about the next steps of the project and take time to reflect
with students about the process thus far. This step helps ensure that educators
are taking students’ ideas into account and actively trying to find ways to
incorporate them.

Summing It Up

'That was a lot of information! From all of this, we really want you to take
away that in order for the codesigning process to be meaningful and fruitful,
genuine participation and authenticity on the educators’ part are necessary
for students to put in that same effort. Students want to thrive in school, and
by giving them opportunities to be creative and collaborate on what they
want to see and do in their school, educators and students can make school
a better learning environment for everyone. Codesigning can allow you to
better understand students’ needs, discover what is relevant and important to
students, and can also support you in creating projects and curricula that are
more engaging to students.
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Sarah Strong teaches a math class at High Tech High.
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vision

“Dear Math,
You are Dreadful”

Sarah Strong
High Tech High & High Tech High Graduate School of Education

Gigi Butterfield
Loyola Marymount University

High School teacher Sarah Strong and High School student Gigi Butterfield co-
authored a book, Dear Math: Why Kids Hate Math and What Teachers Can
Do About It. In it, the two sort through hundreds of student letters to math and
walk through themes that emerge in the letters and how teachers can center these
stories to design classrooms where all students can flourish.

1t is our great pleasure to share Chapter One, “Dear Math, You are Dreadful,”
with you!

Dear Math, I hate you! You fill me with deep dread in my everyday life.

at the table where his name was written on a three-by-five card. On

the screen, instructions asked the students to add information to the
card, namely, preferred pronouns, interests, and one mathematical strength.
By the end of the three-minute timer, Eli’s card was empty, and his head was
down on the desk. I knelt down by his desk.

Eli walked into class on the first day of the semester and slumped down

“Well, you haven't really given it a chance,” I claimed, attempting to infuse
lightness and truth into the young man who was clearly grumpy. It was, after

all, the first day of class.
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“Oh, I've been doing this for twelve years. I hate math, and there is no reason
for me to learn it. I don’t see why I would give it a chance,” he lauded.

I took a deep breath and looked at the other twenty-four kids in the room
who were ready for learning and my attention. Their body language was in
stark contrast to Eli’s, which was seeping with dread.

Knowing I wouldn't win over this student in a day, I said, “Okay, I hear
you. I hope to hear more about what brought you to this point of hatred
for mathematics. For now, can you at least agree to share your thinking on
the puzzle we are working on today with our group? I know your group will
appreciate what you have to say.”

He rolled his eyes, and I walked away and launched into teaching the class. I
knew the next day, he would be taking on my Dear Math assignment, and I
would get to hear more about the journey that led him to this point.

'The next day, he wrote ...

Dear Math, You are boring, repetitive, and not interesting. You always
are difficult. You will never understand. Every single mistake causes even
more problems. Math, you have always been my least favorite class. I
never got the chance to fully understand the different math concepts,
which would make me frustrated and not care to continue to struggle. It
made my brain hurt. Although I truly dislike math, I can say it has been
one of the more challenging obstacles in my life. I would avoid asking for
help to try to learn it myself, but I continued to struggle. This has made
me think in different ways and made me work a little harder to think
outside the box. Although I can keep talking about my frustrations with
math, one way math has helped me grow is by allowing me to be more
patient because I know it will take time to get the reward, in this case,
the answer. One thing I do look forward to in the future is increasing
and improving my ability to solve math problems by myself. I also think
that math should not be rushed. So many times, I hear students saying
they arent done or need more time, and I thought we were supposed
to work at our own pace. So I think it should be structured to put the
groups of kids who are in the same understanding of the topic.

From, Eli.
Sources of Dread

Dread is an adjective meaning “to involve great suffering, fear, or unhappiness;
extremely disagreeable.” While many students don’t name dread explicitly in
their letters, other words arise, like hatred, cruel, pain, turning clear skies
gray, unenjoyable, and annoying. We selected the term “dreadful” to sum up
these letters because it seemed to truly capture the depth of dislike this group

18 unboxed



of students had for math.

