comenitient of time and thought. Nevertheless they
are skills that cum be learnt like any others.

Your can't rig the game simpky by moving chairs abowt
the classraom, separating cliques, splitting {riendships
or plugging in a spotlight am! shining it on that
urwilling and wide-eved face, If we want to be positive
about anything, we shouldn't be positive in our diseri-
sraireaticn, bt it our ofirmaifon that evervone has
individual needs which can be met as part of 2 whale
comrrieity. B those needs can serve concurrently both
thie inndividual and the group, then mave Sirath wifl
one day be happy fo shiw us the history of his fazniky,
loariagly set dowss in dot-matrix print, whilst David
might chair a discussion with sersitivity and dis-
cretion, and Karen might champion herself and others
in jayous debate.

Examining
Assumptions
Maria Goulding

‘Equal opportunities is a phease which meass many
different things to different peaple. just as in the
language of mathematics, where & word Sike diference
can have a precise meaning which may be confused
with its everyday use, so too with equal opportunities.
For sorme, the phrase is to be identified with the poli-
ties desigined to tackle the problem of particular Froups
of pugils enderachieving in our educational syslem,
Far others it is a blanket termt which describes the
entitlement of free schoal education for children aged 5
t 16 regardiess of outcome, Increasingly, Bowever, in
the official tbanguage of pedicy documents and Ferern-
ment charters, equal apportunities has been parrowed
dewn e mean women,

There is a danger, in my view, of isolating gender issues
in this way er even of organising related jssyes along a
coptinuem:

‘Tave” and gender. . disabifity...fand for the really
sz} sexeal ortertation

It becames increasingly apparent to me that the ghus
which halds the isswes together is power, or lagk of it
¥es, we are fooking at entitlermnent and the celebration
of difference as Glyn Holt argues, but there is mugh
maore 10 it than that. It is not an sversight on the part
of teachers that has led to sorse children receiving
preferential treatment in the classroom or Computer

raaen; & complex web of connected assumptions rooted
in, amangst other things, teachers” beliefs and stryc-
tures in schools may at worst perpetuate the power
differentials which exist outside schoal. Does the cor.
bimueum  haave suggested sbove fook the way it is
beciise the groups along it ave themselves in 1 packing
arder of disadventage or powerlessness? In treating
Essues discretely we rmay well be losing sight of funda-
rmental and unifiying principhes.

20 where does learning mathernatics fit into all thiz?
Gender issues have often been treated in isclation hers,
tarely because of the perceived impartance of the sub-
ject in the school curriculum and the perceived
underachievement of girls 1], To bagin with, | would
like to examing & well worn path, Tt is cormsrmenly
assumed that boys dominate the discourse in the
classroom, Redressing this imbatance 2nd gdiving the
Zirls & fzirer deal seeens a worthy aim: for the teacher,
Hewever, sisply asking more questions of the girls
meay ke an inappropriate way of proceeding. They may
net want bo be singled out and their sifence may not
indicate & Jack of understanding at all. The Seacher may
giretply he reinforcing an existing value judgeiment -
that vaecal participation is a necessary prerequisite for
suceess in learning mathematics. She may be AsSSUMHNG
that girls have a problem and, in order to overcome it,
they newd to behave more like bovs. Closer it pection
ey reveal a far maore cornplex pattern of interaction,
where differences within the behaviour of the girks or
hoys ina elass are as marked as differences between
therm, What sbowt the quiet bays and the vocal girls?
Further and more importantly, it may not just be z
fuestion of lovking at behaviour patterns, For instance,
Valerie Walkerdine |2] demonstrated that similar
beebuavionrs in bows and givls resulted in different
interpretaiions of their mathematizal ability.

[ am not suggesting that conscious managertent of
disetsssion in the classrotm is pointless, rather that
divecting more questions Yo girls is a simplistic strat.
ey, I mnay bie more fruitful te look at who halds the
power, whio needs ermpowering and how different Tearm-
irg stybes can be harnessed to achieve this, Croups wha
have traditionally, and with some #ndence, been identi-
fied a5 disadvantaged may benefit from this artalysis but
the approach can also be used when the classroom does
niot geem B fit other people's patterns. S0 the teacher
emay well find that it is largely, but not entirely, girls
who ave disadvantaged and can act avcordingly, but she
riay afso be wsing the same principles in a class where,
say, the children of professional parents are getting
more than their fair share of altention. One of the wWays
of hapadling talk in the classreom may now be to offer 2
range of different apportunities for tatk besides work-
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ing on the usual ‘teacher - pupil - evaluation’ model.

