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Abstract
Students of color in the United States have historically been denied access to a collegepreparatory mathematics education largely due to tracking policies and practices. To address this
historical injustice, a partnership was developed between a highly diverse high school and higher
education to initiate a collaborative process to detrack the mathematics program at the school.
We report the results from empathy interviews conducted with the “Franklin High” administrative
team and mathematics teachers. The four primary themes that emerged from the interviews
concerned the school’s student diversity, the focus on preparing students to enter the IB course
sequence, how detracking must go beyond simply providing equal access, and the importance of
the Franklin High staff having an equity-oriented growth mindset. These findings accentuate how
successful detracking efforts require stakeholders to have an historical understanding of the racist
policies and practices that have led to segregated schools and tracked classrooms.
Keywords: design thinking, detracking mathematics, diversity and equity in mathematics

INTRODUCTION
Success in college-preparatory coursework is one of
the most significant factors in college admission
decisions and postsecondary enrollment (Battey, 2013).
Yet, in pre-tertiary mathematics classrooms in the
United States, students of color 1 continue to be denied
access to a college-preparatory mathematics education
due to tracking policies and practices, availability of
Advanced Placement courses (i.e., honors courses), and
low academic expectations embedded in teacher and
counselor referrals (Battey, 2013; Patrick et al., 2020).
Tracking, also known as ability grouping, places
students into groups or classes based on perceived
academic ability and is particularly common in the
United States in secondary education (Burris & Garrity,
2008; Oakes, 2005). Tracking communicates to students
the racist ideology that “only some people—particularly
White, middle-class people—can be good at
mathematics” (Boaler, 2011, p. 7). College preparatory
mathematics classes are continually viewed as a

privilege reserved for White students and measured by
white norms, values, and a false ideology of meritocracy
(Battey, 2013; Joseph et al., 2016).
Because of tracking, students of color have racially
stratified opportunities to learn mathematics (e.g.,
Patrick et al., 2020). However, there is a shortage of
literature that provides practical insights about how to
strategically detrack a high school’s mathematics
curriculum at a school-wide level. In this study, we share
our initial research findings from work we have engaged
in as “design-thinking improvers.” We share our process
for how we collaborated to understand and instigate
successful heterogeneous grouping of mathematics
classes, also known as detracking, at a highly diverse,
urban high school in the United States. Detracking
involves the removal of the practice of within-school
segregation established through curricular tracks such as
“honors,” “regular” or “remedial” based on perceived
ability or aspiration (Chambers, 2009). In close
partnership with administrators and teachers at
“Franklin High,” we initiated an in-depth study of the

“Students of color” is a commonly used phrase in the United States and refers to people who are members of racially minoritized
groups such as Latinos/as (or simply Latinx), African Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans.
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Findings from this study provide practical insights that accentuate how successful detracking efforts
require stakeholders to have an historical understanding of the racist policies and practices that
have led to segregated schools and tracked classrooms.

