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Abstract
This paper investigates mathematics education in an Indigenous context focusing on missed 
learning opportunities in mathematics for gifted students. Our study explores stories 
from students of one minoritised group in Norway, Kven, that themselves say they did not 
do well in school, yet later became respected, productive leaders and members of their 
communities. We build on positioning theory and the theory of storylines. Here, we account 
for one in-depth interview of a representative of these students, now a teacher herself. 
Our discussion focuses on the following two storylines: (1) storylines about students being 
misunderstood, and (2) storylines about students perceived as troublemakers.

Keywords: cultural mismatch͕ minoritised groups͕ Indigenous͕ empoǁerment͕ position 
theory͕  critical thinking͕ storyline

1. Introduction
In this paper͕  ǁe inǀite discussions about missed mathematical learning opportunities for 
students in an Indigenous context͘ We report on a study situated in an area of Eorǁay͕  
Finnmark͕ ǁith relatiǀely loǁ completion rates in upper secondary education ;Wirkola 
& Andersson͕ ϮϬϮ3Ϳ͕ ǁhere Eorǁegians and minority groups like Kǀen and Sami liǀe 
together͘  Due to assimilation processes ;approx͘ 1ϴϱϬ–1ϵϳϬͿ͕ children from both Kǀen 
and Sami families ǁere not alloǁed to use their mother tongue in schools ;Huru et al͕͘ 
ϮϬ1ϴͿ͘ Because of this͕ they ǁere hindered from learning and progressing academically 
during their schooling͘ This has aīected hoǁ these groups ǀieǁ school and schooling͕ 
a ǀieǁ that also aīects neǁ generations to some degree͘ Traditional liǀelihoods are still 
rather preǀalent͕ and these practices reƋuire a strong serǀice industry that draǁs youth 
into ǁorkͲlife early͘ Traditionally͕  the Sami people had a nomadic lifestyle folloǁing the 
reindeers͕ and some of them still folloǁ this tradition͘ The history of assimilation and the 
relatiǀely strong tradition in the families ǁhen it comes to liǀelihood͕ makes schooling a 
loǁer priority than one might expect͕ e͘g͕͘ according to income and their status in these 
Indigenous communities͘

Our study takes as its starting point stories from Kǀen students ǁho say they did not do 
ǁell in school͘ They describe the mathematics classroom as a place ǁhere school structures 
and practices positioned their cultural and academic status as less knoǁledgeable͕ unimͲ
portant͕ and eǀen oppositional͘ Our results shoǁ hoǁ͕ because of cultural codes͕ that the 
studentsǲ communication acts ǁhen asking for help andͬor expressing motiǀation and 
eagerness to learn is misunderstood͕ perceiǀed by outsiders as critical expressions͕ attacks͕ 
or noise͘ This creates school situations that end up hindering students͛ access to learning 
mathematics͘ Despite these experiences͕ hoǁeǀer͕  the story for these students ends ǁell͗ 
They become respected citizens of their communities͖ many of them do ǁell in business 
and entrepreneurship͘ We consider this success as an indication of talent and argue that 
the cultural misunderstandings keep these students from thriǀing in school and hinder 
their access to higher education and academia͘
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2. Theoretical background
We frame our study using positioning theory͕  ǁhich identiĮes hoǁ ͞not eǀeryone inǀolͲ
ǀed in a social episode has eƋual access to rights and duties to perform particular kinds 
of meaningful actions at that moment and ǁith those people͟ ;HarrĠ͕ ϮϬ1Ϯ͗1ϵ3Ϳ͘ In 
any momentͬcontext͕ people haǀe certain positions aǀailable for use as resources in 
communication acts͘ Like a dance͕ communication acts initiate͕ maintain and negotiate 
the potential positions͕ and͕ reciprocally͕  the positions taken aīect choices in the moment 
regarding communication acts ;HerbelͲEisenmann et al͕͘ ϮϬ1ϱͿ͘

People see and interpret their aǀailable positionings in interactions through storylines͘ 
For students of minoritised groups͕ storylines and their related positionings are oŌen 
deĮcit based͘ Simensen et al͘ ;ϮϬϮ3Ϳ reported that aǀailable positions for students from 
minoritised groups can change ǁhen the studentͲteacher communication is based on 
trust͘ Further͕  in a study of mathematics education in Eorǁegian neǁs media͕ Andersson 
et al͘ ;ϮϬϮϮͿ found storylines positioning minoritised groups as underachieǀers compared 
to their peers͕ ǁith expectations for these groups to act a speciĮc ǁay͕  such as expressing 
gratitude͘ Storylines conŇict ǁith each other͕  and the relationships betǁeen storylines 
are oŌen blurred͘ Some of the storylines in the study of Andersson and her colleagues 
;ϮϬϮϮͿ are examples of this͕ such as the entangled yet conŇicting storylines͗ ͞the majority 
language and culture are keys to learning and knoǁing mathematics͟ and ͞mathematics is 
languageͲ and cultureͲneutral͘͟