* The consideration of learning styles leads us on very
naturalhy to the use of technology, which sheuld pro-
vide us with increased opportunities for fexibility.
Again, a cornmon assumption is that girls like to work
conperatively so that, for instance, using Logo bo set
ard solve probiems in small groups may be seenasa
good way of building upon this preferred way of wark-
ing. As a strategy this may have more in its favour than
the directed questioning, but we do need to avoid see-
ing this strategy as a ‘catch-all’ easy solution. Research
into group interaction with Logoe §3] revealed a more
compiex picture than is often imagined. Here there
were gender differences but it was not simply a quest-
ion of cosperating or nob:

“girls do plan and boys do coliaborate but not
necessarily in the way we would predict, and
who achieves more is at least partly dependent
on how we organise and assess the activity.”

Intriguingly, it also became evident that teachers’ per-
ceptions of the girls changed over the period of this
tongitudinal study, Looking through the lens of gender
in this way may not produce simple and generalisable
patterns but it does begin to throw light wpon aspects of
the teachers” work which have implications for equal
opportunities in its widest sense,

So far [ have been trying bo unpick two common

i not to devalue thern. Looking for patterns
may help ws to find better ways of enpowering groups
and individuats, but we need to try and reveal their
Timitations. We may find out more by focusing on class
or gender differences, but our conclusions may inform
siruations where the power imbalance is not necessarily
in those areas.

Purther unpicking of these assumptions may also be
useful in iHustrating the teo pathways which have been
seen as ways forward in the equal opportunities debate.
Brirected questioning seems to belong to a range of
strakegies which have encouraged the powerless to
adopt the values and behaviours of the powerful, In the
case of girls it goes with a ‘deficit’ view of their learning
which can be both patronising and counterproductive.
However, since it is unrealistic to expect powerholders
to give up their power without a struggle, it is a strat-
egy which may have to be adopted, amongst others.

The second strategy, encouraging cooperative ways of
working, belongs to the school of thought which
embraces a gender inclusive curriculum, Here, rather
than looking at girls as “lacking’ in some way, it is

assumed that most of thern have been socialised dif-
ferently, but pot in an inferior way, from many boys,
Here we are trying to shift the values of a dominant
group, nok just change its membership.

A third strategy, for which technology can be & power-
ful tool, is to bring equal opportunities to the attention
of pupils as a part of the mathematics curricuium.
Here, pupits are actively encouraged b contextualise
their mathematics by examining issues of social
justice. Data handling provides the legitimisation,
should it be needed.

For examgle, the excellent graph plotting program
Mouseplotter[4} has global information collected
together in a datafile called Nation. It is an extension of
the fite Glostat progduced by the centre for Global
Education at the University of York for use with Ques?,
and benefits from the sophistication and ease of use of
the mouse driven program. My POGE students in the
past have been both staggered and ahsorbed at the
access to such information and the ability to ask and
answer questions which throw light on Bsues of
inequalily across nations. This could be part of work
which also examines the selection and presentation of
statistics in the press and looks for examples of
misrepresentation not just in diagrams but in the body
of the text where numbers and percentages are aften
shipped in to support arguments,

By actually raising such issees in mathematics clags-
roormns this third strategy ranks alongside moves in the
other tweo directions to work towards shifting the con-
ventional power bases, changing them and redressing
past imbalances.,

In this article T have tried to explore equal opportu-
nities issues in mathematics education by looking at
power. As [ visit schools and talk te students, it
becomes increasingly obvious to me that the dominant
organising principle of knowledge and pedagogy in
mathematics education is net gender or race or seaual
ovientation, The construct of ability stares me in the
face, and 1 am left with a big question. Does an analysis
of power refations help me with this one and what
strategies can be adopted bo redress inequality here,
given the present political climate.

Rabarancel
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