Dear Math, Why do you even EXIST? I'm genuinely asking because it is
such a complex subject. I don’t want to be rude or anything, but you can
be a PAIN sometimes to everyone. I've had other people agree with me on
that, but it’s something we can overcome.

—LEdwin, tenth grade

Why do so many students find math class dreadful> And why do so many

adults have negative comments about the subject?

For Eli, his dread came from math being “repetitive, boring, and not
interesting.” For Edwin, the dread came out of it being “a complex subject”and
included questioning the purpose of math’s existence. For Hayley, the dread
stemmed from a feeling of being “dragged along” without understanding,
while math itself was holding on to so much certainty. For other students,
the dread came from a bad experience, a poor grade, the stifling of their
thinking, or the way they were treated in class if they didn’t know something.

While the stories in the letters are powerfully descriptive, the statistics are
alarming. In some school districts, over 50 percent of students fail their
freshman math class. The situation doesn’t improve in college. Rather,
a 2011 report found that, across the country, only 50 percent of students
attain a passing grade in college algebra (Gordon 2008). It’s no wonder that
widespread dread exists for being required to do something that often leads
to failure.

Dear Math, You are best classified as a regrettable necessity.
—Andrew, twelfth grade

It seems students and adults of all ages dread math, so when does it start?
I have worked with teachers and led an exercise in storytelling about their
math experiences. One activity we do is create graphing stories. Many
teachers describe their learning journeys with math like the examples in

figure 1, on the following page.

Students express positive feelings in early elementary school, and then by
middle school, a negative trend begins. Many of their storylines head back
upward if they begin teaching math, but those negative years are extremely
common. In students’ Dear Math letters, many of them identified their
“moment of fracture” in their math identity as occurring in third or fourth
grade, while the second-largest percentage was in middle school. Further
research on math anxiety shows that it might not start at one age in particular,
but it was always accompanied by some type of test or performance (Boaler

2017).
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Dear Math, Never liked you, never will, you cause me so much pain.

'The feeling of dread for mathematics may be classified as stemming from
pervasive math anxiety—a problem so massive that a whole field of research
is now dedicated to it. A study conducted in 1978 concluded that about
68 percent of students enrolled in mathematics classes experience high
mathematics anxiety (Betz 1978). More recently, a 2009 study showed that
about 17 percent of the population have high levels of math anxiety (Ashcraft
and Moore 2009). Societally, we perpetuate this thinking, normalizing the
idea that not being mathematical is just a regular consequence of life. People
joke and make light of this type of thinking, whereas the idea of being
illiterate is much less culturally acceptable and rarely the butt of jokes in the

media.
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Dear Math, I hate you; you make my clear skies feel grey. In a world
without you, I don’t know what I would do, though your own significance
doesn’t have fo involve me. I've never liked your certainty of right’ or
‘wrong’ when it ends up with just me unknowingly being dragged along.

—Hayley, twelfth grade

Because math invokes such strong emotions, often feelings associated with
dislike and dread, I hope that we can hold space for these emotions and
create activities where students can explicitly share their stories and unpack
their feelings. Beyond caring about math and our students, we need to care
about our math stories, particularly mathematical identities: how students
see themselves as mathematicians and participate in mathematical spaces.
When he was president of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics,
Robert Berry stated, “Effective teachers affirm positive mathematical
identities among all of their students, especially students of color.” But why
should we care about our students’ mathematical identities? Can't we just
teach them the processes they need to know?

'The answer to this is an emphatic “No.”

'The learning process inherently includes the development of identity. In
his book on communities of learners, Etienne Wenger (1998, 215) explains,
“Because learning transforms who we are and what we can do, it is an
experience of identity. It is not just an accumulation of skills and information
but a process of becoming—to become a certain person or, conversely, to
avoid becoming a certain person. Even the learning that we do entirely
by ourselves contributes to making us into a specific kind of person. We
accumulate skills and information, not in the abstract as ends in themselves,
but in the service of an identity.”

Students naturally form their own mathematical identities with or without
our involvement. If we want students to engage in a better relationship with
math, we need to guide them toward more positive mathematical identities.
Recognizing how the unpleasant feelings they already have affect their
identities is a strong first step.