progression of detracking at the school. We conducted
empathy interviews to understand how we might
provide all students, regardless of their background or
previous mathematics achievement, access to the
International Baccalaureate (IB) mathematics program.
Our guiding questions were: What could be learned
from Franklin High’s administrators and mathematics
teachers about their perceptions about detracking the
mathematics course sequence at the school? How could
these perceptions inform the process to detrack the
mathematics courses at Franklin High to be equitable
and sustainable?
In this paper, we build on the insights of previous
research in two ways. First, we provide practical insights
into the politics and praxis of detracking in significant
ways that help illuminate areas of resistance, sensemaking, capacity, and constituency building for other
scholars and practitioners interested in pursuing
detracking. Second, we share valuable lessons learned
that reveal the complexity of improvement work that
design teams should consider and plan for to enhance
the sustainability of their school improvement
initiatives. In the next section, we share research
literature that continues to illustrate the larger structural
and institutional factors that result in unequal access to
and preparation for high-quality mathematics courses
that disproportionately affect students of color in the
United States (Leonard, 2018).
The Failure to Educate Students of Color in
Mathematics
Today’s public-school enrollment in the United States
reflects patterns of growing diversity and ongoing
demographic shifts across the nation (Frankenberg et al.,
2019). Despite the assets (Ladson Billings, 2006), diverse
funds of knowledge (Paris & Alim, 2014) and
community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2006) that students
arrive to school with, public education in the United
States has historically failed students of color (Milner,
2013), particularly in mathematics education (Aronson &
Laughter, 2016; Leonard et al., 2010; Leonard & Martin
2013). The practice of tracking students creates
conditions in which not all students receive equitable
access to rigorous, culturally responsive mathematical
content and instruction. Tracking also perpetuates
inequitable outcomes impacting postsecondary and
career opportunities (Boaler, 2011). While mathematical
reasoning through problem solving is a focal point of the
mathematics education reform movement in the United
States (e.g., National Council of Teachers of Mathematics
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[NCTM] 2000, 2014), rigorous mathematics instruction is
not often an option at schools attended mainly by
historically marginalized students such as Black, Latinx,
and Indigenous students. These students have not
historically had opportunities to study mathematics
with teachers who have the content and pedagogical
expertise needed to support the development of their
mathematical reasoning through problem solving
(Kitchen et al., 2007; Leonard & Martin, 2013; Martin,
2013). Students of color face systemic barriers of access
while also having to contend with deficit stereotypes
about their ability to thrive in advanced mathematics
courses (Stanley & Chambers, 2018).
Historically marginalized students commonly
experience rote-learning in mathematics classrooms. In
schools that serve large numbers of Latinx students,
educators may assume their students cannot move
beyond rote-learning and engage in mathematical
discourse because they are bilingual learners, may speak
with an accent, represent various levels of proficiency in
English, and express themselves in Spanish (CeledónPattichis & Ramirez, 2012; Gutiérrez, 2008). Schools that
enroll large numbers of Black students in the United
States often have disproportionately high numbers of
remedial mathematics classes in which instruction is
generally focused on rote-learning and strategies that are
intended to help students succeed on standardized tests
(Davis & Martin, 2008). In such classrooms, teachers tend
to make the memorization of math facts, algorithms,
vocabulary, and procedures the focal point of their
instruction rather than teaching students through
complex, challenging problems (Kitchen et al., 2007). The
overreliance on standardized assessments to inform
instruction, shed light on school improvement efforts,
and evaluate students is problematic as it “assumes a
meritocratic academic structure--that all students receive
the same access to academic content, instructional
design, and pedagogy,” which is not the reality for many
students of color (Cobb & Russell, 2015, p. 633). When
scores from standardized assessments are situated
within political and cultural contexts, it becomes clearer
that racial disparities in mathematics achievement are
less about a student’s ability and more about the
academic opportunities that schools provide (Cobb &
Russell, 2015).
Theoretical Framework: Sociopolitical Theoretical
Perspective
In this study, we employed a sociopolitical theoretical
perspective. A sociopolitical lens affords a concentrated
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examination of structural inequities and injustices in
education in general, as well as specific classroom-level
arrangements that may limit students’ opportunities to
learn at high levels (Kitchen, 2003). A sociopolitical lens
places the social, cultural, and political context of
learning in the vanguard when examining phenomena
such as how tracking affects the learning of mathematics
(Boaler, 2011), whether underserved students have
access to a standards-based mathematics curriculum
(Kitchen et al., 2016), and how race and class influence
mathematics instruction (Martin, 2013; Gutiérrez, 2008).
In this orientation, educational policies and practices are
considered from the perspective that differential access
to economic and educational opportunities are rooted in
differences based on racialized and classed experiences
(Battey, 2013).

METHOD
Design Thinking
Design Thinking (DT) is an iterative school
improvement methodology that helps bridge the gap
between research and practice by developing close
partnerships between practitioners and communities to
solve complex problems of practice (Minthrop, 2016).
Using DT, a partnership developed between Franklin
High personnel (administrators and teachers) and
researchers from higher education (the first two authors
of this article) worked as design-thinking improvers
with the common goal of detracking mathematics
classrooms at the school. As designers, we believed: (a)
In honoring and being in community with and not
researching the community, (b) School communities
have vast funds of knowledge and strengths to solve
problems, (c) Those in the school community are
researchers with us in generating solutions to complex
problems of practice grounded in social justice.
A distinct feature of the DT process from traditional
approaches is that hypotheses are not developed a priori,
tested and primarily controlled by academics (Minthrop,
2016). The logic and aim of the work are quite different.
In DT, researchers are not engaging with a school district
to address their research questions. In this project, the
first two authors worked collaboratively with the
Franklin High school community as design team
members to co-construct a working theory of action that
led to school improvement. Our goal was to make
significant improvements by expanding access to
advanced mathematics coursework for all students at
Franklin High. Through leveraging the expertise of both
researchers, practitioners, and the Franklin High School
community, information and resources were shared to
increase efficiency and probability of sustainable
success.
The focus of this paper is on the results of one of the
strategies used in the first stage of the DT process, the

