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LEARNING MATHEMATICS: A GENDEREDPRACTICE 

ROBYNZEVENBERGEN 
Deakin University, Geel.ong 

In this paper I employ classroom transcripts .to develop Bourdieu's wrttmgs with respect to the 
construction of gendered life in the mathematics classroom and the disempowering consequences of 

. many practices for a significant number of girls within mathei1U2tics education. Using Bourdieu's 
concepts of habitus, practicealJ,d dispositions, the construction of a gendered mathematical habitus will 
be proposed. Bourdieu (1977) describes habitus as being a "matrix of perceptions, appreciations and 
actions." Bourdieu does not employ gender as a primary category of capital where capital is central to 
the construction of social space. Feminist writers, such as McCall (1992) have been able to reapply 
Bourdieu'snotions of cultural capital to incorporate a gendered habitus. Through a gendered habitus, 
students learn to take on certain dispositions which will be influential in their success in schooling and . 
their later positions within the social structure. For females, a gendered habitus is paramount to the 
construction of their marginality in mathematics. 

By the time students enter school, they have been socialised into the world as a result of many experiences. 
These experiences provide a habitus which will influence how perceptions and behaviours will be interpreted 
and enacted .. Bourdieu (1992, p.) extends this so that the habitus gives "disproportionate weight to early 
experiences." The primary socialisation of students will impact upon how they their worlds at school will be 
constructed, so that soci . .al differences, such as gender, class and ethnicity, since a different habitus has been 

. internalised. The dispositions which they bring with them .into the school situation will be different for 
different individuals and social groups. In this way, the habitus becomes a mediating device between the social 
structures and practices and indi vidual. action and perception. Through the insertion into certain gendered 
practices, a gendered habitus is constructed, and through this habitus, children come to see and .act in the world 
in certain gendered ways. The ways in which gender is organised and internalised can be related to two 
crucial aspects of Bourditm's writings - habitus and capital. 

Bourdieu's notion of embodied cultural capital is particularly important in developing an understanding of 
the distribution of gendered power since he argues that cultural capital can exist in three forms, embodied as 
long-lasting dispositions of the body and mind; objectified as cultural goods (such as books, instruments, 
machines) and in an institutationalised state in such things as educational qualifications (Bourdieu, 1983, p. 
243). In this way,Bourdieu is arguing that certain dispositions are forms of cultural capital. McCall{(992) 
develops Bourdieu's Writings to question whether women can possess gendered capital in a form that will be 
recognised and rewarded .. She argues, "The dichotomous action of gender acts to constrain and subordinate 
the meaning of women's activity, whatever the so-called capital "(McCall, 1992, p. 846). 

MATHEMATICS HABITUS 
The insertion of young students into the mathematics classrooms exposes them to practices which will 
construct a habitus for their school mathematics learning. This habitus, when linked to other habitus, provides 
a lens for viewing and acting in mathematics classrooms. The mathematics habitus will be constrained by a 
number of influences and pract~ces which will include: 
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yhe .conditions of the field (objectivism, utilitarianism;psychologism, notmativity) 
Certain ,linguistic codes 
Teacher and student goats 
Culturallyvatuedkn(Jwledge,skiUs, abilities, morals, ethics and values 
Specific language, .examinations, streaming, pedagogies, etc. 

Through the construction ·of practices and participating in the practices, they wiH. come to construct a 
mathematical, habitus which· will hnpact. upon the way they. perceive al'ld act in the mathematics classroom. 
As .part .oftheproductionof a mathematical habitus, students. wiUbeexposed to gendered practices which 
influence the 'construction ofagendered mathematical habitus. Agenc;:\eredmathematics habitus is possible 
because ofothergendered practices outside mathematics practices. 

