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“U.S. students lag around average on international science, math, and reading test” 
(Layton, 2013). This headline, published in the Washington Post after the 2012 
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) test results were released, 
epitomizes the response of many journalists, politicians, and policymakers to the 
performance of U.S. students on standardized tests. After describing the mediocre 
performance of U.S. students on the PISA, this news story praised the high achieve-
ment of students in “Shanghai, Singapore, and other provinces or countries.” 

The mean PISA scores of students in various nations do not reveal a num-
ber of interesting and significant educational trends and developments. Linda 
Darling-Hammond (2010) points out that the scores of Asian and White stu-
dents in the U.S. are above the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) average in each subject area. However, when the scores 
of African American and Latino students are added, the U.S. national average 
drops to the bottom of the ranked scores. She makes this point to emphasize the 
important ways in which the fate of the U.S. is tied to the future success of eth-
nic minority students such as African Americans and Latinos. Students in South 
Korea are among the highest performing students on the PISA. However, when 
I visited South Korea in the spring of 2013, many of the educators with whom I 
interacted were bemoaning the extreme pressure that was being put on Korean 
students to perform well on achievement tests and were complaining that the 
emphasis in South Korean schools was on teaching students to memorize facts in 
textbooks rather than on teaching them to think critically. Ironically, as the U.S. 
is emphasizing the mastery of basic skills and student performance on standard-
ized tests, many educators in South Korea and China believe that the schools in 
their nations should increase the focus on teaching students to think critically. 

This revealing and engaging book is timely and important because it de-
scribes and illustrates ways in which students can both acquire the knowledge 
and skills they need to be mathematically adept as well as to think critically. 
This book describes how the students at Railside not only acquired sophisticat-
ed mathematical concepts and skills and learned to think mathematically, but 
also how they developed strong relationships with their teachers and with other 
students in robust learning communities. The teachers at Railside were able to 
create learning communities in their classrooms because they had created an ef-
fective learning community in their mathematics department. 

In 1993, I stated, “equity pedagogy exists when teachers use techniques 
and methods that facilitate the academic achievement of students from diverse 
racial, ethnic, and social-class groups” (Banks, p. 6). The teachers at Railside 
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used Complex Instruction—a concept created by Elizabeth Cohen and further 
developed by Rachel Lotan (Cohen & Lotan, 2004; Lotan, 2012)—to imple-
ment equity pedagogy. “Multidimensionality” is an important idea of Complex 
Instruction that was implemented at Railside. It conceptualizes academic tasks 
as involving multiple skills, and assumes that no student is equally competent 
in each of them, but that collectively the group is competent in all of them. By 
using groupwork to teach high-level mathematical skills and concepts, each stu-
dent within a group was able to make a significant contribution to the solution 
of problems. The teachers at Railside valued many dimensions of mathematical 
work and encouraged students to solve problems in myriad ways.

When the teaching of mathematics is reformed in the creative, challenging, 
and affirming ways described by the authors of this helpful, needed, and affirm-
ing book, all students will benefit and flourish, including the large number of 
immigrant students who are now populating the nation’s schools. Students whose 
first language is not English is the fastest-growing population in U.S. schools. 
The 2010 American Community Survey indicates that approximately 19.8% of 
the school-age population spoke a language at home other than English in 2010 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

American classrooms are experiencing the largest influx of immigrant stu-
dents since the beginning of the 20th century. Almost 14 million new immi-
grants—documented and undocumented—settled in the United States in the 
years from 2000 to 2010. Less than 10% came from nations in Europe. Most 
came from Mexico, nations in Asia, and nations in Latin America, the Carib-
bean, and Central America (Camarota, 2011). A large but undetermined num-
ber of undocumented immigrants enter the United States each year. The U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security (2010) estimated that in January 2010, 10.8 
million undocumented immigrants were living in the United States, which was a 
decrease from the estimated 11.8 million that resided in the United States in Jan-
uary 2007. In 2007, approximately 3.2 million children and young adults were 
among the 11.8 million undocumented immigrants in the United States, most 
of whom grew up in this country (Perez, 2011). The influence of an increasingly 
ethnically diverse population on U.S. schools, colleges, and universities is and 
will continue to be enormous. 

The major purpose of the Multicultural Education Series is to provide pre-
service educators, practicing educators, graduate students, scholars, and policy-
makers with an interrelated and comprehensive set of books that summarizes and 
analyzes important research, theory, and practice related to the education of eth-
nic, racial, cultural, and linguistic groups in the United States and the education 
of mainstream students about diversity. The dimensions of multicultural educa-
tion, developed by Banks (1993) and described in The Routledge International 
Companion to Multicultural Education (Banks, 2009) and in the Encyclopedia of 
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Diversity in Education (Banks, 2012), provide the conceptual framework for the 
development of the publications in the Series. They are content integration, the 
knowledge construction process, prejudice reduction, an equity pedagogy, and 
an empowering institutional culture and social structure. 

The books in the Series provide research, theoretical, and practical knowl-
edge about the behaviors and learning characteristics of students of color, lan-
guage minority students, low-income students, and other minoritized population 
groups, such as LGBTQ youth. They also provide knowledge about ways to im-
prove academic achievement and race relations in educational settings. Multi-
cultural education is consequently as important for middle-class White suburban 
students as it is for students of color who live in the inner city. Multicultural 
education fosters the public good and the overarching goals of the nation. 

This book is encouraging because it describes and illustrates ways in which 
the teaching of mathematics can be reinvented so that students from diverse ra-
cial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic groups can master complex mathematical 
knowledge and skills, which Robert P. Moses and Charles E. Cobb Jr. (2001) call 
a “civil right” because quantitative skills are essential to become an effective and 
successful citizen in our highly technological and global society. This book, how-
ever, is also a cautionary and discouraging saga because it describes how a series 
of bureaucratic and budgetary decisions by administrators derailed the innova-
tive, creative, and empowering program that the teachers in the mathematics 
department at Raildside created and sustained for a number of years. A powerful 
and poignant lesson of this book is that an effective pedagogical program that 
takes years to create can be quickly destroyed by hasty and unimaginative admin-
istrative decisions. 

—James A. Banks
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