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 “...mathematics teachers and leaders must also be 
reflective practitioners that critically examine their 

agency in perpetuating and dismantling institutional 
structures, policies, and practices that promote systemic 

inequities in mathematics education.”

Mathematics Education Through the Lens of Social Justice: Acknowledgment, Actions, and 
Accountability

A joint position statement from the National Council of Supervisors of Mathematics and 
TODOS: Mathematics for ALL, 2016
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Healing-Centered Engagement 
&

Anti-Racism in 
Mathematics
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What is Healing Centered 
Engagement?

“Healing Centered 
Engagement is an asset-based 
and culturally-rooted approach 
to healing and well-being for 
young people of color and their 
adult allies. The term was 
coined by Dr. Shawn 
Ginwright in 2018, and is based 
on more than 30 years of 
research and practice with 
young people, schools, 
probation departments, and 
social workers.”
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Healing-Centered Engagement:
4 Main Tenets

Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical 

Culturally 
Grounded

Asset 
Driven 

Attends to  
the Health 
& Wellness 

of Adult 
Providers



1.  Political rather than clinical- A subtle shift suggesting healing 
is found in awareness in actions that address the conditions that 
created the trauma.

2.  Culturally grounded- Healing is experienced collectively and 
is shaped as shared identity such as race, gender, and sexual 
orientation.

3.  Asset Driven- A departure from solely viewing young people 
through the lens of harm… Builds upon their experiences, 
knowledge, skills, and curiosity as positive traits to be enhanced.

4.  Attends to the health/wellness of adult providers- Consider 
how to support adult providers in sustaining their own healing 
and well-being.

Elements of Healing-Centered 
Engagement



Transformative Organizations 

Restorative Justice

Healing Circles

Contemplative Practices

Faith-based 

Cultural and Indigenous Practices

Activist Art

Elements of Healing-Centered 
Engagement Frameworks/Activities
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What structures 
support teacher 

wellness?
- “Sociopolitical turn” 

professional learning 
(Gutierrez, 2013)

- Open conversations on 
teacher bias

- Holistic evaluation
- Affinity Healing Spaces
- Humanizing 

mathematical content 
knowledge

- ???

How are students’ funds of 
knowledge and multifaceted 

identities centered in 
mathematics?

- Prioritizing relational 
teaching

- Healing-centered 
pre-assessment

- Courage, Humility, Tolerance, 
Lovingness (Freire)

- Collective experiences
- Family/community 

connections
- Affirming multilingualism
- ???

How are we routinely 
surfacing the 
mathematics 
students do 
understand? 

- Formative assessment
- Teacher curiosity
- Expansive and inclusive 

view of math “knowledge”
- Multiple modalities and 

representations
- ???

How can we disrupt 
systemic conditions that 

interfere with student 
wellness and learning in 

mathematics?
- Systemic and 

interpersonal racism
- Tracking and testing 

mandates
- Social justice & activist 

mathematics
- Creative 

Insubordination 
Strategies (Gutierrez, 2016)

- ???

Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

Culturally 
Grounded

Asset 
Driven 

Attends to  
the Health 

& 
Wellness 
of Adult 

Providers
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How can we disrupt systemic conditions that 
interfere with student wellness and learning 

in mathematics?

Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

· Healing centered engagement is 
explicitly political, rather than clinical.

“These studies focus on concepts such as 
such as liberation, emancipation, 
oppression, and social justice among activist 
groups and suggests that building an 
awareness of justice and inequality, 
combined with social action such as protests, 
community organizing, and/or school 
walkouts contribute to overall wellbeing, 
hopefulness, and optimism.”

V
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Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

From Clinical to Political: Reframing 
Math Anxiety among Black students  
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Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

White Supremacy Culture

Adapted from "white supremacy culture" by Tema Okun, dRworks, www.dismantlingracism.org



Antidotes to WSC in the Math Classroom
Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

White Supremacy Culture Restorative Antidote

Perfectionism/Urgency 
❖ Devaluing of non-White cultural and 

intellectual knowledge. 
❖ Rewarding completion over exploration 

and growth

Emphasis on Growth
Patience
Culture of Appreciation

Power hoarding/Individualism
❖ Independent Work preferred over 

collaborative group work
❖ Assessing students for teacher needs 

instead of student learning

Power sharing
Collaborative Decision Making

Objectivity/Only one right way
❖ “I do, we do, you do” mini lesson format  

prioritized 
❖ Lack of joy, playtime, and creativity in 

content (Disconnected to other content 
areas)

Multiple Solutions 
Multiple Truths
Multiple methods of 
communicating
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Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

White Supremacy Culture

✘ How does White Supremacy Culture show up in the Math 
Classroom?

✘ What can the antidotes look like?
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Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical

How can we disrupt systemic conditions that interfere 
with student wellness and learning in mathematics?

Within Ourselves:
● Acknowledge the systemic racism that pervades our society and the 

political nature of this racism harms children and families that are in our 
care. 