ORGANISING PRINCIPLES OF THE FIELD 
It. is through the ptacticesassociated with the field of school mathematics that participants accept the non­
random failure of a significantnumbei of students from marginalised social groups. The conditions of 
objectivislll; titilitarianism,psycho\ogism.and normativity mask the politicaiagendaof school mathematics. 
The macro practices associated with mathematics education perpetuate the belief that failure in the subject is 
esseritiall~ a function of the individuaL Apart from the dominance of the belief in the objective nature of 
mathematics. there is the dominance of psychology in the field .as welL The monolithicpresericeof 
psychology. in the field helps . to reify. the complex nature of the beast while masking its socially constructed 
roots. . Psychological research has aided in defining mathematics as a corqplex subjecf which needs to be " 
orgariisedin ways torefiect. the increasing complexity of the nature as is apparent in the van Hiele levels of 
Geometric thought, and taxonomies such as. SOL9. Psychological research has also introduced ideas about 
learning styles which help to reify the ideas that people from different socio·culturalbackgrounds ,and contexts 
think in ways which may . be. incongruous' with· the ratipnaland logical thinking associated with success in 
mathematics .. It woutdappear that the. supposed inabiHtyof many social groups to be successful in theirstuQY 
of mathematics is ar,etlectionof some internal characteristics. In this way, habitus is "consti~tedbypf:actices 
Which relate to social regulation of the popolation. . 

THE SITE 
The site. of the stu4y was a grade one classroom where thecbHdren were .learning about shapes. The school 
has asmaH population of 130 and is locatediiIamiddle·c1asssubutbof aniajor provincial city. There is a 
.disproportionate number of boys to girls (16:8) so that it would be reasonable to expect more male talk than 
female talk. The lesson is being taken by a (male) "specialist teacher" Who is responsible for the applied maths 
curriculum for the grade. The children are very familiar with the teacher who also takes~hem for phy~ical 
education and art. Extracts from the hour lesson wHi be used to illustrate certain practices which may be 
intluentialin students learninggendered dispositions, and hence, habitus. Similar broad themes are found in 
other sites. so that lQisparticular lesson should not be seen as a reflection of the individual teacher. Such 
practices are shared practices found across many sites and form part of teaching practice. 

The LesSOR 
The teacher is introducing formal names· to a variety ofs.hapes. He introduces the topic formally on the chalk 
board and then sets the children to work with concrete' materials. This is done through a variety of formats. He 
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sets the classroom up with a series of work stations which contaiti different activities for the students. The. 
students rotate around the stations after a given amount oftime.· . 

"BEING MACHO AND FEMININE" 
The practices within the classroom cont.ain certain messages that the children are likely to perceive as natural 
and henceinc()rporate them into their habitus. In the following phase of the lesson the teacher is introducing 
formals names of shapes. He attempts to use the shapes in ways that he perceived to be drawing on the 
children's experiences, which are gendered. In the following extract, the teacher is acting a way whereby the 
boys are likely to see the dispositions oftieing ."macho", sporting (because Leigh is good at football, isn't he) 
and mateship (Luke, my best mate) as part of the natural way of being a boy.· . 

When the teacher attempts to include the girls in the discussion of shape, he adopts a practice which focuses 
on the aesthetics of possessions (as in diamonds) and appealing to the idea of desiring things as being part of . 
being a girl (girls really love having this shape). Girls are the receivers in relationship and the bearers of 
manners and tact, Le social etiquette. (If you gave a girl a triangle, she would probably say thank you ... ). 

B Urn they're not a circle but they're a bit Iike .. got a aside 
T Show us 
.boy goes to board and points to the sides on the oval) 
T Wen, who can tell us what that shape is? and I'll give you a clue' that you play football on it. 
laughter . 
B lknow 
chatter with lots of "football ovals" being called out l 
T Well I did say I'd give a clue 
Leigh An oval 
T That's very good, that's the one. Well apart from that, because of course Leigh is good at football isn't 

. he? Are there any. other ones? . 
B There's a piece of orange that looks like the shape of asemi-circle 
T That's very good. Can you go and point to that one? .. A semi-circle 
b Up there 
T Oh very good; very good, like on one of those oranges that are cut up there. Urn OK that's ssemi­
circle. What shape is a semi-circle? 
Rachel A half a circle 
T Good girl, good girl.And one more. 
G See that banana thing up there, it's spinning around, it's like a circle shape on it but I don;t know what's 
it called 
Bs We've already had that 
G I don't know what's it shape is. 
B It's like a semi-circle 

