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Abstract
In this reflective essay, a BlackCrit lens is used to explore new and evolving possibilities 
for Black teachers, families, leaders, and students in ways that highlight and honor par-
ents’ agency, expand notions of digital equity in mathematics, and preview new and re-pri-
oritized approaches which aid liberatory mathematics, teaching, and learning spaces that 
resurfaced in the pandemic. Several actions reimagine the work of mathematics as building 
blocks for engaging the flourishing for Black communities: (1) expanding and amplify-
ing direct networks for Black parents to share, communicate, and advocate for their own 
needs and spaces around mathematics; (2) making visible and amplifying our advocacy for 
racial justice in the content creation and representation found in current digital platforms 
for meeting the needs of Black communities; and the need to (3) invest in, prioritize usage 
of, and illuminate mathematics commercial and academic entities focused solely on creat-
ing content and centering Black (and other people’s) knowledge and experiences in math-
ematics for Black families.

Keywords COVID-19 · Black communities · Digital equity · Culturally relevant 
mathematics teaching · Parents and mathematics learning

As the coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted the world, a compounding 
social pandemic forced an awakening for others to the horrors of police brutality and sys-
temic racism simultaneously affecting Black communities in the United States (US). In a 
matter of weeks of the onset of the pandemic, the communities where we, the authors, live 
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and work experienced pronounced health disparities and waves of disruption from physi-
cal lockdowns to economic shutdowns. As African American and Black Caribbean schol-
ars, we have felt this sharply in the communities we live, and those we serve. We have 
been directly and indirectly affected by the disproportionate number of Black1 people hos-
pitalized because of COVID-19 (see Garg, 2020), and the unequal representation among 
“who gets infected, who gets tested, and who dies” (van Dorn et al., 2020). In addition, 
our resolve has been tested, with others, through physical lockdowns, economic downturns 
impacting our small businesses and centers, and emotional challenges of diminished church 
and social gatherings. The first author reflected on the stress of the pandemic in this way:

I belong to a FB [Facebook] group with about 10,000 predominantly Black com-
munity members. I remember one member talking about members of her family who 
were sick and contracted COVID-19, and two that died from it. She asked us [the FB 
group] to pray and from that moment, the pandemic really hit home. At that moment, 
we [the FB group] dropped everything to respond with comments of encouragement 
and hope...I’m afraid to look at my timelines across social media. I’m feeling this 
onslaught in our community.

1  Historical backdrop

As Black mathematics scholars, teachers, and activists during the COVID-19 pandemic, it 
compelled us to make important shifts in our practices of supporting mathematics teach-
ing and learning. Our research and activism are heavily influenced by supporting Black 
learners in places we live, knowing the US historical legacy of educational malpractice 
and anti-Blackness dating before the 1600  s. The US has a long-documented history of 
disenfranchising educational spaces for Black learners (see Hillard, 1991; Horsford, 2011, 
among others) which Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006) refers to as the “education debt.” Lad-
son-Billings (2006) describes education debt as an accumulation of historical, economic, 
sociopolitical, and moral inequities for Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and Asian children. For 
example, the US Supreme Court decided in the Brown vs Board of Education (1954) case 
that segregated Black public schools did not have comparable and adequate access to sup-
port learning (e.g., buildings and curriculum) and violated the Equal Protection Clause. 
During that time, the nation viewed the decision as a turning point in American history 
toward a national consensus for educational equity (McNeal, 2009). However, McNeal 
(2009) notes that even 50 years after the Brown decision, the US Department of Justice 
2008 reported 276 school districts had yet to fulfill court mandates for racial desegregation 
of public schools and educational inequities continuously abound.

The continual residue of not doing right by Black communities continues to persist 
within mathematics educational spaces (Davis & Jett, 2019; Gutiérrez, 2013; Martin, 
2019) and do not acknowledge the generational violence caused to Black communities 
(Martin et al., 2019). We note the impact of COVID-19 as the roles and responsibilities 
of replicating school-based learning moved in the homes of many Black families. These 
responsibilities fall on the shoulders of parents and caregivers, whose cultural wealth and 
practices were often excluded, ignored, or not valued (Allen & White-Smith, 2018; Martin, 

1 Moving forward we use the term Black to represent the African Diaspora reflected in our ethnic and cul-
tural identities.
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2006). Our work situates the impact of a “legacy of educational injustices” (Ladson-Bill-
ings, 2006) of mathematics instruction for Black communities in the US during COVID-
19. Thus, we have a collective heightened sensitivity to ensuring that Black families are 
well cared for during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, our reflections have 
opened up a space to reimagine our work within mathematics for Black learners in our 
communities. In this essay, we provide a reflective account of our group’s experiences at 
this moment, in concert with certain theoretical considerations from the broader literature. 
Using a BlackCrit perspective, we aim to discuss (1) the nature of power dynamics and 
roles connected to mathematics learning in Black homes, (2) our renewed interest in digital 
equity, and (3) our expanding notions of mathematics content that harness excellence and 
flourishing for Black learners.

