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Macro vs Micro Identities in Mathematics

Macro vs Micro Indentities in Mathematics

• We have all met someone who, as part of their
identity, states, “I am not a maths person”.
• This is an example of what Wood (2013) refers to as
a ‘Macro Identity’
• ‘Micro Identities’ make up the moment to moment
shifts in identity that occur throughout a mathematics
class.
• ‘Micro Identities’ could include for example, ‘leader’,
‘follower’, ‘facilitator’, ‘mediator’, ‘confident’, ‘lacking
in confidence’ etc.

Macro vs Micro Indentities in Mathematics

Positioning Theory

• Harré and Van Langenhove (1999) regard the structure
of PT as tri-polar:
Positions

Storylines

Speech Acts

• Redman and Fawns (2010), place special consideration
on the use of pronouns.

Computer Supported Collaborative Learning
(CSCL)

• PT has been applied within a Computer Supported
Collaborative Learning (CSCL) Environment where a
group of 54 grade 5 students were required to engage
in mathematical problem solving.
• Each week for nine weeks I would attend the school,
introduce the problem to students and lead a discussion
• They would then discuss and solve the problems online
(at home) asynchronously (not in real time) via the
medium of a message board.
• This study focusses on the (re)positioning of two
students

Edmodo

•

Edmodo was chosen for
this task because it:
– Was intuitive;
– Allowed for the creation
of small groups within
the larger group;
– Allowed for student
created files (artefacts)
to be uploaded to
support their thinking
and
- Somewhat familiar, as
students had worked with
this online platform (to a
limited extent) in the
previous year.

Coding of the data

• PT requires a fine grained approach.
• In the paper that this presentation is taken from we
have examined only one passage of discussion
between 2 students
• The first step taken was highlighting all pronouns
within the context of the online discussion.
• Changes in pronouns can highlight the active,
moment by moment, positioning and repositioning of
participants.

Coding of the data

• Second the passage was read and re-read.
• Each ‘turn’ taken by the two students was treated as
a single utterance or unit of analysis.
• The positioning of each student relative to each other
was of utmost concern during the coding process.
• Thus PT is about analysis of the Interactions between
participants rather than a static notion of ‘role’ within
the unfolding narrative.
• An aim was to reveal whether micro-identities
changed or evolved throughout the discussion.
• The value of PT here is that it reveals these identities
as being formed relationally.

Meet Oleander and Zander (pseudonyms)

Oleander

Zander

•Female
•Home Language
Background other
than English
•Assessed by teacher
as ‘below the
expected level’
•Is regularly streamed
in mathematics within
the ‘low group’

•Male
•Assessed by
teacher as ‘above
the expected
level’
• Is streamed
within
mathematics into
the ‘top group’

Making Sense of the Data

• You have been provided the discussion data
analysed between Oleander and Zander.
• Read through the data.
• Establish, where/ if the participants attempt to
position/ reposition themselves or each other.
• How does this impact/ inform their ‘micro-identities’?
• Does consideration of the participants’ use of
pronouns help consolidate your thinking?

• Zander chooses to assert his micro-identity as leader
and mathematically confident.

–Zander: In our group I think we
should make the word "biggest"
dog mean the "tallest" dog.

• A struggle occurs testing the legitimacy of this
assertion.
• This impacts Oleander’s ‘micro-identity’

– Oleander: Yea and it also could mean
the weight in my opinion?

• If Zander is successful, to an extent, Oleander’s
ability to provide valuable input is diminished.

• Oleander: Okay then we would just do
the tallest. Mine [be]cause it could be
said. In 2 ways and for our group it
could be tallest
• If Oleander’s views are supported, her ‘micro-identity’
as valued ‘mathematical’ contributor is realised.

Final Thoughts

• Pronoun analysis was useful and added another
layer of validity and reliability to the process.
• In future given the context of the study (online
message board), further study of the way in which
punctuation and emoticons are used, could prove
fruitful.
• E.g. consistent use of question marks may indicate a
‘micro-identity’ associated with a lack of confidence.
• Finally, the approach taken in this study may
illuminate student strengths and weaknesses that
may be more difficult to detect in the classroom.

