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240. Researcher reflexivity leading to action research in a mathematics classroom – Enabling 

Nelly to multiply again through deconstruction and reconstruction

Sharada Gade

This paper draws upon two studies, at grade six and grade four in Sweden, conducted with a 

mathematics teacher  Lea and her successive batches  of students.  I discuss herein the nature of 

researcher reflexivity possible when situated narrative, classroom talk and mediated action were 

deployed  as  units  of  analysis.  In  particular,  I  describe  the  trajectory  of  deconstruction  and 

reconstruction within the conduct of an action research cycle in relation to a student Nelly and her 

personal travails with the multiplication that was being demanded of her.

Conducted when her students were at grade six in my first and six-month study conducted with Lea, 

I  was participant  observer.  Our collaboration began with my appreciating Lea's  praxis and was 

based  on  observing  how Lea  and  her  students  interacted  with  each  other  in  teaching-learning 

practice. Lea's understanding of my presence and occasional contact with students led her in turn to 

facilitate my gradual interaction with them. Drawing upon these instances and making field notes, I 

was able to construct narratives of students about the meaning they were making of the mathematics  

being demanded of them in her classroom. With situated narrative as unit of analysis I was able to,  

in  a  Brunerian  perspective,  appreciate  how Lea's  students were negotiating the  bridge between 

personal and propositional forms of mathematics within classroom practice. While throwing light 

on students' voices and strategies, I have since been able to raise my voice to the larger issue of the  

divide there exists between policy and practice.

By my second and year-long classroom study with Lea and a new batch of students at grade four, 

Lea had sought and obtained funding for a project to promote communication of her students within 

mathematics. Building upon our collaboration thus far we now conducted mediated activity in the 

Vygotskian  sense,  providing  students  various  opportunity  to  communicate  both  in  whole  class 

discussion led by Lea as well as when they were given to work with each other in pairs. Observing 

students in the conduct of these, led to my adding classroom talk and mediated action as units of  

analysis in addition to situated narrative. Such a stance allowed greater access to the mathematical  

reality that was created and being participated in by all of us in teaching-learning practice. In having  

access to the who in addition to the how, it became possible to attend to issues inclusive of power 

and gender in my study – all at a grade four classroom. With informed and multiple access to the 

probable significance of ongoing events it now became possible to deal with researcher reflexivity 

in  empirical  terms,  placing  my study  in  a  position  to  take  up  desirable  intervention  if  found 
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necessary. Such an opportunity presented itself when Lea brought to my attention her stumbling 

upon of the faulty use of the equality sign by her students. With an action research cycle designed 

and conducted to trace and restore equality to students usage of the sign, it is personal travails of a 

student Nelly that I focus upon. Nested within the larger problem of the faulty use of the equality 

sign, Nelly had problems with the multiplication being demanded of her.

Nelly's problem can be traced to Lea's routine of having students sit on their desks before recess 

time and seek answers for multiplication facts like 7 x 9 before leaving. The discomfort of not being 

able to  respond to  Lea by some,  with someone else always having a ready answer,  made this 

practice testy. Working with manipulatables and various board games Lea's was however aiming for 

her students to be proficient with their  multiplication tables.  It  was on one occasion when Lea 

administered a small test with suitable blanks to fill in, that Nelly's problems surfaced. The first 

question addressed multiplication facts like 15 = 3 x __, 60 = __ x 10 and 2 x 30 = __. It was the 

next question that brought Nelly to tears. While many of her classmates were able to fill in the 

blanks in say 25, 50, __, __ or 12, 24, __, __ Nelly found herself struggling and unable. I also 

noticed Nelly to not want help from Elsa who sat beside her and who had presumably filled in the 

blanks by figuring out the underlying game. Though Nelly was consoled, it was my search for  

reasons for Nelly's obvious and honest discomfort that made demands upon my reflexivity.

The deconstruction of Nelly's predicament, led to my examination of how students were given to 

multiply in their textbooks wherein the multiplication of 25 x 3 say was broken down into a task of 

adding the products of 5 x 3 and 20 x 3 while also attending to the place value of both digits. The  

goal of the second question in Lea's test in contrast expected Nelly to either skip count or recognise 

pattern on the basis of which she would fill the missing numbers in the blanks. At this point I  

surmised that if Lea had been offered a third number in her question such as 25, 50, 75, __, __ Nelly 

may have had opportunity to find successive and repeated increase, enabling her to fill in the blanks 

required. Not having a third number probably denied Nelly a means with which to find pattern, 

resulting in loss of a sense of control over her thinking – something that her textbook may have 

been allowing her. I found Lea to agree with me on this, yet also found Nelly attempting this very  

question again – under the cover of her desk, when Lea returned the test papers she had evaluated. 

This led me to seek the nature of pressures that Nelly may have been experiencing from outside 

classroom practice as well, like for example parental expectations relating to her performance at 

school tests. Being able to ascertain that Nelly's mother was a teacher of mathematics at an upper 

secondary  school  gave credence  to  the  possibility  of  larger  societal  issues  engendering  Nelly's 

performance. Nelly's case counted in the design and conduct of activities in relation to the faulty use  

of  the  equality  sign.  Providing  students  opportunity  to  participate  with  an  individual  sense  of 
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control in these – akin to her textbook, resulted in Nelly being able to regain her lost sense of  

control over her computational abilities as well as her confidence. My making interpretations and 

taking responsible actions towards such reconstruction found ratification as well in my year-end 

interview with Nelly's class teacher, who confirmed that of all her students Nelly made the biggest 

leap this school year. Nelly's parents she said, worked regularly with her and expected her to do 

well giving credence to my consideration of wider societal factors in Nelly's performance at her 

school test.

It  was  the  incidence of  Nelly's  travails  with multiplication and its  resolution  within the  action 

research cycle conducted within teaching-learning practice, that shifted my role as researcher within 

from  a  practical  to  a  critical-emancipatory  one.  While  I  discuss  elsewhere  the  processes  of 

deconstruction and reconstruction that were utilised towards addressing the larger problem of the 

faulty use of the equality sign, I contend that it was in drawing upon my three units of analysis that I  

was able to substantiate my reflexivity in empirical terms. It consequently became possible for me 

to  both  deploy  an  action  research  cycle  and  develop  actionable  knowledge  within  ongoing 

classroom practice. Besides responding to a crisis that arose in situ there has been satisfaction as  

well of being able to empower Nelly, her teacher and research.
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