2  Our collective contexts

As the coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted the world, concurrent events of 
anti-Black racism forced a global awakening to the horrors of police brutality and systemic 
racism (Wagner et al., 2020). Thus, the stress experienced by the pandemic for many Black 
people in the US was compounded by racial tensions (Lund, 2020). As African American 
and Black Caribbean scholars in the US, in this reflective essay, we engage in strategic 
essentialism (Pande, 2016) in using pronouns such as us and we to speak about the collec-
tive experience faced by Black communities in the US while acknowledging the impact 
was not the same for everyone.

Because of the abrupt changes to all facets of daily life, the Black communities where 
we live and work experienced pronounced health disparities and waves of disruption 
from physical lockdowns to economic shutdowns (Lund, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020; Yang 
& Carter, 2020). There is a disproportionate representation of COVID-19-related deaths 
and hospitalizations for Black people. The Center for Disease Control (2020) reported that 
74% of US children and teens who died from COVID-19 were Latinx and Black, despite 
comprising only  40% of  the US population (US Census Bureau, 2020). The shelter-in-
place guidelines and physical lockdowns created economic and emotional challenges, 
while small businesses, churches, and community centers/clubs—all critical anchors in 
Black communities—closed, some indefinitely. These closings affected how Black resi-
dents worked, worshipped, and lived, creating a domino effect of disruptions that strained 
resources in homes as some families coped with shortages of food and other necessities. As 
a result, many Black families faced an additional economic pandemic (Kantamneni, 2020), 
increased mental health disparities (Lund, 2020; Yang & Carter, 2020), which reflects the 
global accounts of the impact of COVID-19 on marginalized communities (Nicola et al., 
2020; Prime et al., 2020). Readers may note parallels to the pervasiveness and impact of 
disparities that exist globally across social markers such as race, gender, class, and eth-
nicity (Beaman & Petts, 2020; Chmielewski, 2019; Stash & Hannum, 2001; Unterhalter, 
2005).
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3  Our positionality

As African American and Black Caribbean scholars in the US, we acknowledge and 
embrace our complex positionality as scholars and residents currently in key urban 
centers in the US. We connected online through mutual participation in an online net-
work of mathematics education focused on equity, and the experience of collaborating 
throughout the pandemic has bonded us. As authors, we actively engage in scholarship 
that examines curriculum issues, facilitates professional development, and supports 
parents in the teaching and learning of mathematics for Black learners. Collectively, 
two authors reside or work in cities where roughly 50% of the population is Black (i.e., 
Washington, DC and Atlanta, GA), and 25% for the third author (Tampa, FL). The first 
and third authors have strong Caribbean ties, being born and raised in Bermuda and 
the Bahamas, and maintain strong professional communication with colleagues and 
family there.

Together, we share over 70  years of combined experience in P-20 mathematics 
focused on various areas such as culturally relevant mathematics pedagogy and digital 
equity. We offer our perspectives and experiences and simultaneously acknowledge our 
tension in speaking to the collective weight of these experiences, while not essential-
izing or limiting the complexities of Blackness. As Black scholars, we have continued 
to probe Martin’s question (as cited in Aguirre et  al., 2013), “What does it mean to 
be Black in the context of learning and doing mathematics?” We consider our role as 
practitioners. The enterprise of mathematics (that is, how we come to organize, pro-
mote, and lead school mathematics) is an important place of disruption because of our 
positionality. We extend this “public narrative” to prod, “What does it mean now, for 
us and our people?” during the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.1  The disruption of mathematics learning from a BlackCrit/anti‑Blackness 
perspective

As Black mathematics education scholars who take part in community activism, we 
draw on BlackCrit theory that specifically acknowledges anti-Blackness as endemic 
(Coles, 2020; Dumas & Ross, 2016) and confront the anti-Blackness within the dis-
ruptions of mathematics learning for Black learners. BlackCrit, a subgroup of criti-
cal race theory, is conceptualized by Dumas and Ross (2016) around three ideas: (1) 
anti-Blackness is endemic and central to how we make sense of multiple dimensions 
of resistance (e.g., socially, historically, economically), (2) tension exists between mul-
ticultural and diversity efforts that are often in opposition of Black people flourishing, 
and (3) the creation of liberatory spaces that disrupt dehumanizing conditions and pro-
vide avenues of hope. BlackCrit helps us to analyze how the specificity of anti-Black-
ness matters in explaining how Black bodies become marginalized, disregarded, and 
disdained in schools and education spaces (Dumas & Ross, 2016; Gholson & Wilkes, 
2017; Martin, 2019; Warren & Coles, 2020). In the sections that follow, we frame our 
discussion around these pertinent areas:

(1) Highlighting how Black parents express agency in their roles in mathematics 
learning during the pandemic;

336 L. Matthews et al.



1 3

(2) Challenging the status quo of digital equity approaches to mathematics and a 
critique of policies that marginalize Black students’ and promote digital inequities; 
and.
(3) Previewing new and re-prioritized approaches to mathematics, teaching, and 
learning that represent a re-imagination of liberatory mathematics spaces that sup-
port Black learners thriving.