I The protocol has been adopted in these transcripts whereby children who can be identified have been done so 
through the use of names unknown children have been identified according to the gender B: Boy, G:Girl, and 
where the gender is not known C:Child has been used. All names used are pseudonyms to protect the identity 
of the students, teacher and the school. 
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T It's likeasemi~ircle isn't it? In fact we'll have to name out our own shape for that one. Right now, 
you're all rotten kids because you didn't pickthe one that I wanted you to pick 
Cs I know 
T· Turn .aroundthis way. My wife told me about this one ... girls really love having this shape 
C Iknow 
Cs Oh no 
Cs I know I know 
chattering and giggling . 
T What's a girl's best friend? . Luke do you know what shape a girl likes? 
Luke Yes 
T What is it? 
Luke A triangle . 
T . No! If you gave a girl a triangle, she'd probably say thank you, but she wouldn't say Luke! That's what 
I always wanted! . .. 
giggl~s . 
G A heart 
T excellent,but not thlJ:t one 
Cs .Ohhh 
giggles 
TBad luck hut not that one. You couldn't work out what one it was. 
C I knowwhich colour it is 
T The one that I wanted was a diamond. every time I go to the jeweller's shop, she goes "I want a 
diamond.". . . 

. While there is a strong emphasis on naming shapes in this segment, the introduction of a slightly irregular 
shape.becomes a slight problem. The girl does not know the name of the shape (somewhere between a 
semicircle a\1d a crescent) and is open about her tackofknowledge .. She recognises that it is not a semicircle, 
even though a group of boys seem quite content that a· "semicircle" is an adequate signitier for the shape,. and to 
a certain degree, the teacher reinforces their .assertions with "It's like a semicircle, isn't it?" Part of the habitus 
of schooling is being able to guess what the teacher has in mind (as is apparent when the teacher says that they 
"didn't pick the one that I wanted you to pick"). Whereas there has been a strong emphasis on correct 
signification, the naming of this shape suddenly becomes quite arbitrary , and c1t!arly not part of thegame that 
the teac!lerhas in mind. The teacher dismisses the girl's shape since. iUs nol part of the game he has in mind, 
'and moves on to the nextsegment·ofthe lesson. As a result,the message that the girl is likely to receive is that 
naming shapes can be quite arbitrary, whereas for the boy who was not sure of the shape earlier in the segment, 
it was pointed oufthat there was a name for that shape (semicircle), suggesting that naming shapes is a precise 
action. In this way, there were quite different. messages being given to the students about the processes 
involved in naming shapes. Un)essthe focus was on a gendered analysis, it would be difficult to observe the 
construction of gender in mathematics. With:;t non-geridered focus, the. teacher could be seen to be using a 
dominant pedagogical strategy Vvhich 'seeks to draw on the prior experience of the students in order to engage 
them in the discussion, thus rendering the construction of agendered habitus as invisible.· However, when the 
focus is on the construction of gender, different practices can be seen to be operating for girls who likely to 

. receive quite different messages about the patterns of signification in mathematics, along with the importance 
of their contributions to the class discussions. .. 
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BOYS HAVE ABILITY, GIRLS JUST TRY 
In the following extract where the children have been called to draw diamonds on the chalk board, the teacher 
appears to be constructing a situation where the messages are ones that the boys are good at maths and have the 
right skills (reflecting) through overt and covert practices. (David is extremely clever, Sean's dpne a good 
thing, he did it quickly and then he thought to himself .... ). In contrast, Sally was given messages that indicate 
an inferior position when she was told that her effort i'was a lovely try."WhiIe her drawing was the same as 
David's, she was not clever like David, since she had.done the wrong thing by drawing the same shape. Sally 
had not been able to guess the teacher's game since her diamond was pointing in the same direction as David's, 
which the teacher did not want, although he only mentioned that he wanted the diamond in a different colour. 
Through this type of practice, girls learnthattheir work, although the same as boys', does not rate them as 
clever but rather as "good triers."· In this way there is a gendered difference in the construction of ability versus 
eff()rt in the classroom. 