Our study is of one minoritised group in Eorǁay and of one speciĮc type of cultural 
expression of that group in a speciĮc area ǁith a local culture inŇuencing the expressions 
and situations ǁe describe͘ Hoǁeǀer͕  ǁe expect that cultural codes of other minorities and 
minoritised groups͕ can be ǁrongly interpreted by teachers from the majority society͕  and 
that giŌedness and ǁillingness to ǁork hard ǁith academic achieǀements may be missed 
also elseǁhere͘

Our study is anchored in the folloǁing research Ƌuestion͗ How can storylines about 
missed learning opportunities in school inform us about giftedness as an invisible pheno-
menon in Indigenous and minoritised contexts?

We ǁill shoǁ hoǁ speciĮc communication acts are described by Kǀen students as 
authentic engagement – asking for help͕ and expressions of ǁishes to understand and of 
motiǀation͘ Hoǁeǀer͕  the same communication acts position the students as troublemakers 
– perceiǀed by outsiders as critical expressions͕ as attacks͕ and as noise͘ Central to our 
study is the Ƌuestion hoǁ ǁe͕ ǁith the help of socioͲcultural theory in a socioͲpolitical 
aspect͕ can understand hoǁ opportunities are created or hindered in mathematics͘

3. Methodology and ethics
We haǀe chosen the Ƌualitatiǀe method and a case study inǀolǀing one participant͘ We 
did one inͲdepth semiͲstructured interǀieǁ of a representatiǀe of the students͕ ͞Emma͘͟  
As a former student͕ she is looking back at her oǁn schooling͘ Emma ǁas chosen as a 
representatiǀe of the Kǀen students͘ She is noǁ teaching at a primary school͕ and at the 
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time of the interǀieǁ͕ she ǁas a preͲserǀice teacher͘  These additional features made Emma 
an ideal candidate for this case study as she could use her experience also in adult life and 
her later knoǁledge of teaching and learning in mathematics in her reŇections͘

We ask Ƌuestions about social actions in a speciĮc seƫng and look at ǁhat these 
actions mean for the actors and hoǁ it is related to the school system and socioͲpoliticalͬ
macro and socioͲpoliticalͬmicro leǀels͘ In sociopolitical research͕ one is engaged in hoǁ 
poǁer and positions enable or hinder ;GutiĠrrez͕ ϮϬ13Ϳ͘ In these contexts͕ one must 
take careful ethical considerations because͕ in the research process͕ the relationship 
betǁeen researcher and respondent is mutually inŇuenced ;Andersson & le Roux͕ ϮϬ1ϳͿ͘ 
Furthermore͕ ǁe ǁant to uncoǀer the parts of culture and eǀeryday life that become 
͞inǀisible͟ or are taken for granted by each of us especially regarding our oǁn culture͘ 
The authors haǀe diīerent backgrounds ǁhere some are insiders and some are outsiders͕ 
and this has enabled alternating and intertǁined inside and outside ǀieǁs throughout the 
process from design of the study and interǀieǁ guide͕ analysis͕ discussion and ǁriting͘

4. Results
Our results reǀolǀe around the folloǁing tǁo storylines͗ ;1Ϳ storylines about students͛ 
being misunderstood͕ and ;ϮͿ storylines about students perceiǀed as troublemakers͘ In 
ǁhat folloǁs͕ ǁe ǁill giǀe examples of excerpts from our inͲdepth interǀieǁ ǁith ͞Emma͘͟  
All the excerpts are our translation from Eorǁegian or Sǁedish͘

4.1 Storylines about students being misunderstood
These storylines became ǀisible in the students͛ descriptions of hoǁ their actionsͬaƫtudes 
concealed their need for help and of hoǁ their expressions of ǁishes to understand got 
ignored and motiǀations to learn͕ misunderstood͘ If expressed as a plea from the students͕ 
it ǁould be͗ ͞See my need for help͕ not my actionsͬaƫtudes͘͟

“This is how I ask for help”:

Emma explained hoǁ her reƋuest for help ǁhen being a student in loǁer secondary school 
could be concealed in behaǀiours giǀing the impression of not caring about͕ engaging in or 
responding to inǀitations to learning opportunities͗

... yes, this is fourteen-year-old me: “it’s idiotic, I don’t bother with this!” But it 
didn’t have to mean that we didn’t bother. We just didn’t understand it. It’s just an 
example. We just needed a better explanation. If we say we don’t bother, no one 
will help us because we don’t bother. 