Discovery phase. We engaged in this phase with
Franklin High administrators and mathematics teachers
in the fall of 2018. Discovery is an essential stage of the
design thinking process. It is used to deeply understand
the problem and the system that produces it from the
perspective of the users. For our design team, the
Discovery phase was intended to help identify what
kind of content and administrative support (i.e.,
professional development, coaching, etc.) the teachers
and administrators would need to help students
transition from non-IB mathematics courses to all IB
mathematics courses. The Discovery phase began with
an examination the school’s unified improvement plan
(UIP) and aim statement that specified the need to have
more students prepared for new graduation
requirements intended to improve student readiness to
take postsecondary mathematics courses without
remediation. Specifically, the aim measure was to
increase the percentage of 9th and 10th graders from 36%
to 50% who were meeting grade-level benchmarks and
were on track for IB coursework their junior year. A force
field analysis revealed that a unified understanding of
language, rigor, and expectations was not apparent
among the mathematics teachers at Franklin High. This
lack of a unified understanding resulted in inequitable
access to and preparation for IB mathematics courses
among Franklin High students beginning in 9th grade.
The design team needed an in-depth understanding of
why there was not consistency in rigor, language, and
expectations across the mathematics courses offered at
Franklin High.
To initiate the Discovery phase, members of the
design team identified strategies that could be pursued
to support understanding detracking practices at
Franklin High from the perspectives of the users. These
strategies included listening tours, document analysis,
literature reviews, student surveys, peer-to-peer
observations, classroom observations by researchers,
and semi-structured interviews. In this paper, we
present findings from empathy interviews conducted
with Franklin High administrators and mathematics
teachers. These findings do not reflect a complete design
thinking cycle, but represent a small component of the
work within the Discovery phase. The empathy
interviews were intended to help identify what kind of
content and administrative support (e.g., professional
development, coaching, capacity building) the teachers
and administrators needed as they worked with
students to transition them from remedial and non-IB
mathematics courses to IB mathematics courses. In the
empathy interviews, we employed research strategies
used in narrative inquiry (Hamilton et al., 2008). In this
approach, we draw on stories told by Franklin High
teachers and administrators to examine underlying
meanings expressed through narratives (Riessman,
2007).
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Table 1. Information about study participants
Pseudonym
Gender Identity
Race
Ms. Parker
Female
White
Courtney
Female
White
John
Male
White
Cole
Male
White
Dennis
Male
White
Elizabeth
Female
Latina
Anthony
Male
African American
Samuel
Male
White

Participants
The participants in this study were administrators
and teachers at Franklin High, a highly diverse high
school in a large, urban school district that opened its
doors to its inaugural class of 9th graders in the fall of
2015 and has since added a new class of 9th graders
annually. The class of 2020 included 168 students, 45%
qualified for the free and reduced-price lunch program.
Forty-one percent of the class of 2020 identified as
Latinx, 28% as White, 22% as Black, 2% as Asian, and 7%
as “multiple races.” 2 Franklin High is part of an open
enrollment school district, which means that parents can
choose to send their child to any school in the district of
their choice, even if the school is not located in their
immediate neighborhood. Franklin High is one of the
newest and fastest-growing IB Programmes in the state.
The school has an open admission policy for its IB
Programme and made detracking classes, including
mathematics classes, among its top priorities. Detracking
included the elimination of remedial, lower track classes
and honors mathematics courses. These tracks were
removed even if students decided not to choose the IB
Diploma or IB Certificate. During the school’s first year
of existence, there were fierce protests from parents in
the community who feared that the school’s
commitment to detrack would take away student choice,
school prestige, and dilute the rigor of the curriculum.
These protests, in part, led the school’s original principal
to resign before the end of the first year of operation.
“Ms. Parker,” Franklin High’s principal, recognized
the ways that curricular tracking, particularly in
mathematics, perpetuates racialized outcomes and
invited the first two authors to support the school’s
efforts to detrack their high school mathematics
sequence. This invitation provided a unique opportunity
to systematically investigate the progression of
detracking efforts undertaken at the school. Specifically,
detracking at Franklin High had entailed working to
have every student at the school enrolled in an IB
mathematics course by 11th grade. Ms. Parker already
had experience as a principal who had successfully
detracked a middle school. She brought her leadership
experience to the detracking work at Franklin High.
Having an established partnership with a high school
2

Information retrieved from the Franklin High website.
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Role
Principal
Math Teacher
Math Teacher Team Lead
Math Teacher
Math Teacher
Math Teacher
Assistant Principal
IB Coordinator

Years at Franklin High
3 Years
2 Years
3 Years
2 Years
2 Years
1 Year
3 Years
2 Years