4  Power dynamics for Black parents and families

In this section, we acknowledge points of disruption in the vision of mathematics learn-
ing and the potential for Black families and communities that radically shift participation 
in structures of mathematics learning in promising ways. Mathematics education spaces 
historically position parents as obstacles in meeting a reform-based vision of mathemat-
ics learning and view their roles as passive recipients of information (Peressini, 1998). We 
want parents to do what we say with the information and resources given, without question. 
Yet, they view Black parents as uninvolved (McGee & Spencer, 2015; Schnee & Bose, 
2010; Yosso, 2005) and untrustworthy with school resources (Jackson & Remillard, 2006). 
In addition, Black parents are viewed from a deficit lens, assumed to lack knowledge, and 
only as recipients of information (Pereressini, 1998). There is limited attention to Black 
parents’ racialized experiences (Martin, 2006), oppositions to school-centric views and 
ideologies of involvement, and how employment affects the allocation of time for support-
ing learning. A BlackCrit lens allows us to view Black parental involvement and resistance 
as more nuanced, and we have seen firsthand this kind of resistance in several instances. 
Typically, the scenario is that of a parent asking for affirmation, or flatly informing us they 
had to make alternative decisions about mathematics tasks, demand, or methods. What 
should we make of this? Isolated or not, the agency of Black parents in mathematics is 
critical for the liberatory mathematics we wish to imagine. We know when schools “mean-
ingfully” partner with families across race, class, cultural backgrounds, and education, 
families can positively influence their child’s learning and identity development (Bridges 
et al., 2012; Brown, 2019; Ing, 2014). We believe that the COVID-19 pandemic has pushed 
schools to reconsider the extent of their partnerships and relationships as learning occurred 
virtually and schools sought parents to support their child’s mathematical learning. This 
line of thinking seems promising but further interrogation is needed of the ongoing legacy 
of disregarding (and voiding even) Black parents’ social capital (see for example, Yosso 
(2005)) in educational spaces. A BlackCrit lens provides space for us to illuminate the lib-
eratory and rehumanizing approaches to learning mathematics created by Black parents as 
roles and responsibilities were abruptly shifted during COVID-19. We discuss this shift in 
power dynamics for parents and families in two ways: (1) the tension in the recognition of 
Black parents’ social capital and partnership in supporting mathematics learning and (2) 
the agentive practices of Black families as they push back on school-based ideals of math-
ematics learning.

4.1  Oh, now they see us and need us

From our multiple vantage points in working directly alongside Black communities, we 
noticed how the move to remote learning because of the COVID-19 pandemic thrust 
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schools and school systems into recognizing their own fragility in supporting learning. In 
these instances, schools finally recognized parents and caregivers in their roles in support-
ing their children’s learning. It forced the school systems to rely on established or non-
existent partnerships among individual schools and families in supporting mathematics 
instruction. The reliance of schools working alongside parents is an illusion, particularly 
for many Black families because the relationships between the school and home are often 
strained. These strained relationships are often because of the multiple manifestations of 
mistrust placed on Black families and perceptions that Black parents are less engaged with 
their child’s academics (McGee & Spencer, 2015). Therefore, concerns often arise in Black 
communities because of a lack of mutual trust and respect of parents among teachers and 
schools.

Yet with the urgency of “presumed learning loss,” Black parents were suddenly inun-
dated with communication from schools and teachers more than ever before. In a discus-
sion between the second author and a Black parent around understanding the directions on 
a fourth grader mathematics worksheet, the parent shared her frustrations that suddenly, 
her child’s teacher was sending home several emails regarding work that needed to be com-
pleted, how work should be uploaded, and links to potential resources if the child was hav-
ing difficulties. She shared,

I think what is even more frustrating is that it’s not like I haven’t tried to reach out to 
this teacher before [COVID-19]. I have and I got nothing. But now, we [both parents] 
get weekly and almost daily emails and reminders about what needs to be done, how 
to show their work, and what I can do if our child doesn’t understand the work. It’s 
like, oh, now you see us and need us. (personal communication, B. Thomas, Septem-
ber 10, 2020)