T . Who can come up to the chalkboardand draw me a diamond? 
(David comes up the board and draws a diamond) 
T Now as you can see David is extremely clever and had done a great job. Alright, who can draw me a 
different coloured diamond 
B lean 
T You've already had one .. 
(Sally comes upto the board and draws a.diamond similar,to David's) .. 
T Right very good, thanks Sally, that's a lovely try. Now they're all pointing in the same direction, but I 
wonder where itpoirits. I'suppose that one would point up and that one would point down. Who can make it 
pointing in a differellt direction? 
?? 
T This little tail"l dOll't know what's its called? Sea.n. Marcus, if you want to have a shot next, don't be 
rude. 
Sean I don't know which way to 
giggles 
T Now Sean's done a good thing, he did it quickly and then he thought to himself "It doesn't look the 

-best and he better do something about it" 
Sean It's hard 
T It is pretty difficult to do these aren't they? ... Same as y6u did it then ... right very good. 
B Very good 

Contradictory messages wert~ being given to the students. When Sean has difficulties drawing on the board, 
the teacher encourages him by indicating that the task is a difficult one, and guides him through the drawing 
process. Sean is also encouraged for being "retlective." Yet Sally's drawing was as good as Daniel's, yet 
received little recognition for it. The interaction with the two boys is more extensive and'positive than his 
interaction with Sally. At one level, the quality of interaction is quite different, but the length of interaction is 
also considerable. As a result, the feedback that girls would expect would be quite different to that which boys 
could expect. This practice creates quite different possibilities for the construction' of gendered mathematics 
habitus. 
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.. GIRLS ANDPASSIVIT¥ 

Thr~gh the practices of school mathematics,studentsareposftioned in ways which will facilitate the 
construction ofcerUlindispositions. In thefoUmvingtranscripts,. the girls in positioned in ways which would be' 
conduchleto the construction of' passive dispositions. Girls . learn through their interactions with tbeteacher 
and their peers '. that they.. are not as valued in the classroom. as. their male peers, and. to' take a less acti ve and . 
compliant role in theniathematic/, classroom: '. 

GJRLSAREIGNORED, BOYS·ARE VALUED 
III thefoUowinge~tract, ,the,leacheds interacting witha.groupof chHdrenworking on a task where they had to 
make patterns with shapes and then illusttatethem; He interacts with the boys,giving them attention, asking 
the-m.how their work is proceeding etc. ,etc. DuringaH of this the voice of Gail keepsaliking for affirmation 'of 
her work, but is' continually ignored. When she finally gains his attention, she is not praised in any way, but 
told to do more,of the same. To this she responds that her pa,ge is full, he replies that she should help anc)ther 
child,. alrnostasa punishment for finishing 1;00 early .In cohtrast, during t~e interaction he praises Sean and 
uses Glen's work as .anexemplar to theotherchildren,evell though GliU has clearly finished her work. He also 
praises .agroupofboys for "lovely' work .. Such praise is not forthcoming withthegirl's work. 

Practices .such.as these.aidin the construction .ofa .disposition suggesting that girls should expect to be 
ignored, their work has little valuea1,ldthat there is not much praise to be expected when theyci>mplete their . 
work. . Incontrast,boys .can expecLa significant amount of the teacher's attention, most:ofw~ich is supportive 
and encouraging.' " ' 

T Socany-du dojustat least onepattern.thatl can see •. orwe("'lln work out what migtitcome next, 
You're doing a good job Glen, just keep ongoing. Can you maybegiveSean a hand; he's looking .prettysad 

. there. Alright 
B He doesn~t know what to -do . 