committed to and engaged in this detracking effort was
critical in conducting this research. In the spring of 2017,
the first two authors, researchers in higher education,
worked in partnership with teachers and administrators
at Franklin High to detrack mathematics classes using
Design Thinking. From the outset, the partnership
formed between Franklin High school personnel and the
first two authors was characterized by our collective
commitment to detrack mathematics courses and
expand access to advanced mathematics coursework,
particularly for historically marginalized students
(Patrick et al., 2020).
In addition to Ms. Parker, there were seven others
from Franklin High who participated in semi-structured
interviews in August 2018. We interviewed five
mathematics teachers, Ms. Parker, assistant principal,
and IB coordinator. Table 1 provides information about
the participants.
Data Collection and Analysis
The primary purpose of the interviews conducted
with the eight participants was to learn about the
administrators’ and teachers’ views on the school culture
at Franklin High, their perspectives on equity in
mathematics education, and their views regarding every
student at their school taking IB courses in mathematics
based on the social, cultural, and political contexts of
their school community. The interview questions are
listed in Appendix A. Each interview lasted between 45
minutes and one hour.
The interviews were analyzed through a
sociopolitical lens. Using this lens, we analyzed
administrators’ and teachers’ views vis-à-vis regarding
detracking a diverse highly school to understand and
instigate detracking of mathematics classes. Using
interpretive methods (Creswell & Poth, 2018), each data
subset was read or viewed as a whole, followed by a
period of open coding. An iterative process of coding,
reflecting upon, and then clarifying administrators’ and
teachers’ views followed (Miles et al., 2013). We reanalyzed each transcript using a constant comparative
method until either no new categories were developed
or consistency was achieved (Miles et al., 2013).
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Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval for this school improvement work
was granted through school and district sponsorship,
approval by the district and university’s IRB, and
written consent by each interviewee. To maintain
anonymity, pseudonyms were used for school district
participants.

FINDINGS
Our findings reflect the perceptions Franklin High
teachers and administrators held about detracking to
provide unrestricted access to advanced mathematics
through the IB Programme to all students regardless of
their background or prior academic history in
mathematics. Unrestricted access refers to students not
having to apply, have parental request, counselor
recommendation, or a certain grade to enroll in an IB
course. Four themes that emerged from the interviews
were: (1) The cultural and linguistic diversity of the
school community is a vital asset to detracking, (2)
Detracking is best started in the earliest grade, (3)
Detracking must transcend equal access, and (4) Equityoriented growth mindsets sustain detracking efforts.
Cultural and Linguistic Diversity of the School
Community is a Vital Asset for Detracking
It was common for Franklin High administrators and
mathematics teachers to talk about the diversity and
culture of the student population at the school as
something that they valued. For example, Courtney, one
of the mathematics teachers on the design team, said, “I
love the diversity of our school, I think it’s beautiful!”
Several participants noted how students socialized
across racial and ethnic lines, which created a unique
culture at the school. John, the high school mathematics
team lead, said:
The students are fantastic! We actually have a
diverse school, population wise, that interacts
with each other and it’s not totally separate. You
know it’s not like all the Black kids hang over here
and the Latino kids over there and the White kids
over here, they are very intermingled. It’s just
really nice to be in that environment, it’s a big
thing obviously with the students. This is huge for
me, you know there’s the classic schools that are
built by the White man, for the White man, and I
feel we are doing our work to tear that down.
The school culture that was developing at Franklin
High was one in which students not only socialized
across ethnic and racial lines, but also worked across
ethnic and racial lines. According to Ms. Parker, the
school principal:
The first thing I always tell people who don’t
know anything about Franklin High is the ability