We believe this scenario resonates with many Black parents in our circles. Many had 
limited interactions with their child’s teacher before COVID-19, but were now unexpect-
edly responsible for supporting and providing resources to support their child’s learning 
based on the school’s guidelines and expectations. Not surprisingly, some Black parents 
in our communities shared anxiety in completing school-assigned packets, online learning 
modules, and the struggle to guide the learning of mathematical concepts. This form of 
anxiety and frustration mirrors the espoused tensions of Black parents seeking to help their 
children in learning mathematics through newly adopted curriculum (see Jackson & Remil-
lard, 2006). It was precisely this concern that led the first author to create an online internet 
community of 400 members and a weekly live video broadcast focused on “….Holding 
critical conversations around mathematics and resources that help children, teachers and 
families shine and create spaces that amplify and illuminate the voices and images of Black 
children, families, and community in the mathematics space” (Pi Before Dinner—Math 
Inspiration Community, 2020). We note the shifts in roles for engaging in school-based 
mathematics into Black homes take place when these same Black communities are experi-
encing an increased risk of exposure as essential workers, high mortality rates, and health 
disparities. We are mindful of the extraordinary pressures being placed on Black people in 
our circles and focus attention on improving care systems. Brown (2019) reminds us that 
people are often blamed for what did not happen instead of considering systemic issues 
that impeded their progress.
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4.2  Agency in mathematics learning for Black families

The displacement of mathematics learning meant a reliance on parents to dissemi-
nate school-based visions of mathematics teaching and learning and opportunities for 
Black families to challenge and change those visions. Therefore, another aspect related 
to power dynamics we encountered was through the agentive ways Black parents and 
caregivers were drivers of at-home, hybrid, and online mathematics learning in more 
expansive ways. The extent of including their children’s identities and experiences 
within mathematics instruction was exposed, leading to more opportunities for ques-
tioning the vision of mathematics learning presented by schools. Black parents could 
visibly see the anti-Blackness in school-created visions of mathematics learning that 
often ignore the identities, realities, and lived experiences of their Black learners (Mar-
tin, 2012, 2019: Martin et al., 2019).

On the surface, schools and Black parents working together with a unified vision 
appear promising. However, the current vision of school mathematics often perpetu-
ates a one-size-fits-all universal approach to mathematics for Black children, which is 
problematic. The invisibility of Black children in the curriculum and a standardized 
approach maintains school mathematics as a White institutional space that has been 
a historical feature of the experiences of Black children (Bullock, 2019). Essentially, 
schools are asking Black parents to reproduce and recreate problematic ideologies that 
further increase inequities for their children (Berry et al., 2014; Bullock, 2018; Larnell, 
2016; Martin, 2013; Martin et al., 2019), and worse, mirror negative experiences faced 
by Black parents as students in the past (Martin, 2006; McGee & Spencer, 2015; Remil-
lard & Jackson, 2006).

However, considering the COVID-19 pandemic and shift in power and responsibil-
ity of Black parents and caregivers, the legitimacy of the institutionalized authority of 
schools was questioned. The pandemic has provided some Black parents more opportuni-
ties  to make more direct decisions around appropriate mathematics content. In conversa-
tions with Black families in our networks, frustrations arose regarding the poor quality of 
materials given to families for instruction. These frustrations echo sentiments that scholars 
have reported that before the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers of Black children devoted 
less time and emphasis on developing critical thinking skills, engaged in less challenging 
curriculum, resulting in a continuous cycle of curricular violence that furthers their oppor-
tunity gaps (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995a; Martin,  2012, 2019). Unfortunately, these 
opportunity gaps were not erased during COVID-19 but allowed Black parents firsthand 
knowledge of their children’s mathematics learning experiences.

One form of “mathematics instruction” schools provided during remote learn-
ing included a series of packets of mathematics worksheets. Teachers expected students 
to complete these packets with no interaction or scaffolding from them. Black parents in 
our community networks communicated that the work did not emulate high-cognitive 
demand and intellectual and cultural rigor. As a result, we witnessed some parents mak-
ing critical content shifts and decisions they determined were in the best interest for 
their children. For example, one Black parent shared how the school’s initial introduc-
tion to add within 10 (e.g., K.OA.3 Common Core State Standard for mathematics) was 
through solving a series of equations. The parent wrestled with continuing to follow 
the schools’ plan and questioned the appropriateness of introducing addition without 
context to Kindergarteners. She took action by incorporating manipulatives to allow her 
child to model mathematics and increase cognitive demand. She stated,
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It was my daughter’s first formal exposure to addition, although we have been doing 
it experientially since birth. So, as a parent, I guess I question when you know that 
something is too simple [adding within 10], when is it okay to move forward…
[pause], even when it is the first time introducing something [adding within 10] and 
trusting the child to show you what level they are on? I wanted to make sure we [her 
and her daughter] do not miss fundamentals [provided by the worksheet], but my 
daughter was like, “this is too simple.” I added dice, some bears, and she liked the 
new activity [adding manipulatives]. My daughter also likes telling stories [the equa-
tions were changed into story problems], and just having [adding] two numbers were 
“dry”…I thought it would be confusing adding more than two numbers - but I was 
wrong (personal communication, T. Tyrell, April 8, 2020)

When parents show this kind of agency, by extending intended goals, shifting methods, 
and repositioning children as co-creators of the math, they practice centering the identities 
and experiences of their Black child.

