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A "Gap-Gazing" Fetish in Mathematics Education?
Problematizing Research on the Achievement Gap
Rochelle Gutierrez

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

A substantial amount of research in mathematics education seeks to document disparities in achievement between middle-class White students and students who are

Black, Latina/Latino, First Nations, English language learners, or working class. I
outline the dangers in maintaining an achievement-gap focus. These dangers include
offering little more than a static picture of inequities, supporting deficit thinking and
negative narratives about students of color and working-class students, perpetuating
the myth that the problem (and therefore solution) is a technical one, and promoting
a narrow definition of learning and equity. I propose a new focus for research on
advancement (excellence and gains) and interventions for specific groups.

Some researchers have begun to question the usefulness of large-scale assessments
of student achievement that identify disparities between middle-class White students

and students who are Black, Latina/Latino, First Nations, English language learners,

or working class. As a Chicana1 whose work has been dedicated to equity issues in
mathematics education, I share the position that we focus excessively on a single

issue - the "achievement gap" - to the exclusion of others. I see it as a moral
imperative to move beyond this "gap-gazing" fetish.
Although the term gap gazing may seem insulting to researchers of the achievement gap, its negative connotation gives voice to a group of concerned researchers

like me. Notably, the term gap gazing is being used almost exclusively by faculty

of color and people who specialize in equity research (Benjamin Banneker
Association, 2005; Rodriguez, 2001). These researchers have a vested interest in
broader notions of equity: supporting the mathematical identities, excellence, and
literacies of marginalized students. A search in Google Scholar, however, with the
words achievement gap and math produced 8000 hits, suggesting the larger mathematics education community is convinced of the potential benefits of a gap
approach and may not be informed about the potential costs of such work.
I want to distinguish between varying forms of gap gazing because some seem

more deleterious than others. Most dangerous are analyses that merely document
the existence of the gap. Decades of research have shown that certain factors (e.g.,

class size, per pupil expenditure, teacher expectations, teacher knowledge) clearly

contribute to the gap (e.g., Hedges & Nowell, 1999). Deepening our knowledge in
this arena is unlikely to advance the cause of marginalized students. Of lesser
1 Chicana is a term that reflects a political stance and refers to persons of indigenous origin who claim

their homeland (Aztlán) in the Southwest United States and northern part of Mexico before the U.S.Mexican border was established.
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concern are researchers who are trying to document factors associated

because they have the goal of reducing it. Even those researchers, h

benefit from carefully considering whether the costs outweigh the ben

I outline some of the dangers in maintaining an achievement-gap foc

matics education research and argue for a new research agenda.

Dangerous Effects of Gap Gazing
At their most extreme, achievement-gap studies offer little more
picture of inequities in schools. Because these studies rely primarily

responses from teachers and students, they can capture neither the his

context of learning that has produced such outcomes. And, whereas r

highlight the variables most closely associated with the gap (e.g., in

background), those variables are often not reasonable levers for ch

mathematics education community. Moreover, the cross-sectional n

achievement-gap data means that they fail to capture student gains or m

longitudinal studies that draw upon nested data and chronicle a nar

gap are limited in that they draw primarily on correlations. That is,

of the gap are extremely difficult to identify, as causality is based u
and inferences that are often limited by omitted variables.

Knowing that the gap has narrowed and widened over the past 2

provided little direction for eliminating the gap (J. Lee, 2002

Furthermore, group comparisons from large-scale datasets like those of

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) implicitly assume that
causing differences in achievement between groups are the same a
causing differences within groups. Yet that may not be the case (
Kelderman, & Mellenbergh, 2003). If those factors do not apply und
tions, meaningful policies are difficult to create.
To be clear, the issue is not as simple as quantitative versus quali
Quantitative studies do not have to focus on between-group varian
between Whites and Blacks). Instead, they can focus on within-group

longitudinal studies of Black students' achievement or achievement acro

contexts). The choice of focus is significant, as one model suggests t

school is due to individual effects, whereas the other suggests that s
considered partly a school effect (Kreft & Leeuw, 1995). My earlie

an example. Using Hierarchical Linear Modeling with a national

dataset, I identified schools and factors that were associated with
working-class students' achievement over a 6-year period, little vari
students, and a higher than average number and level of mathematics