of our students to work with students who are not
like them, the ability of students to build
relationships with kids in the classroom. One of
the things that really drove me here was the kids
themselves, and how they work together, how
they collaborated, how they got along with each
other. You didn’t have what you have in a lot of
other schools. You didn’t have pockets of
segregation, pockets of you know, this is where all
the Black kids go, this is where Latino kids go, this
is where White kids go. You don’t see that, you see
a very strong cohesive community, which is
tremendous.
Ms. Parker discussed how detracking at Franklin was
also contributing to an inclusive academic culture at the
school. In the following quote, she asserted that the
student body’s diversity was also reflected in the IB
classes at the school. In response to a question about how
diversity existed across mathematics classes, Ms. Parker
said:
I honestly think it’s the fact that we don’t run a
separate honors curriculum. We don’t run a
separate honors class, we don’t run a separate
honors track, and because we don’t, kids of all you
know achievement levels are in class together.
They’re working together, they’re helping each
other, you know get through material, and I really
believe that is what has led to the culture we have
here. The expectation is you will work with
anybody within the classroom. There is no
separation whatsoever.
According to Ms. Parker, the integrated and cohesive
community that had formed at Franklin High was in
response to challenges that ensued after the school’s first
principal left because of community pressure during the
school’s initial year of existence. An event that could
have created a divisive and segregated school culture
instead forged strong bonds and reinforced an inclusive
and desegregated academic and social school
environment. This was viewed as a vital asset in the
process of detracking the mathematics courses at
Franklin High.
Detracking Should be Initiated in Ninth Grade
A significant feature of the IB Programme at Franklin
High was that it was open to all the school’s students,
regardless of their past academic achievements. Ms.
Parker stated, “That’s why we don’t do an application
for IB either, because we want it open for all kids. So,
even if you’re a C student or a D student, you still have
an opportunity if you want to take that level a little
further. We don’t want to isolate any kids.” A goal at the
school was to have students who attended the school
enroll in at least two IB classes by their junior year,
though students could elect to enroll in the full IB
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Diploma Programme. Preparing students to be ready to
enter an academically demanding mathematics course
by 11th grade meant taking inventory of the current
mathematics offerings.
Prior to the DT partnership and work, Franklin High
had already begun to detrack their mathematics classes
by eliminating non-IB mathematics courses and aligning
the remaining classes to the IB curriculum. Teachers and
administrators believed that phasing out the lowest
mathematics tracks was the right first step to detracking.
They also believed that early success in 9th-grade
mathematics courses was essential for teachers’
collective efficacy and to build students’ confidence for
IB mathematics coursework. In addition, the goal existed
at Franklin High to intervene with ninth-graders who
had negative mathematical identities that could limit
them as they moved forward in the mathematics
program. Courtney said:
I think at Franklin, one of the biggest things it
would take to move students to IB is their success
in their freshmen year math… Not just academic
success, yes academic but not just their grades, but
their perceived confidence in themselves. You
know in freshmen year if you end up with a C or
D in freshmen math, you are not gonna believe
that you can be an IB student.”
Similarly, Ms. Parker talked about how some
students at the school had not previously experienced
much success in mathematics and needed teachers to
motivate and affirm their capacity as mathematicians:
We have kids that have been defeated by math…
and you know when you come to high school and
not having been successful in math through
middle school, or elementary, you know your
chances of graduating are pretty slim. Your
chances of going to college are, you know, pretty
slim, and so, you know getting kids motivated,
and having the right teacher to motivate kids, and
teaching them that ‘yes, you can do this.’ You have
to persevere you know, that is the key I think to
any math class.
The administrators’ and teachers’ reflections about
the initial stages of detracking indicate that students
needed to experience successes in mathematics, and
these successes needed to begin in the 9th grade
mathematics classes. These classes were the first that
students took at Franklin High. It was important in these
classes to build students’ confidence in themselves as
mathematicians, reaffirm the inclusive and desegregated
academic culture at the school, and provide high-level
support early to prepare students for an advanced
mathematics curriculum.
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Detracking Must Transcend Equal Access
For Franklin High administrators and teachers, there
was a clear commitment to prepare students to enter and
be successful in the IB Programme. However, in
discussions that took place among design team members
about the detracking process, it became clear that a
distinction needed to be made between equity and equal
opportunity in this process. Courtney shared, “I think
Franklin does very well with equality, maybe not as well
with equity. That would give all students an equal
opportunity, but we sometimes don’t work as hard with
the students who already started behind and get them
up to speed.” Courtney went on to say “… tracking
students is the easy way to do things. It’s a lot easier for
differentiation. It’s a lot easier for a class to manage. But
I think we have people in our team who are open minded
and willing to do the hard things for the best outcome
for the students.”
John, the mathematics team lead, had mixed feelings
about the high expectations and pressure to have all
students enrolled in the IB Programme. He reflected on
how the IB Programme was a topic so frequently
discussed with students at the school that it had created
anxiety among some students:
I think just the name IB scares a lot of kids, scares
a lot of teachers, and then everyone starts thinking
that maybe the students wouldn’t be able to
handle the rigor of this content… So, in order to
get every student there, I mean I think we are right
there, it’s really just a change in mindset of what
kids can and cannot handle.
While much attention was paid at Franklin High to
establishing strong academic goals for students in
mathematics, many teachers expressed concern that
students were not well-prepared to move into higher
level mathematics courses. Cole, another mathematics
teachers on the design team, told us, “I think it’s a very
nice goal. I think it’s a good goal to try to get everyone in
IB. But, mathematically, statistically, it’s an
impossibility, at least in my mind... There’s only so much
time we can respond to the needs of freshmen who come
in 2-3 or more grade-levels behind.” This reflection
indicates that not only do historically marginalized
students have to fight for access to advanced
mathematics classes, but students must also fight against
deficit thinking. Deficit thinking “is grounded in the
belief that culturally different students are genetically
and culturally inferior to White students” (Ford, 2010, p.
32). This deficit thinking is grounded in racist ideology
that can be traced back to eugenics (Tabron & Chambers,
2019). Deficit thinking about students’ perceived
academic ability has been used to justify tracking and the
ideology that some students are disinterested in
advanced mathematics, not able to catch up, or simply
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not ‘college material’ (Cobb & Russell, 2015; Tabron &
Chambers, 2019).
Providing access to advanced mathematics by
eliminating
low-track
courses,
labels,
grade
requirements, and teacher recommendation processes is
a significant first step towards equal access to advanced
mathematics. However, equal access does not address
the systemic inequities experienced by marginalized
students of color and students from low-income
households (Domina et al., 2016; Rothstein, 2017).
Equity-Oriented Growth Mindsets Sustain
Detracking Efforts
Franklin High teachers and administrators frequently
spoke about the importance of everyone involved in the
detracking work possessing a growth mindset. The
emphasis on growth mindsets at the school was
necessary to promote and sustain successful detracking
efforts, while challenging deficit-based belief systems
that sustain tracking. Ms. Parker stated:
I think the right teachers to support our students
are first and foremost teachers who have a growth
mindset for all kids, who don’t believe in fixed
ability, fixed achievement levels, that very much
believe that if we set the bar high and provide kids
support that they’ll meet our expectations.
John also discussed the need for teachers to be open
to improve their instruction and embrace a growth
mindset about their own practices. John said:
The right teachers here are the ones who don’t
think they know it all, they don’t have this notion
of how I’ve done it for 20 years, and this is how I
am gonna continue to do it. They are very open to
change, they are very open to feedback and they
act on that feedback because they know they are
not the best teachers in the world. They’re eager to
grow themselves, they’re eager to grow the
students and reflect on themselves as well.
These responses demonstrate the importance that
Ms. Parker and John placed on having a core group of
teachers and administrators who believed in detracking
and were invested in doing the hard work to meet their
students’ needs. These are teachers and administrators
who embraced reforming inequitable academic practices
and were open to learning about and implementing
alternative teaching methodologies. Detracking is not
about fixing students, but about being willing “to grow
themselves” as teachers to meet the culturally and
linguistically diverse needs of their students. Following
Ms. Parker’s lead, much value was placed at Franklin
High on students accessing and excelling in advanced
mathematics. There was also agreement that students
who
were
behind
in
mathematics
needed
supplementary academic support in 9th grade. Some