5  Centering the focus on high quality digital mathematics content

COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on school has meant the dramatic increase of and attention 
to digital platforms and remote virtual instruction for families in Black communities we 
serve. In the US, schools and districts turned to digital platforms and remote learning in 
order to maintain mathematics learning in the pandemic. This rapid change in modality for 
learning caused alarm and concern for digital access for mathematics learning in our com-
munities. Many in our circles had to accelerate their adaptation to (and comfort levels with) 
popular graphing software, while others were challenged to consider new online platforms 
and content previously accessible in classrooms. Access to and engagement with rigorous 
mathematics should happen regardless of whether they offer the curriculum face-to-face or 
via a digital platform (Reich, 2019). Even now, digital equity remains as important now as 
it has in the past. We also realize that technology alone cannot eradicate the history of edu-
cational malpractice and negligence for Black learners of mathematics.

Digital equity has been framed as issues with access to: (1) internet connection, (2) 
quality content, (3) content creation, (4) skilled educators, and (5) enhanced learning based 
on applications of digital technologies (Resta & Laferrière, 2008). Like every other educa-
tional space, there is a need to scrutinize this conceptualization of digital access for Black 
communities. In our own experiences, digital equity, as described above, has not been cen-
tered in major mathematics equity work featuring Black children. We ask if our experi-
ences within our communities are taken up by this notion. If not, what should be central, 
and what more can we imagine. In this manner, aspects of digital equity such as quality 
content and content creation stand out. In the sections below, we share tensions from our 
reflections juxtaposed with current theoretical positions on digital equity.

5.1  Of course, access to digital learning [still] matters

The obvious issue with digital learning platforms seen through the lens of digital equity 
is access to digital platforms, tools, and the internet, in general. The pandemic has given 
us a renewed sense that much of what we, and others, focus on as excellence in Black 
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mathematics education has not fully encompassed the critical fit of digital equity concerns 
of access. We envision communities where Black children can have unfettered access to 
the internet as they engage in mathematics experiences that support them in flourishing. 
In the space of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have seen this exasperated. Prior to COVID-
19, Black households in the US with school-aged children were reported as having the 
second largest percentage of households that lacked high-speed home internet affecting 
3.25 million Black children (US Joint Economic Committee report, 2017), and we have 
experienced this within our networks. For example, in the Bahamas, home of one author, 
less than 30% of students are enrolled in the government-operated digital platform (Smith, 
2020). While in Bermuda, another home of another author, our teacher friends and col-
leagues have shared unreadiness and uneasiness with what digital offerings have already 
rolled out, and the work structures set up to teach children (Bermuda Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2020).

Although both countries have created mechanisms to provide digital access, there has 
been real unease with how families will access digital learning experiences in critical 
times. We share this concern in each of our spaces. Mathematics is a critical academic 
gateway and disrupted participation in quality mathematics experiences carry stark circum-
stances. This disruption has meant that too many Black children had interrupted access 
to quality digital mathematics experiences. For one, we agree that the lack of access to 
the internet during the pandemic can have significant tracking implications on the math-
ematical paths Black students are encouraged to take in future academic years (Berry et al., 
2014; Kelly, 2009). This lack of access comes even as tracking has become a major focal 
point for equity concerns in mathematics.

5.2  Looking for “us” online: seeking and finding quality content

Early in the pandemic our attention to digital equity comprised concerns about access 
(issue 1). This agenda soon broadened into concerns for the quality of digital content (issue 
2), and lack of Black representation in creating digital mathematics content (embodied in 
issue 3). In one encounter, typical to this concern, parents would routinely ask us for online 
recommendations for digital platforms and tasks that could supplement what they believed 
lacked both challenge and relevance. For example, one parent sought help to move beyond 
a pandemic cycle of picking up, working through, and returning weekly ‘packets’ of math-
ematics work. Parents and teachers wanted supplementary and alternative online program-
ming to support what they perceived as non challenging school work. Because of this, one 
of the Pi Before Dinner videocasts, created to engage our online communities in mathemat-
ics, focused on online math intervention programs. In interviewing the directors of two 
leading elementary math programs, we wondered why the interests of Black children and 
families were not centered in content and context creation in their product offerings.

Matthews (2018) has posed, “why are so many publishing, promotional, exhibit, and 
professional development interests missing people of color in ownership, contracts, and 
presence?” The pandemic has caused us to extend this search for “us” in the digital images 
and representations that might serve as inspiration and intervention for Black families in 
mathematics. Too often in our search, we experienced images of Black children in scenes 
depicting struggle or images buried deep within “clicks” away from the home page. The 
reimagining of Black images and even Black mathematical “doing” is critical to our lib-
eratory aims. Ultimately, implementing high-quality mathematics via digital platforms 
for Black communities in this time of the pandemic should (1) capitalize on parental 
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contribution to their children’s learning (McGee & Spencer, 2015) and (2) provide oppor-
tunities to authentically engage students’ family and make room for outside interests 
(Reich, 2019), a point we further explore in the last section. We want to see Black learners 
thriving on digital learning platforms.