Dear Math, You are a cruel, heartless mistress.

—Tony, twelfth grade

Being able to share such strong emotions clearly creates the space to forge a
path out of these emotions. Students may not even need advice or solutions
for the problems they are experiencing; they may just periodically need to
vent. Students come into our classrooms each day with a great variety of
stories. If we do not create space for them to share their stories, then we are
making it more difficult to help them create healthier relationships with
math overall.
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A Less Dreadful Experience

Dear Math letters are a critical tool for understanding and overcoming dread
for two related reasons. The first reason is that the letters give students a
space to share their story, vent, and unpack the ways they have become the
mathematician they are today. We can normalize experiences from the past,
process them, and collectively make sense of a path forward.

'The second reason comes from the teaching standpoint. If we don’t ask, then
we are designing curricula and making instructional decisions relying on our
assumptions from prior experiences, our own math experiences, or feedback
we get from the loudest students. I used to follow the ignorance-is-bliss
concept, ignoring how my students already felt in favor of making my class
as awesome as possible to help them love math. How wrong I was. I regularly
assumed that the students were as ready to think about math as I was and
that they were excited to learn it in the same ways that had excited me.

I am reminded of Chimamanda Adichie’s famous 2009 TED Talk entitled
“The Danger of a Single Story.” In it, she states, “The single story creates
stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue but
that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story.”

Dear Math, I have always hated you; I can never do you. Sometimes 1
get the answer, but that'’s only on the better types of math. But I guess I
need you because those ‘Sometimes’ are important in daily life. But I still
hate you. I never look forward to doing you, I always look forward to
[finishing you and going on with my day.

—Sam, tenth grade

Mathematics classrooms are an easy space to become “one story.” There is a
math problem, there is a way to solve it, everyone tries it and does well or
doesn’t, and then we move on to the next problem. Dear Math letters hold
space for and give voice to all the different math stories in the room. They
allow healing for those with traumatic math stories and encourage the co-
creation of stories that are whole and complete. Most importantly, they tell
us things we wouldn’t have known if we hadn’t asked.

Every time I open a new Google Drive folder containing my students’ Dear
Math letters, my heart starts beating a little faster. I know some letters will
reveal a dread for the subject that I must engage students in each day for an
entire semester. I'll have to address their feelings in the ways that I teach.
If the dread that students feel is connected to feeling rushed, we might try
out fewer activities in our class that focus on speed (Chapter 6 has great
examples of this). If their dread is connected to their grades, we might
consider alternative grading activities or more equity-oriented assessment

strategies (Chapter 5 has ideas for this).
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But if I didn’t ask, then I might delude myself into thinking that everyone
was walking into my class ready to have a good time. Furthermore, I might
unintentionally impose my own math story and identity markers onto my
students, joining the oppressive figures I sought to dispel. Delusion and
oppression are unhealthy starting places for a semester of work together.

Dear Math: How to Get Students to Start Writing

So, how do we engage students in the Dear Math letter writing? The first
step is to necessitate the letter. Oftentimes, students aren’t used to writing in
math class. They also are unfamiliar with being reflective and metacognitive
about the discipline of math. Lastly, they likely haven’t ever personified math
and “talked to it.”

I usually set up the assignment by saying:

“As we start this school year, it is important that I get to know you as
mathematicians. Who you are as mathematicians and the stories that formed
you before you got here are incredibly important to me. It is my goal that
you would all feel like you are learning and growing each day as individuals
and as a collective math community. Without understanding who you are, I
cannot properly design and facilitate this math classroom for you. I'll start by
reading my Dear Math letter to you.

After my story, I ask, “What did you hear in this letter? What surprised you?
What parts of my story relate to yours?”

After the discussion, I say, “Today, we are going to write ‘Dear Math’letters. I
look forward to learning more about your math story. Thank you for sharing
your stories with me.”

Questions for Prompting:

*  Tell me about a time in elementary school when you felt successful in
math class. What happened?

*  Tell me about a time in elementary school when you struggled in math
class. What happened?

* When your friends talk about math, what do they say or do?

*  What is one way that math has helped you grow?