Franklin High mathematics teachers were willing to do
this work. For instance, Courtney said, “Our team is
willing to do what is right by putting students in a
position to succeed.”
While there was much attention paid at Franklin
High on establishing strong academic goals for students
in mathematics and providing them with the academic
support they needed to meet these goals, many teachers
expressed concern that students were not always well
prepared to move into higher level mathematics courses.
This indicates a need to provide mathematics teachers at
Franklin High with professional development to
promote an equity-oriented growth mindset to help
teachers critically interrogate assumptions and beliefs
about students and their ability to succeed in advanced
mathematics.

DISCUSSION
In this study, a sociopolitical theoretical perspective
was employed to address two research questions that
focused on (1) learning about the perceptions that
Franklin High’s administrators and mathematics
teachers held about detracking the mathematics course
sequence at the school, and (2) examining these
perceptions to move detracking forward to be equitable
and sustainable. Embedding the detracking work within
a sociopolitical framework lent a critical interpretation of
the underrepresentation of historically marginalized
youth in advanced mathematics courses (Boaler, 2011) at
Franklin High. Rather than attributing the racial
disparities in mathematics access and achievement to
student failures or ignoring the presence of racist and
gendered structures and norms (Oakes, 2005; Rothstein,
2017), our use of a sociopolitical lens helped expose the
structures that constrained students’ opportunities and
resulted in students being inadequately prepared for
advanced mathematics courses (Battey, 2013). In this
study, the sociopolitical lens was also helpful for
understanding the inclusive learning culture that had
developed at Franklin High and the value placed on
teachers having equity-oriented growth mindsets as a
key building block for detracking the mathematics
courses at the school. Moreover, this lens helped uncover
tensions that existed among Franklin High
administrators and teachers about detracking; while
some teachers were devoted to preparing their students
for the rigors of IB coursework by their junior year,
doubts existed among other teachers about whether
students could actually be adequately prepared for IB
coursework. Lastly, the sociopolitical framework was
helpful for gaining insights about how detracking must
go beyond simply providing equal access for students to
advanced coursework in mathematics.
Considering the first research question, we learned
that administrators and the mathematics teachers
believed that the cultural and linguistic diversity of the
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school community was a vital asset for detracking.
Universal enthusiasm existed about the school’s rich
student diversity and the inclusive learning culture that
was emerging at the school. Notably, Ms. Parker and
some of the school’s teachers attributed this inclusive
culture to the fact that the original 9th grade cohort
weathered a challenging situation when the school’s
original principal resigned during the school’s first year
because of the politics surrounding detracking. Rather
than creating a divisive and segregated school culture,
the event helped forge strong bonds among students and
reinforced an inclusive and desegregated academic and
social school environment. The administrator and
teacher narratives also point to the significance placed at
the school on implementing intentional strategies and
policies that could promote positive relationships
among students and the community. Student
advisement and desegregating courses were among the
strategies used at Franklin High to help students
develop authentic social and academic relationships
with their peers.
The reflections from the administrators and teachers
about the initial stages of detracking also illustrate the
importance placed at Franklin High on students
experiencing success in mathematics. These successes
needed to begin in the 9th grade mathematics classes.
There was also a persistent focus on preparing students
to enter the IB mathematics course sequence by their
junior year through detracking, which primarily entailed
eliminating mathematics courses that would not prepare
students for the rigors of an IB mathematics course.
Tremendous energy was devoted at Franklin High to
address potential gaps in students’ mathematics
preparation during their first two years at the school to
prepare them to enter an IB course by their junior year.
Based on the teachers’ narratives, it was also clear that
tensions had emerged regarding the practicality of
preparing every student at the school to be prepared to
enter an IB mathematics course after only two years.
While all teachers wanted to support students’ success
in mathematics, some questioned the viability of
detracking the entire mathematics program given the
divergent mindsets, perspectives, and levels of buy-in
among the mathematics teachers regarding detracking.
With regards to the second research question, there
was a shared understanding among some of Franklin
High’s mathematics teachers about historical injustices
caused by tracking (Oakes et al., 1997). Courtney told us:
“We shouldn’t be punishing students because of their
race or SES.” She also talked about “tearing down” racist
policies and practices that have historically led to
segregated schools and tracked classrooms. However,
not all of the mathematics teachers shared Courtney’s
historical understanding of why detracking was needed.
Undertaking detracking at Franklin High was
challenging. It required finding teachers who believed