6  Mathematics, now

In the previous sections, we have examined parent agency, and our reflections on digital 
equity. Each of these has led us to question the very nature of mathematics’ relevance for 
fulfilling the liberatory interests of Black communities. The COVID-19 pandemic has led 
to a disruption in the status quo of what mathematics communities use and prioritize. In 
reimagining mathematics learning, we consider Martin’s  et al. (2019) declaration: “we 
define black liberatory mathematics education as the framing and practice of math educa-
tion that allows Black learners to flourish in their humanity and brilliance, unfettered by 
whiteness, White supremacy and anti-blackness” (para. 4). What does this mean for the 
moment we find ourselves in? We think the time is right to further challenge our collec-
tive work in promoting culturally relevant mathematics experiences. We also expand our 
investment in what mathematics can be in mathematics as love, which is explored later in 
subsequent sections.

6.1  Raising culturally relevant mathematics to the power of the people

Culturally relevant teaching (CRT) is prominent in our collective and individual research, 
group affiliations, and pedagogy. For us, CRT makes it possible to reimagine mathemat-
ics for thriving in Black communities. The introduction of culturally relevant/responsive 
pedagogies in the mid-late 1990s re-imagined schooling and mathematics experiences for 
Black communities (see Enyedy & Mukhopadhyay, 2006; Gutstein et al., 1997; Leonard & 
Guha, 2002; Matthews, 2003; Tate, 2004). Culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings, 
1994) used interchangeably2 in practice with culturally responsive (Gay, 2010) and, more 
recently, culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012), has described how teachers prioritize (1) aca-
demic excellence, (2) the affirmation of culture and identity, and (3) the commitment criti-
cal consciousness and collective action. CRT describes exemplary teacher practices that 
work to empower students academically while building strong cultural, social, and political 
identities (Gutstein et  al., 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995a, 1995b; Matthews, 2003; 
Sleeter, 1997; Tate, 1995).

CRT has been essential for reimagining during this moment. The COVID-19 pandemic, 
on top of the continual systemic problems of police brutality, and racism in Black commu-
nities have sparked (and in cases rekindled) urgent conversation about Black identity and 
care beyond the required curriculum. As Ortiz and Ruwe (in press) argue, CRT allows for 
the sustainability and affirmation of Black identities through a mathematics curriculum that 
supports critiquing and navigating the world. For our work, we make use of CRT, which 

2 For the purpose of this work, we make no attempt to distinguish, practically, between culturally relevant, 
culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining. In practice, the terms share important commonality that is 
at the center of this work. It should be noted that in research circles, they represent markedly distinctive 
vantage points, each having rich and growing veins of literature in and outside of mathematics.
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embodies Black thriving by helping educators transform mathematics pedagogy, content, 
and, more recently, the tasks associated with content that center Black learners and their 
experiences.

Culturally relevant mathematics tasks are (1) centered in cultural and community 
inquiry and (2) purposed for individual and collective critical agency and (3) mathemati-
cally rich (Gutstein & Peterson, 2013; Jones, 2015; Matthews et al., 2013; Ortiz & Davis, 
2020; Turner & Strawhun, 2007). Even more nuclear to this discussion is the heightened 
urgency for these tasks in our spheres of influence. For example, in one of the first authors’ 
Pi Before Dinner weekly shows, the adaptation of mathematics tasks has shown up in con-
versation with parents (and teachers) of Black children who have openly broken rank with 
the monotonous brand of mathematics tasks and “worksheets” being provided by schools. 
The break in status quo is emblematic of the expanded opportunities to explore the socio-
cultural and sociopolitical environment in their homes. Below is an example of a type of 
modification discussed on the weekly shows by the first author related to the rehumanizing 
procedural work of dividing fractions by fractions and including a culturally relevant con-
text. This specific example was also previously presented during collaborations with col-
leagues in Baltimore around rehumanizing fractions:

The transformation of the division problem in Fig. 1 took on even greater significance 
for the group of Baltimore teachers who served predominately Black children. These Bal-
timore teachers worked in a city hard hit by economic challenges and the adaptation of the 
fraction division problem aimed to center mathematical and sociocultural inquiry on these 
challenges. In the Pi Before Dinner discussion, this type of adaptation to mathematics tasks 
occurred with Black parents during COVID-19, and tools for those parents to push back 
against the (anti)blackness their children were encountering during remote learning.

The task above provides a muse for discussion and probing at the nature of critical 
inquiry in elementary mathematics problems itself. The adaptation we discussed in the 
fraction problem above also made its way into at least one author’s coursework planning 
for a teacher residency program called Urban Teachers. In this application, core assign-
ments were deliberately changed to challenge teachers with creating or adapting culturally 
relevant mathematics tasks with greater attention to anti-racism and social justice. Prior-
itizing the “now” of Black life in our communities within culturally relevant mathematics 
task making has been made possible for two reasons. First, the language of the pandemic 
has been encased in common mathematical language through a variety of mathematical 
models, tables, and concepts that require interpretation, acceptance (or disruption), and 
engagement. One of the more embedded vocabulary has been “flattening the curve,” a 

Fig. 1  Example of a rehumanized 
fraction division problem
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reference to the modeled exponential growth curve of the virus spread and its potential to 
overwhelm public health service systems. Crafting a culturally relevant mathematics task 
in this way might include examining how COVID-19 recovery rates vary amongst cities 
and states, allowing them to analyze community responsiveness through a variety of soci-
opolitical lens. Similarly, students might use business application problems like the one 
illustrated above to explore economic resilience and recovery.