* What is one of your greatest mathematical strengths?

*  What is one of your greatest mathematical challenges?

*  How do you plan to engage with math in the future? (Going into a
STEM field? Using math in your career? In your life? Tackling complex
problems in a systematic way?)

*  What can you thank math for?

*  How would you change math classrooms?

*  What would you like more of in math classes?

“Dear Math, You are Dreadful” 23



Processing Dear Math Letters

After students submit their letters, I set aside about an hour per class to read
over the letters and listen to students’ stories. I underline, share celebrations
and connections, and thank them for sharing their letters with me. While
it is easy and natural to feel defensive and jump into “solutionitis” when
reading the letters, particularly ones that are steeped in dread, I try to receive
the stories just as they are. As we will see in the coming chapters, the work of
forging a new identity will happen during the semester and year, not just in
the moment of writing and responding. This first pass at the letters gives me
valuable narrative data. This data comes both in extreme stories of dread (like
the ones referenced in this chapter), extreme expectations for the class that
feel out of line with my hope for the class (like the letter from Eli, who asks
for academic tracking, a practice that is out of alignment with the philosophy
and design of my school), and overall trends.

A variety of stories should be expected from a class, and if there is a
disproportionate amount of negativity or dread in a classroom, then it is
imperative that you create specific activities to acknowledge and transform
on a class level. In this case, I will often share some student writing
(anonymously) with the class and then share a goal and track progress
toward that goal. For example, I might say, “My goal is that you find value in
coming to math class each day, and I'm going to design activities that help
the lessons feel valuable to you. Each week, I will give you an exit ticket, and
I will ask you if what we did this week felt valuable. In this way, we can keep
getting better at meeting our goals.”

Processing Dear Math Letters with Students

Another activity I have done with the Dear Math letters is to have students
exchange their letters and read the other person’s letters for connections and
surprises in the stories. This could be anonymous or, if expectations are stated
from the beginning, with the names intact. When students read each other’s
letters, they immediately begin an empathy-building exercise that serves
both to understand that your math story is just one of many and that our
math community is composed of a beautiful, diverse set of learners who all
hold value in the space.

I have had students read over their own Dear Math letters with different
lenses depending on our work that week. In one project, we were working
on understanding our shifting math identities, and the students needed
to self-identify a “fracture” in their math identities in their stories. After
each student identified a “fracture” and the grade they had been in when it
happened, one of their assignments for the remainder of the semester was to
find a student in that grade and offer them support on their math homework.
'The students who did this assignment attested to feeling great about helping
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other students and about realizing that the types of math that had caused
such deep wounds in their math identities were now very doable for them.

Dear Math letters are certainly not the only way to promote this type of
storytelling and identity unpacking. For more activities and projects to help
unpack students’ mathematical identities, refer to Appendix A: More on

Math Identity.
The Importance of Mathematical Identity Work

As learning theorist Yrjo Engestrom (1995) stated, “Identity work is never
‘done,’ it is always ongoing. Although a person’s identity is not determinable,
neither is the meaning-making involved in identity work entirely free but,
instead, is mediated by the discourse and practices of people’s communal
social activity systems.” Because of this, we create space for students to share
the stories that formed them and for the possibility of evolution in those
stories over the course of the year. The possibility of evolving is related to the
idea of a growth mindset, and, while it’s not the only point, believing that
success can be found is an important step. Even day to day, the ways students
feel about themselves as mathematicians can shift dramatically, but we can
design a class where they can flourish when we tune our eyes and ears to
their stories and ways of being in a math class.

Dear Math, I have hated math ever since third grade; its annoying and
unenjoyable. It used to be that I liked math, but that all changed in third
grade when we had to learn our times tables, and I was always stressing.
1 like normal multiplication, the kind where you can ACTUALLY take
your time, but not this.