. T Alright, what you have to do is to make a pattern like you know ,on a jumper, ,right? So what I want 
you to do is to wockout·a pattern iike a ',diamond then a square and ten you might !bave say another 
diamond. Can you see a pattern happening already? What's the next one wedo? 
Sean A square 
T As·quare. So just do that, that's it. Do another one, Doanotherpatterll. Alright? OK, well if you were 
doil1g a pattern, there's these two and wbatwould be going 'logo down next? .. Whatgoesafter that? ... good 
boy, sotbat'swhat you draw. you draw,tI;lat:" . 
GaB MrMason, this is what my pattern looks like . 
T and then one more and then you've finished. That's one, two three. two more 
It 
Gail Mr Mason 
TLike these. guys over here. Like his too. That looks lovely, leave it there. That looks lovely, just keep 
going on it 
GailMrMason, that's my pattern 
T OK let's have a look (works' with another boy) .. Rightl'llshow you. It goes,square, diamond, 
rectangle, square. diamond, rectangle, same, alright ? So just draw that. Just do number one .. Just draw it 
here ... l'll do it foryou.'fhenyougothat one then that one and then tb,atone and then that one and then that 
one, just . like that. Alright? Now do another one. 
Gail I've finished mine Mr Mason, . 



T Then do two more 
Gail I can't fit any more 
T Then help Rachel 
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In defence of the teacher, it can be. argued that he was trying to ignore Gail for calling out, so that he was 
attempting to extinguish a behaviour (through negative reinforcement) which he considered to be undesirable in 
the classroom, yet as the following extract indicates, interrupting is also a gendered practice. 

GIRLS DON'T INTERRUPT 
While the boys could interject with comments, particularly if they are relevant, the practices in the classroom 
suggest that girls are expected to bernore docile, put their hands up and wait to be asked to reply. While it was 
argued in the previous section that girls can expect to be ignored, when they do try to participate with boys 
insofar as trying to have some voice in the classroom, they can. expect to be admortishoo. In the following 
extract the teacher was asking children do sOrt equilateral triangles from non-equilateral. When a girl 
interrupts, she is reprimanded and her response is ignored. Yet when a boy calls out, his answer is accepted 
artd even expanded. 

T Now some triangles are . .look like triangles, which ones look like triangles and which ones don't 
Gail Thes'e ones ' 
T Get one that looks like a triangle ... 
B These ones look like a triangle 
Gail This one looks like a triangle 
T Now most people will pick these ones like these 2 boys did because they've all got equal sides haven't 
they? But these ones are really triangles too. These ones are called "equilateral triangles". Guess what's 
equal ?Because they're called equilateral. triangles 
Rachel Because it's got equal sides 
T Don't call out Rachel. What's equal about it? 
B The sides, 
T The sides are the same size. The sides are all equal. You have to sort .out the equilateral triangles 
from the other triangles. You want two bunches, one of beautiful equilateral triangles and the other triangles 
that look like flags. Ok off you go. 

It would seem .that the girls are likely to be exposed to different practices in the classroom which will construct 
different habitus for them than theiI: male peers. 

From these practices, it would appear that there are many messages that children receive that construct 
certain gendereddispositions within the individual. These have focussed on the unequal power relationships 
associated with the student and the teacher,butitis also apparent that when students are working together, 
there are similar displays of gendered dispositions .. 

WORKING WITH PEERS 
In the working on a task to make patterns with shapes, the boys had commandeered all the rectangular shapes 
and the girls required some. While the girls use all the "correct" language for asking for co-operation, the boys 
are resisting joining the game. This interaction indicates that the boys have taken on some of the dispositions 
of being dominant in the classroom and assuming the role of the more powerful participants in the practice. On 
the other hand the girls have acquired dispositions of a more subservient and compliant participant, avoiding 
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confrontation with the boys in the citassroonl,eventhough the boys have JJlore rectangles but are not willing to 
shar~ them with tbe girJs. . . . . . 

Gail~eycal)t:ple;.tSe have some reCtangles 
~()bNo~' 

Gail. yes we can 
BQbwbat? •.. well we've used them aH 
Bilt Ye~we\lsedthemaU· 
.Q~it 'C~lIWep~e baveS6merectangles? 
Gilla~eybaven't g()tany' . 
. Cate .. They don't have any 
Gail·lneed.one JJlqcer«tangle. 
G .? '. 

co,:". 