As Emma explained͕ a student saying that something is idiotic or stupid might indicate that 
the student does not understand hoǁ to solǀe the problem͘ Further͕  saying that they do not 
bother or do not care͕ can be interpreted as lack of motiǀation͘ Hoǁeǀer͕  it might be the 
students͛ ǁay of expressing a ǁish or a need for more and diīerent explanations͘ Emma 
explained that for students from her local context͕ eǀen expressing ǁhat the struggle ǁas 
about could be challenging͘ She explained͗ ͞ǁe didn͛t eǀen manage to ask the Ƌuestions͘͟  
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The piǀotal point made by Emma is that students ǁho lack the language and the 
;schoolͿ culture of the majority͕  haǀe limited opportunities to ask for help ǁhen they do 
not understand the task or school discourses͘ 

“This is how we express motivation”:

To exemplify hoǁ people from her local community express motiǀation͕ Emma explained 
hoǁ members of her group continued doing practical ǁork eǀen though they express 
discouragement͗ 

... I’ve seen that when we build houses and things like that at home, “yes, this is 
rubbish, we’ll never manage this”, and then you keep on working, right, so that’s 
part of it, right, they end up building that wall.

Building͕ ǁorking ǁith their hands and creating is part of the traditional liǀelihood and 
traditions of the Kǀen people͘ In this culture͕ ǁe Įnd the ideal or story of the Kǀen people 
as hardͲǁorking people͕ ǁho are surǀiǀing͕ creating͕ and building ;both materialistically 
and metaphoricallyͿ no matter the obstacles͘ This is a source of pride for Kǀens͕ and a part 
of the Kǀen identity͘ This giǀes a cultural and historical frame of this type of motiǀation 
explained by Emma͘

Emma further explains hoǁ this type of selfͲmotiǀation acts in the indiǀidual as an 
inner dialogue that keeps her going͗

…yes, or that there are a lot of strong words without doing anything about it. 
It doesn’t mean as much as … it’s more of a motivational thing really. It’s like 
hearing yourself say that you can’t do it. Then you have to manage it, then you 
just keep going. I do not know. It’s so weird. It’s very weird at least when I have 
to describe it like that. But I have been aware of it before because I even hear it 
from my own children. “Oh, now you’ve learned something you probably shouldn’t 
have learned.”

She also explains hoǁ these are strong ǁords or may be perceiǀed as ;tooͿ strong ǁords͘ 
We interpret these ͞strong ǁords͟ as cultural codes that can be missed by outsiders͕ and 
that these strong ǁords in certain situations are simply the push students like Emma need 
to giǀe themselǀes͕ not too strong and not meant to create drama͘ But ǁe see Emma s͛ 
ǁorry for her oǁn children in the last sentence of this excerpt ǁhich leads us to the next 
storyline͗ Storylines about students perceiǀed as troublemakers͘

4.2 Storylines about students perceived as troublemakers
These types of storylines became ǀisible in descriptions of hoǁ the clash of academic and 
cultural codes Įre conŇict instead of learning͘ These are examples of hoǁ both sides͕ the 
students and the teacher;sͿ͕ go into defensiǀe mode͕ ǁhere the teacher;sͿ seem to defend 
their lack of success ǁith this group by positioning the students as ͞troublemakers͘͟

“When you (the teacher) ask questions, I feel you question me”:

Emma described hoǁ ǁhat she calls ͞critical Ƌuestions͟ can be used by teachers to get 
a better explanation or description in an academic context – for example seeking an 
explanation from a student to get an insight into their mathematical thinking͘ Hoǁeǀer͕  in 
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her local context͕ critical Ƌuestions tend to be taken as something negatiǀe͘ She explained 
hoǁ a teacher encouraging a student to justify an ansǁer might be considered as an attack͘ 
She further said that Kǀen students tend to actiǀate the strategy ͞attack is the best defence͘͟  
Therefore͕ Emma neǀer asks students from this group to justify their ansǁers͗

...like when you move up in academia, you often ask critical questions to get a 
better explanation, a statement on [something]. A critical question tends to be 
taken very seriously. […] for example, “one plus one is two, well how did you arrive 
at that?” Then it is taken as an attack, and then an attack can come back. But it 
wasn’t an attack but I know that it is taken as an attack. And I never ask them that. 
Just this group.”