The pandemic shift potentially repositioned many of the Black homes in our communi-
ties as asset-rich environments through which children and their families might use math-
ematics as tools in anti-racism efforts. So, for this second reason, positioning the Black 
home in mathematics making is critical in building collective agency for racial justice. We 
have seen the need for culturally relevant mathematics tasks to play an active role, given 
the current racial climate across the US, to equally, critique and disrupt how data has been 
withheld, misstated, distorted, and weaponized in its use towards Black people. For exam-
ple, the Georgia Department of Public Health disseminated distorted data about the num-
ber of deaths and hospitalization that showed a steady decline in confirmed COVID-19 
cases. An examination of these distortions within the context of mathematical inquiry (in 
this case, measurement and data) carries the potential of illuminating patterns of injustice 
impacting Black families. Concerns about the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on 
Black communities, magnified with the ongoing protests around police brutality, serve as a 
parallel context in which we write. Hence, the pandemic discourses have already curated a 
“curriculum” of meaningful, relevant mathematics topics.

6.2  Pushing mathematics to love

The compounding impact of the pandemic’s impact on Black families and Black Lives 
Matter protests against police brutality and entrenched racism has had a profound impact 
on us, individually and collectively. This era has opened the door for new conversations 
about care, identity, and thriving as Black mathematics educators that our training and edu-
cation have not prepared us. In sum, in the work of reimagining liberatory mathematics, we 
tasked ourselves to do work with, and for our people, while simultaneously mitigating the 
ongoing impact to our Black bodies, our families, and our philosophies. The work for us 
(e.g., task making, methods coaching) has been in a state of constant flux, to a heightened 
degree than before.

Faced with the social challenges exasperated during the COVID-19 pandemic for Black 
communities, we reimagine a practical ethos of mathematics as love. Education social 
commentator and scholar Chris Emdin (see Matthews, 2018) injected into the public narra-
tive of mathematics an orientation for teaching mathematics is grounded in love. Matthews 
captured this orientation, mathematics as love:

Mathematics as love, is a counter space to those who overly tout the beauty in math-
ematics. Under this public narrative, mathematics, particularly its beauty, is often 
stated, referencing exquisite (another mathematics word ported into elite language) 
abstract shapes, processes, and algorithms are presented as objects of beauty.

Mathematics as love stands in contrast to the love for mathematics mantra, that through 
our critical lens, is often positioned to demonize Black learners (and other learners) in 
achievement gap conversations in our networks. Rather than forcing the “learner” to con-
sider their “feelings” and motivations for mathematics, this orientation is subtle, because 
it requires reciprocity from educators in how engagement in mathematics prioritizes 

344 L. Matthews et al.



1 3

caring for the human condition (love), both individually and collectively. Within the lens of 
BlackCrit, we see this as a disruption to the status of math work, as it is a commitment to 
the thriving of Black people—our people.

As Black scholars working alongside Black teachers, parents, and leaders, the COVID-
19 pandemic has illuminated for us how mathematics as love might be operationalized 
more prominently in the discourse around mathematics teaching and learning in our com-
munities. The displacement of Black people in the pandemic, compounded by the ongoing 
dehumanization of Black Lives against police brutality, has created opportunities to reflect 
on individuals’ experiences in the Black community and the care they receive inside and 
outside the classroom setting. The ethic of care gives rise to different questions.

Mathematics as love is an “ethic of caring” perhaps best captured in Noddings 
(1984) book, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education: “As 
human beings we want to care and to be cared for” (p.7). Current efforts in re-human-
izing mathematics affirm this ethic because doing so seeks “connections, joy, belong-
ing” (Gutiérrez, 2018, p. 4) as part of the mathematics experience. A key to an effec-
tive implementation of mathematics tasks, discourse and actions is a personalized 
connection to human conditions, which foster healing relationships and affirmation 
(Matthews, 2018). Teaching and practicing mathematics from a love orientation is to 
explicitly design mathematics tasks, courses, and programs that work consciously to 
alleviate the human condition through mathematical inquiry and engagement. It cen-
tered relations in mathematics learning so that mathematics doers might reside closer 
to the human condition, rather than merely operating on it. In this love orientation, we 
expand the contexts of teaching fractions beyond dividing pizzas and chocolate bars; 
measurement for finding perimeters of imaginary rectangular boxes; finding x for the 
sake of solving context-less one- and multi-step equations.