—Andrea, seventh grade

Overcoming Dread in the Classroom

Amber and I met when I was her teacher in her freshman year. As a student,
she seemed driven and justice-oriented. As a mathematician, she was
brilliant at organizing information, she asked many questions, yet she lacked
confidence. One of the first times we met, she told me that she had test
anxiety, and as we worked together, I noticed that her anxiety was pervasive
in her work. She would rush to an answer, second-guess her thinking, and
then her brain would “shut off” (her words), and her emotions would take
over. In her sophomore year, she wrote a Dear Math letter in which she
unpacked this anxiety and the resulting feeling of dread that was now a part
of her heading to math class. Her letter that year read:

I really like you. But you don’t come naturally to me. I have to work
extra hard to understand and really conceptualize what you have to offer.

There have been times where I have felt discouraged, frustrated, and
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exasperated, especially on tests, which is where I believe I can never fully
express all of the things I know in a way that helps me be successful.
—Amber, ninth grade

By reading and responding to her Dear Math letter and giving her space to
unpack her story and mathematical identity, Amber’s teachers were able to
dig deep into what was blocking her achievement and connections, and they
highlighted her strengths. From there, they helped Amber build a new story

for herself about who she was as a mathematician.

I'had the opportunity to teach Amber again her senior year, and, as we always
do, Amber wrote another Dear Math letter, reflecting on her mindset growth
and identity during her high school experience. She wrote:

While the term ‘math growth’ might inherently imply academic growth,
I think for me it’s a lot more about a shift in attitude and my reactions
when I am faced with challenges. I developed a sense of patience and
open-mindedness for the first time ever. I no longer got as frustrated with
myself when I didn’t understand something and would allow myself to
take my time. As I reflect on my past experiences and emotions related
to math, I can confidently say that I have a strong foundation. And this
is a great amount of growth for me because two years ago when I wrote
this letter as a sophomore, I could not say that I felt like I had a strong
foundation in math. —Amber, twelfth grade

Gigi’s Reflection

'The notion that math is dreadful is not a terribly uncommon one. This
dreadful relationship depicted in these student letters is a mere echo of the
greater public opinion. In fact, it’s so common that it has become a trope in
the media. My favorite example is in the movie Mean Girls, when Damien
memorably embodies dread upon hearing Cady’s plans to join the Mathletes
and fearfully notes, “That’s social suicide!”

Damian’s dread perfectly represents the cultural conundrum of math: if
youre bad, you're stupid; if you're good, you're a nerd. I can recall feeling the
effects of this mathematical fork in the road, becoming stuck shooting for
some nonexistent gray area or third path. In the early days of my freshman
year, the anxiety of “the decision” crept toward me, appearing on whiteboards
and through hallways. Which path would I choose: “scholastic slowness” or
“social suicide” Although it may seem as though the ultimate moral lesson
in every fable, story, and movie is to rise above the social pressures of coolness
and run into math’s comforting, outstretched arms (Cady does end up joining
the Mathletes and learning incredibly pertinent lessons wildly applicable
to her situations in the greater world—how perfect!), doing so is rarely so
simple or perfect. Both paths, in this case, are surrounded by pressure and
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labels. Eventually, I made my choice based on not what I thought would be
the best, most academically and socially fulfilling route for me but on the
outside pressures in my life. My family’s aspirations for me just outweighed
that of my classmates’ opinions, and so my fate was sealed (time to buy up all
the fanny packs and satirically large glasses in town): I was a nerd.

'This decision brought about a whole other type of dread, one that pressured
me to constantly act at peak performance. To get a wrong answer, especially
publicly, was to move backward on the path. This pressure was exhausting
and caused a lacking math mindset. When you're too afraid to be wrong,
you end up missing out on learning why you aren’t right. While this demand
for constant correctness did admittedly result in a relatively high GPA, it
was rendered arbitrarily in terms of genuine learning. Ensuring my report
card remained devoid of any number beginning with a three was exhausting
and all-consuming, leaving me without sufficient room to equally value my
grades and my understanding of the concepts being taught.

Throughout my first semester of ninth grade, I learned that the notion of
the binary paths of arithmetic, much like Cady’s limit, “doesn’t exist” and,
furthermore, that sometimes there is no moving backward or even forward.
I learned that math is merely (and beautifully) the conceptualization of
answering questions. It brings tangibles to the intangible. Math is one big,
beautiful mess, like a game 