One of the conseƋuences ǁhen students are considered unmotiǀated and attacking͕ is that 
they are perceiǀed as troublemakers and not as a resource͗

It’s probably difficult when you don’t know this group of students and the 
background of the things they do and a lot of it can be perceived as noise, which 
isn’t really noise, but it is noise, but it’s not meant to be noise, it’s not an opposition 
... it is really not to be in opposition to the teacher ... 

Emma explained hoǁ teachers might misinterpret the students͛ noise as troublemaking͕ as 
a ǁay of ǁorking against the teacher͘  She emphasised that the students are not behaǀing 
this ǁay because they ǁant to make trouble for their peers or the teacher͘  The teacher s͛ 
intention of seeking an explanation may be perceiǀed as an attack because the student is 
not accustomed to explaining and is already in a position seen as less intelligent͘ The risk 
of attempting to explain oneself ;eǀen if the student is correctͿ ǁill feel enormous͕ and the 
easiest course of action ǁould be to resist and not ansǁer͘  If the student does respond 
and it turns out that ǁhat they say is entirely correct͕ it ǁill also create discomfort because 
the student has communicated something beyond the position they currently hold in the 
classroom͘ This creates an imbalance and discomfort that the student is unlikely to endure͘ 
In this ǁay͕  such a Ƌuestion is perceiǀed negatiǀely͕  ǁhether one has the opportunity 
to ansǁer or not͘ A middle school student may not necessarily be conĮdent enough in 
themselǀes to communicate outside of their assigned position in the discourse and ǁill 
therefore avoid it.

“We should never have been in a classroom”: 

From the stories aboǀe about classroom communication ǁhen the students and the 
teacher haǀe diīerent expectations͕ ǁe got insight into hoǁ the classroom can be an 
uncomfortable arena for learning for these students͘ Therefore͕ ǁe asked Emma ǁhat͕ in 
her opinion͕ ǁould be helpful for students from her local community͗

Annica: My favourite question is left. To you Emma, when you become a teacher, 
imagine you have all the resources/means there are, money or, there are no 
limitations, think completely freely outside the box. What do you imagine, what 
would you do to make things better for your students? 

Emma: Oh, I don’t think we should ever have been in a classroom! Then we would 
have learned a lot, then we would have learned and understood why the various 
mathematical things are, what led them to be discovered. What made us need to 



Wirkola et al. Missed learning opportunities for gifted students  with minoritised (KVEN) background

91

calculate latitudes and how did they manage to find out how far it is around the 
earth. And measure the shadow in two cities. You see […] To understand how the 
mathematicians discovered it and why they came and what triggered it. Maybe 
we could reproduce something like that. Yes, I think it would have been something 
like that.

We see hoǁ Emma ǁould moǀe out of the classroom completely and be more of a tour guide 
on an expedition discoǀering mathematics together ǁith the children͘ In her description͕ 
there is a lot of digging into the ͞ǁhy͟ of mathematics͕ then ͞hoǁ͟ in reinǀenting the 
discoǀeries in the mathematical history together ǁith her students͕ and Įnally keeping 
the ͞for ǁhat͟ and the applications of mathematics in the modern ǁorld and in ǁork life͘

In addition to those storylines ǁe haǀe discussed͕ and the suggestions Emma has 
giǀen us on hoǁ to ǁork ǁith this group of students͕ she told us hoǁ one teacher that 
understood her and her felloǁ students acted as a cultural translator͘  

… it became safer to communicate in a way, she made the classroom a place where 
you could make mistakes and helped you to argue your point in a way. To… she 
helped translate the language. And it was very interesting. Also, she ... took us out 
from the others if the other teachers had something against us, so then she came. 
We had her on “speed dial” in a way, and then she came running.

They could turn to this teacher͕  and she ǁould help sort out miscommunications or conŇict 
that occurred because of the storylines and resulting positioning of students by the teacher 
andͬor positioning of the teacher;sͿ by the students͘

5. Results
The research Ƌuestion guiding our discussion is͗ How can storylines about missed learning 
opportunities in school inform us about giftedness as an invisible phenomenon in Indigenous 
and minoritised contexts?