that detracking mathematics courses was essential to
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provide equity and access to advanced mathematics for
all students who were willing to do the work to make
this happen. However, some of the teachers’ narratives
about access to the IB Programme indicated more of a
commitment to equality rather than to equity.
Specifically, some teachers expressed doubt that it was
realistic to believe that every student could succeed in IB
courses by their junior year. Some of the teachers’
responses also demonstrated teacher compliance vis-àvis detracking at the school rather than authentic buy-in
to the school’s detracking policies. Helping teachers
understand and critically interrogate their beliefs is an
integral part of the detracking process. It is important to
have honest and transparent conversations early and
continuously during the detracking process because
these beliefs will inform praxis and relationships
between teachers and the students (Burris & Garrity,
2008).
To build capacity at Franklin High to engage in
detracking policies and practices in mathematics, the
school needed “the right teachers,” with an equityoriented growth mindset who understood the school’s
vision and were willing to do the work to realize it.
Teachers and administrators at Franklin High spoke
about the need to have teachers at the school who set a
high bar for students, while providing students with
needed academic support to meet high expectations
(Kitchen et al., 2007). There was also broad agreement
that the best teachers are the ones who are open to
improving for the sake of their students’ learning
(Boaler, 2016). To support teachers to develop an equityoriented growth mindset, professional development
could focus on supporting teachers to critically
interrogate their assumptions and beliefs about students
and their abilities to be successful in advanced
mathematics.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
Data from the interviews and other data collected
during the Discovery phase were collectively reviewed
by the design team to inform Interpretation, the second
step in the DT process. From the findings from this
Discovery phase, our design team offer the following
recommendations for practitioners and design teams
engaged in detracking at their schools.
A Need for Community Engagement
As partners with Franklin High, we found that while
there were school-wide expectations for detracking and
an expressed value for community voice and
engagement, there was limited community engagement
in the school’s detracking work. This lack of engagement
was a direct consequence of the damage done at the
school during its first year when Franklin High’s
principal left after intense parental protest to detracking.
Given the school’s commitment to being an IB
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Programme School, perhaps in retrospect the protests to
detracking could have been expected since many parents
most likely associate IB with tracking; only the best
students, their children, should be in a more
academically demanding program such as an IB
program. Whatever the reason, the legacy of the protests
appears to be trepidation on the behalf of the Franklin
High administration to engage the school community in
the detracking work that is underway. This
apprehension is certainly understandable, given the
crisis that the school experienced in its first year.
Hopefully, though, a concerted effort can be made in the
future to engage the school community in the important
work of detracking at Franklin High by engaging
community representatives on the design team. It is
important to do this to cultivate community support and
legitimacy to the detracking work being done as well as
to heal past wounds.
Culturally Responsive Professional Development
To critically interrogate beliefs about tracking and
detracking requires a historic understanding of systemic
inequities in the United States that have created
educational inequities for historically marginalized
students, particularly in STEM (Leonard, 2018).
Successful detracking efforts require the commitment of
all members of the design team (administrators,
teachers, staff, students, community members, and
researchers) to become effective culturally responsive
educators. It requires educators who are committed to
cultivating critical consciousness and academic
achievement within themselves and youth (Fickel et al.,
2017). As highlighted in the findings section, the right
teachers to support detracking are equity-minded
educators who have a growth mindset both in relation to
student achievement and their teaching practices.
Whereas most mathematics teachers at Franklin High
had positive perceptions of student diversity and were
able to critically analyze and articulate the negative
impact of tracking practices, some expressed deficitbased beliefs about students. This misalignment in
values, beliefs, and expectations of students within the
mathematics department indicates a need for teachers to
engage in individual and group work around culturally
responsive values and teaching practices. In the case of
Franklin High, an intensive series of ongoing
professional development learning opportunities
around culturally responsive mathematics teaching
(CRMT) is one practical intervention that could be
implemented. Aguirre & Zavala (2013) conceptualize
CRMT as “a set of specific pedagogical knowledge,
dispositions, and practices that privilege mathematical
thinking, cultural and linguistic funds of knowledge,
and issues of power and social justice in mathematics
education” (p. 163).
There are several potential positive outcomes to an
ongoing departmental-wide focus on CRMT. First, the