in high school (Gutierrez, 1996, 2000). Eventually, the kinds of equit
which I was most concerned compelled me to partner my quantitative

itative data to provide more context.
Regardless of the form of the data, the theoretical lens used to view

ment gap is what supports deficit thinking and negative narratives a
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Lipman, 2003). Yet discrepancies in scores on standardized achievem

mirror discrepancies in opportunities and life chances that students fr

backgrounds experience in their everyday lives. Another danger in

they are generally related to narrow definitions of learning and equity

sionals would agree that mathematical proficiency constitutes much
be easily measured on standardized tests (National Research Counci
gap studies tend to be based on measures of basic skills mastery. I a
cating an elimination of research on achievement, but I would pre
emphasis on advancement. As noted above, I study settings in which
color and working-class students have made considerable gains or
excellence while in school. Achievement as defined by standardized
one part of my selection criteria and analyses (Gutierrez, 1996, 2002

concern is that a gap focus ignores broader notions of mathematical lit

ematics for use beyond school, how well students are being prepare

and mathematics as a tool to analyze society and to solve problems o

in one's life. See, for example, Martin's (2007) description of literacy

Gutstein's (2006) distinction between functional literacy and critic
Boaler's (2006) notion of relational equity, the National Council on
the Discipline's (2001) focus on quantitative literacy, and Keitel and
(2005) push for common sense in mathematics education.

Gap studies tend to address only the first two of four dimensions of

I have outlined elsewhere (Gutierrez, 2007a):
• access (resources available to engage with quality mathematics)

• achievement (standardized test scores, participation rates, math pi
• identity (maintaining cultural/linguistic/familial connections)

• power (agency to affect change in school or society)

In fact, few studies using large-scale data sets move beyond issues o
achievement to capture broader notions of mathematical identity or

sense, such research can distract us from other important equity go
can force some students to assimilate, and because White student achiev

do not necessarily mean "excellence," even the absence of an achievem

not signal equity (justice) in mathematics education. Ideally, every s
see herself or himself reflected in the curriculum, as well as learn ab
single curricular activity might serve as a "mirror" for some students

up a "window" to a different world for others (Gutierrez, 2007a).

attending to social justice issues might offer a mirror for students w

marginalized by society and simultaneously serve as a window for s

benefit from the status quo. The goal should not be finding those activ

fit the identities of a given student population in an essentialistic w

striking a balance between the number of windows and mirrors p

student. One's stance, not superficial attention to the four dimension

Addressing issues of identity and power is important for decentering

lying assimilationist perspective in many mathematics education p
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Latina/Latino, and other marginalized students that needs to receive

tion. Instead of an achievement-gap lens, I suggest a research agend

on advancement, on excellence, and on gains within marginalized com

excellence, I mean high performance on standardized achievement tests

notions of mathematical literacy (e.g., Education Trust, 2001; Guti
2002a; Gutstein, 2006; Kitchen, DePree, Celedón-Pattichis, & Brinker

By gains, I mean significant growth in student achievement over time

A. Dana Center, University of Texas at Austin, 1999; Education Trust, 2

on excellence is important for countering the commonly held belief th

learning environments and their associated student outcomes are nea

to create for all. A focus on gains is important for informing how w

more such contexts for learning. Of course, a focus on excellence al

is important to avoid a false sense of security in seeing student scores i

increase does not also accompany a shift in one's relative position in

Overall, I would suggest the following:
• Less research that documents the achievement gap
• Less research that identifies causes of the achievement gap

• Less research that focuses on single variables to predict student su

• More research on effective teaching and learning environments
Latina/Latino, First Nations, English language learning, and wor

students, plus richer descriptions of those environments, including t

and development

• More focus on making that research accessible to and usable by pr

• More intervention work (e.g., Atweh, 2004; Skovsmose & B
including professional development and scaling up

My call for a move away from gap gazing and toward more contex

intervention studies is similar to NCTM's (2000) call for a move away

dures and memorization toward more problem-solving and inquiry app

as NCTM's goal is not to completely eliminate the basics, I do

completely eliminate gaps analyses. Instead, both NCTM and I wan
what has come to dominate practice. If we are serious about address
mathematics education, we must develop a more balanced approach fo

A focus on advancement and the context of learning can serve as a hum
in mathematics education research.
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