We connect our results to the ǁork from other countries about the diīerential 
treatment of minoritised students͕ due to cultural mismatch͘ In Europe͕ for example͕ 
Lambreǀ ;ϮϬ1ϱͿ shoǁed hoǁ the traditional education of Roma children ǁas ǀery diīeͲ
rent from the mainstream ǀalues emphasised in Bulgarian schools͘ In Honduras͕ Kleyn 
;ϮϬ1ϬͿ shoǁs hoǁ the cultural mismatch betǁeen Garşfuna͕ an Indigenous͕ AfroͲLatino 
group͕ and educators͕ plays an important role in the creation of an irreleǀant education͘ 
Furthermore͕ scholars in the hS haǀe shoǁn that cultural mismatch is one reason that 
racially and ethnically minoritised students are oǀerͲrepresented in special education ;e͘g͕͘ 
Kramarczuk Voulgarides et al͕͘ ϮϬ1ϳͿ͕ rather than being identiĮed as giŌed͕ as a systemic 
issue related to ineƋuities in education͘

As reported by Wirkola and Andersson ;ϮϬϮ3Ϳ͕ students from Finnmark are oŌen 
portrayed negatiǀely in the media͘ This group is depicted as less intelligent and unǁilling 
to learn mathematics in school͕ despite the fact that many of them groǁ up and pursue 
education in Įelds such as mathematics͘ It appears that the preǀailing discourse is 
precisely that these students are not smart enough͘ Our concern is that this perception 
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is carried from their homes͘ If ǁe assume this to be true͕ there ǁill also be no arena at 
home to discuss academic topics͕ and therefore no place to challenge claims and proǀide 
arguments͘ The culture the students come from does not reference such elements͘ Hence͕ 
it becomes challenging for students from this type of culture to receiǀe a direct Ƌuestion 
in a classroom seƫng͘ 

The examples and reŇections from Emma highlight some deĮciencies in the education 
these students ǁere oīered͘ Mhlolo and Etoatsabone ;ϮϬϮ3͗ϱ of ϮϬͿ considered the 
͞needs of children ǁith diīerent kinds of high ability or giŌed students but ǁho had 
endured seǀere cultural depriǀation and educational neglect͕͟  and the conseƋuences of 
not identifying and building upon the giŌedness of our students such as limiting their 
opportunities͗

when schools do not actively identify giftedness among young children, then those 
schools underserve these students who consequently underachieve in relation to 
their full potential. So, the argument is that if gifted children are denied educational 
opportunities due to some perceived advantage, then it is the lack of education, 
and not their differences that limit their opportunities. 

Eotǁithstanding this͕ and as mentioned in the introduction͕ the story for these students 
ends ǁell͘ They do ǁell in their adult life and many of them do ǁell in business and 
entrepreneurship ;Wirkola & Andersson͕ ϮϬϮ3Ϳ͘ 

6. Conclusion
Our research shoǁs hoǁ teachers ǁho are ͞outsiders͕͟  not part of an Indigenous commuͲ
nity͕  oŌen misunderstand student communication acts because of lack of cultural insight͘ 
That is͕ cultural codes aīect teachers͛ ability to recognise motiǀation and eagerness to 
learn͕ and as ǁe haǀe shoǁn͕ it might eǀen proǀoke the teachers͘ These tensions create 
situations that end up hindering students͛ access to learn mathematics͘ Despite these 
experiences͕ hoǁeǀer͕  the story oŌen ends ǁell for these students and ǁe see success 
stories in business and entrepreneurship͕ or in in rare cases͕ as the one ǁith Emma͕ success 
in academia͘ We consider these successes as an indication of giŌedness͕ and ǁe argue that 
the cultural diīerences and misconceptions kept these students from thriǀing in school 
and hindered their access to higher education and academia͘ 

In Emma s͛ solution͕ ͞We should neǀer haǀe been in a classroom͕͟  local entrepreneurs 
and the future ǁork life of the students and their dreams for the future is central͘ When 
the mathematics classroom becomes an unsafe and foreign place for the students͕ 
detachment from mathematics and learning opportunities occurs͘ Huru et al͘ ;ϮϬϮ3Ϳ argue 
for mathematics education to strengthen the students͛ identity͕  attachment to their land 
and communities and attachment to mathematics͘ To counter the eīect͕ ǁe may see that 
͘͞ ͘͘students detach themselǀes from mathematics because they Įnd that mathematics 
seems to reƋuire them to detach themselǀes from people and places to ǁhom they ǁish 
to remain attached͟ ;Huru et al͕͘ ϮϬϮ3͗ϳͿ͘ Building on the dreams and strengths of the 
students is not only beneĮcial for Kǀen students͘ We argue that this is beneĮcial for all 
students͕ as ǁell as the importance of teachers being aǁare and eƋuipped ǁith tools that 
enable them to understand and connect ǁith the students and their background͘
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