For us, mathematics as love presents immediate tensions with how we are normalized 
to think about the subject. As scholars, we continue to struggle with how this orienta-
tion changes our work. We find one operational application in the mathematics lesson 

Fig. 2  Hope Wheel Mathematics Lesson Planning Tool
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planning tool called the Hope Wheel, created by the first author, helps teachers plan 
instruction experiences beyond verbs typically found in Bloom’s taxonomy (see Fig. 2) 
that provide space for Black learners to flourish. The tool itself was created for the sole 
purpose of supporting educators to plan differently at the height of the pandemic and 
racial protests of 2020. We envision intentionally crafted, “hope-driven,” instructional 
objectives such as “Students will disrupt narratives on local gentrification by examining 
nonlinear relationships between local investment, employment and housing variables” 
alongside, or in place of, standards-based objectives like understand, investigate, and 
represent. The apparent tension comes not with the tone of the objectives, but rather their 
fit with existing planning norms which rarely prioritize care in formal objectives-setting.

The Hope Wheel, as with culturally relevant mathematics teaching, is not  a pana-
cea  for Black communities, but represented expanding and urgent opportunities dur-
ing the crises to rise to the challenge of repurposing mathematics content for healing, 
inspirational experiences, and addressing ongoing traumas.

7  Conclusion

In this essay, we reflect on possibilities for our mathematics with Black teachers, families, 
leaders, and students in our communities. Using a BlackCrit lens, we have sought to high-
light and honor parents’ agentive practices, sharpen our notions of how digital equity might 
work with families in mathematics, and challenge how our pedagogical approaches aid 
liberatory mathematics learning for Black children. In doing so, we acknowledge certain 
tensions and challenge ourselves with some disruptive actions that both affirm and model 
practical next steps. The assertions made here are representative of the critical issues we 
see across the boundaries of our personal affinity with and professional responsibility for 
Black community.

Again, “we” is used as a term in strategic essentialism—not to provide an all-know-
ing gaze into the unknowable and complex make-up of Black-representative communities. 
Rather, we use the term in solidarity, mostly affectionately, and almost certainly in the lib-
eratory moment. Our writing through the BlackCrit lens is a call to action for, and in, the 
communities we reside and work. Taken together, we believe this call means something 
beyond us. We contend it speaks to collective struggles and challenges for Black people 
(to varying degrees) in other spaces—it should be seen as a window and mirror through 
which we might also explore those struggles. Black community in the way we say it is 
both plural and singular in ways that are flexibly and dynamically called upon in moments 
of challenge. We see this complexity as a challenge to share our voices and inspire similar 
voices to stand in solidarity and create spaces for humanizing educational opportunities 
and equitable outcomes.

The work we have embarked on together has made us cognizant, not only of power 
shifts, but of the complex interplay of power, ownership, access, representation, and knowl-
edge in and around the mathematics learning for Black learners which requires increased 
attention during the COVID-19 pandemic (Jessup et  al., 2021). It is also clear that this 
interplay happens in ways that challenge, not only our existing knowledge base (of content 
and methods), but also our humanity. The latter of these has been absent from how math-
ematics enters into the lives of professional educators and how prepared they are to act on 
the human condition with care and love. The pandemic has been a stark reminder of that 
reality.
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We recognize that anti-Blackness in education occurred before COVID-19, during 
COVID-19, and has the propensity to remain afterwards if collective efforts of resistance 
and reimagining occur as voices and accounts of Black people’s lived experiences are lis-
tened to, considered, and acted upon. Additionally, we have used the term liberatory to 
refer to how Black learners and communities thrive in the individual and collective sense. 
This liberatory emphasis, for us, is a work in progress, and we do not claim that in this 
reflective essay that we have recounted what liberatory is or looks like. Given what has 
been shared, we continue the conversation for the reimagining of mathematics for our com-
munities and consider building blocks for those similarly engaging in the flourishing for 
Black learners:

1. Expanding and amplifying direct networks for Black parents to share, communicate, 
and advocate for their own needs and spaces around mathematics

2. Making visible and amplifying our advocacy for racial justice in the content creation 
and representation found in current digital platforms for meeting the needs of Black 
communities, as well as the need to

3. Invest in, prioritize usage of, and illuminate mathematics commercial and academic 
entities focused solely on creating content and centering Black (and other peoples) 
knowledge and experiences in mathematics for Black families.

We construct the actions above in ways that position us, both within and alongside 
Black communities, as agents in shifting power away from the current model of mathe-
matics learning production towards one of shared power relations. The actions mentioned 
above are not mutually exclusive nor exhaustive. Mostly, they speak to the spheres of 
influence of each of the authors. Using verbs like expanding, making visible, amplifying, 
investing, prioritizing, and illuminating is deliberate and represents a form of activism in 
creating space of alternative, interdependent structures within and with-out mathematics 
education. This reimagining is unfinished work, both in our imagination and practice. We 
suspect that additional actions, different actions, in connection, collaboration, and relation-
ship with Black communities are needed and welcome further dialogue and action that 
might establish a more fulsome agenda in this pandemic renaissance.
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