Within the Classroom:
● Mitigate stereotype threat and disrupt the cycle of math anxiety.
● Incorporate the history of mathematics into lessons.
● Frame mathematics learning within the context of students' lives, and 

link them to the standards.
● Begin with conceptual knowledge, and build the skills along the way.
● Learn about authentic and cultural ways of teaching and learning that 

represent the students in your classroom. (ethnomathematics)
● Connect mathematics to activism: social justice & anti-racism.

Beyond the Classroom:
● Work to dismantle systemic and interpersonal racism
● De-tracking and contextualizing testing mandates and data
● Creative Insubordination Strategies (Gutierrez, 2016)

http://www.todos-math.org/assets/documents/TEEM/teem7_final1.pdf
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Asset 
Driven

· Healing centered engagement is asset 
driven and focuses well-being we want, 
rather than symptoms we want to 
suppress.

“An asset driven strategy acknowledges that 
young people are much more than the worst 
thing that happened to them, and builds upon 
their experiences, knowledge, skills, and 
curiosity as positive traits to be enhanced.”

V

How are we routinely surfacing the 
mathematics students do understand? 
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Asset 
Driven

“…misconceptions. Why this word? When you say misconception, you 
are suggesting that someone is thinking about something wrong. If you 
are trained as a teacher to notice students’ misconceptions, you will find 
yourself listening for what they don’t understand.

“Knowing what children do not yet understand is useful to a point, 
because it can give you ideas of what to teach. However, the balance of 
research in learning says that children are not blank slates. That means 
that they already know something, and odds are even if you have not 
yet taught a particular concept to your kids…. In short…‘Children are 
sense-makers.’ They are always making sense of new information in 
relation to what they know.

“So rather than looking for the holes in kids knowledge, teachers 
should be listening and looking for what sense-making kids are 
engaged in, and what makes sense to the student.”

- Dr. Maria del Rosario Zavala

MisConceptions → What Do Students 
Understand? V



MisConceptions → What Do Students 
Understand?
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★ How will you name what the student IS 
understanding?

★ What conceptions (not misconceptions*) 
make sense to the student? (even if it 
doesn’t match the structure of math as we 
understand it)

★ What would you say to the student to 
recognize their competence?

Asset 
Driven

https://mariazavalaphd.com/2019/08/08/back-to-school-part-1-challenging-deficit-language-in-the-math-classroom/
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MisConceptions → What Do Students 
Understand?

25

Asset 
Driven

★ How will you name what the student IS 
understanding?

★ What conceptions (not misconceptions*) 
make sense to the student? (even if it 
doesn’t match the structure of math as we 
understand it)

★ What would you say to the student to 
recognize their competence?

https://mariazavalaphd.com/2019/08/08/back-to-school-part-1-challenging-deficit-language-in-the-math-classroom/
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Culturally 
Grounded

· Healing centered engagement is 
culturally grounded and views healing as 
the restoration of identity.

“Healing centered engagement uses culture as 
a way to ground young people in a solid sense 
of meaning, self-perception, and purpose. This 
process highlights the intersectional nature of 
identity and highlights the ways in which 
culture offers a shared experience, community 
and sense of belonging.”

V

How are students’ funds of knowledge and 
multifaceted identities centered in 

mathematics?



Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop 

Julia Aguirre, 
Karen Mayfield-Ingram, 
Danny Martin

Dr. Gholdy Muhammad
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Restorative Practices Storytelling and Relationships
Quadratic Equations and Multiplying Binomials

▸ When you think of the word “roots,” what other words comes 
to mind?

▸ What or who would you describe as your “roots”?

▸ Choose and explain one aspect of your culture, community 
or family that is deeply rooted in you?
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Culturally 
Grounded

How are students’ funds of knowledge and 
multifaceted identities centered in 

mathematics?

What is resonating with you?
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Attends to  
the Health 
& Wellness 

of Adult 
Providers

· Healing centered engagement 
supports adult providers with their own 
healing.

“Adult providers need healing too! Healing 
centered engagement requires that we 
consider how to support adult providers in 
sustaining their own healing and well-being. 
We cannot presume that adulthood is a final, 
“trauma-free” destination.”

V

What structures support teacher wellness?
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★ What comes to mind when you think about 
healing centered engagement that that 
supports adult providers with their own 
healing in your context?

★ What are possible tensions and inflection points 
in your communities when you consider 
incorporating HCE?

Journal or Healing Circle Questions…
○ What is our own history with math and how 

can we restore our relationship to the math 
classroom?

○ How is WSC showing up in my classroom and 
how can I transform it?

○ How can we grow in community?
○ What might help to mitigate potential 

barriers to growth?

What structures support teacher wellness?



Healing-Centered Engagement:
4 Main Tenets

Political 
rather 
than 

Clinical 

Culturally 
Grounded

Asset 
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Start by 
building 
empathy.

Build critical 
reflection and 

take loving 
action.

Healing-Centered Engagement:
Three Essential Actions

Encourage 
young people 
to dream and 

imagine!
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