Gail l~st()neRtorerectilfrgle 
Bob.1;hen whatlloout ify()u ily.uptbere 

It~()uld aPPearthattranscriptsSllChas' tbeseareiUuminating in that theY'areabfe to shed some light on the 
practi(;es •. albeit~isC\lrsiye; that ocCur jnt~ .. classroOlJlwhichmay~.int1uential.·inthec()nstt1JCtion of 
. gemiered dispositions and ha~itus .inroathemlrtics.Thegendered po~itionsthat are available to the girls are . not 
as empowering as those avaHableto the boys. and,asslJch,may be seen tobeinfll!lentiaHnthedistribution of 
power in the wi~r society. . . . 

RANGE OF DISPOSITIONS AND POSITIONS 
Ftom these transcriPts, it appe~thatgidsare positionedinlllathematical.practiccs· in ways that are different to 
. their . male peel"S .• SlJchpracti~escouidbe·influe~ial j,ll the,~tion. ofgendereddispositio~s·.wRKh . will 
impact upon~ebiterp()siti()nitilg witmJlt~es~} order. For these girls. it is possibkthat tbeirexperiences 
willoollStruC1 dispositioosw~dl positioatl\remas oompl_pam~aOO "~rvieflf" witbintheclassroom 
whereas tgebtlys .aEe~0Std to more ~practiees.Fmrooy~, such ;ractice$wiB impactmme 
positively()1il·.tlaedisp<tJs~$>.ns "'which,m:e ijketytodeveJop ..... This lnay mwfOve their chances ofsuecess,..alld 
hence,S'ocialpQsitiQlJing\Vithinm:atbematicset.!ucatioaattdthewidersociety; 

These l1fattscriptsat:e exampl~ ofpr~ticesjn the mathematics dassroombutit is noted that they are never 
fIXed llRd thatth~r;c8fe al'a~eof PQSit10nsand dispositioltSthat are available tostudentsatanytime.. . The 
p'ositionsand dispositiulsthat areavaila.ble.li0thefema1emembefs in ~ma1!ics..do not bavethesame 
capitalasmciate9 with tbem as do those offered m theitmale. peers..' . 

UABITUSANDCAPlTAL 
A . view of mathematics education as being apolitical and culturefl'ee is.a Jairlydominanf view amongst 
1'I1lathetn~ticians,mathematieseducators. and the wider· society that masks the hidden fUJ1ctionofrnathetnl1tics as." 
asoeiai filter. Sl,lCh practices belie the social-sortingbased on the· grounds or'gender, ctass and ethnicity that 
,m~h~matics.fitlnls .·in {tie widersQCialarena. . Through' coyertmeans, math~JJlatics is emp}()yed to play.a majQr 
~ole iRtheprocess.ofc.qlturalaridsQCialreproduction ... Atwehand COQper (1991) h~ye argued persuasively. in 
support of the hegemQnic nature ofthetnatbemaHcscurriculum.: . Th9se students who. are excluded from the 
study of matbetnatics b~sed ()ntbeirper~eived inability tocop~withthecontentaccept their margimilisatiQoas 
anint-e~1.14cJdng, ·0Jf· ... disp9sitional.attribute. Conversely I those· students' who enjoy the successlfnd· the 
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increased career options associated with success in maths. come to perceive their status as natural and 
deserved. 

Bourdieu is concerned with understanding the ways in which beliefs and practices are constructed in 
cultural contexts and the ways .in which certain relationsllips are more powerful than others. along with an 
tinderst~mdingof how such relationships come to be seen as natural. Through these "natural" and "taken-for­
granted'; beliefs the unequal distribution of power. status and economic rewards remain unchallenged. Through 
the practices at the macro level of society. and 'the micro level of the classroom. certain "habitus" are 
internalised to provide the lens with which to view. the world. It is at ~ level that could be referred to as . 
unconscious so that it; for the ,main. remains unquestioned. Through the practices of schooling. children are 
induced into socially patterned habitus which is closely aligned to the social patterns of the wider society. 

Through analysing classroom interactions. an examination of those practices which construct girls in a 
gendered way so that they lea~n to take certain gendered dispositionswilI be undertaken. These dispositions. 
will influence not only. to their learning of mathematics content per se but also their social positioning. 
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