department would have a common set of learning
experiences and language to ground their work. Second,
teachers would gain tools to grow their sociopolitical
development (Zion et al., 2015) to critically reflect upon
the intersection of their beliefs and actions in their
individual and collective practice. Third, teachers would
learn how to operationalize culturally responsive beliefs
and practices (Aronson & Laughter, 2016) in
mathematics education. Most importantly, teachers
would improve their pedagogies to support the
mathematical learning of their culturally and
linguistically diverse students (Aguirre & Zavala, 2013).
Detracking Should Include Teacher Assignments
There is a need for the more experienced mathematics
teachers to teach the 9th grade courses instead of
assigning novice teachers to teach these courses. Similar
to what is happening nationally, the more experienced
mathematics teachers at Franklin taught the more
advanced courses (Kalogrides et al., 2011). Novice
teachers were assigned to teach the more challenging
classes that were populated by students who were often
2-3 years behind in mathematics. The disparity in teacher
assignments is usually attributed to principals wanting
to retain the more experienced teachers and can also be
attributed to power relations within schools that benefit
more experienced teachers (Kalogrides et al., 2011).
Placing novice teachers in less-challenging classrooms
would help them gain experience and persist and
potentially stay longer in the teaching profession
(Kapadia & Coca, 2007).
Engage Students as Active Partners and DecisionMakers
Although student voices were engaged through
student surveys as part of the Discovery phase, it was a
passive attempt to engage student voices. While
students were at the heart of Franklin High
administrators’ and mathematics teacher’s decisionmaking and agenda, Franklin High youth were not
viewed or engaged as key decision-makers. An
important recommendation, then, is to engage youth as
active partners and decision-makers because such
engagement is a positive catalyst in school improvement
and reform efforts (Bertrand, 2018; Keisu & Ahlström,
2020; Mauldin, 2019). Developing a more reciprocal
relationship means including youth as members of the
design team through participatory methodologies
(Duren, 2020) or redesigning the organizational
leadership structure to officially include youth. This is
critical as Mauldin (2019) asserted, “Youth of color are
experts of their schooling experiences and can provide
insider perspectives related to inequity in schools – their
voices deserve to be central to how school leaders engage
in decision making in the K-12 school setting” (p. 27).
Youth offer a unique vantage point from their first-hand
lived experiences with inequity and can name
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inequitable practices and reimagine practices and
processes that could promote their success with perhaps
greater precision than any other stakeholder.

LIMITATIONS
Since Franklin High community members and
students were not part of the design team, insights
derived from the empathy interviews were limited.
Furthermore, since new mathematics teachers have
joined the staff at Franklin High since the original
empathy interviews were conducted in August 2018,
there is a need to interview the new teachers to learn
about their perceptions about detracking to help
continue inform the detracking process at the school.

CONCLUSION
While detracking efforts will vary by context, design
teams involved in detracking in the United States and
wherever such practices need to be reformed should
critically examine the systems that perpetuate
inequitable outcomes. They will also need to interrogate
the beliefs and ideologies held by key stakeholders, such
as teachers, coordinators, and administrators (Bryke et
al., 2015). After all, individuals and systems work in
tandem to create teaching and learning environments,
and both must be critically interrogated when they are
producing inequities among students. Ultimately,
despite the complexities of the work, there must be a
shared and deep-rooted commitment to detracking in
mathematics as a matter of social and racial justice in
education.
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APPENDIX A
Individual Teacher and Administrator Interview Protocol
1. What is your motivation for wanting to work at this campus?
2. In the October survey that Franklin High stakeholders completed, one participant stated, “I think we have the
right teachers on the team who are dedicated to supporting all students at Franklin.” Can you describe who
you think the right teachers are to best support Franklin High students?
3. Imagine that you are having a conversation with someone who is unfamiliar with Franklin High and they
want to know about students’ strengths. What would you tell them are the strengths of the students that you
work with?
4. What role, if any, does motivation play in student learning in math?
5. Do you believe that all students have an equal opportunity to achieve at Franklin High?
6. What would it take to move every student into IB coursework in mathematics at the school?
7. Some people would say that tracking is more effective than heterogeneous grouping. What would you say to
them?
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