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Without question, mathematics as a disciplinary enter-
prise has failed and excluded Black scholars. While there 
have been some successes and victories among Black 
mathematicians, more often than not, these successes have 
been coupled with a continuous fight for racial equality. 
As a Black scholar, I examine these interactions, such as 
the in-your-face racial politics about the naming of this 
fellowship, through a critical race lens. Although the afore-
mentioned fellowship has been subsequently named the 
AMS Claytor-Gilmer Fellowship (named after Dr. William 
Schieffelin Claytor and Dr. Gloria Ford Gilmer, the first 
Black man and woman to publish a mathematics research 
paper in a peer-reviewed journal, respectively), such prac-
tices differentially impact Black mathematicians, which 
in turn, ultimately help sustain the disproportionality of 
Black scholars in mathematics. Therefore, the damage has 
been done even after different forms of backpedaling have 
ensued (i.e., statements, apologies, and the like). 

In this article, I first discuss my professorial background 
to provide some context for the ideas shared here. Then, 
I share three recommendations derived from it for the 
readers of the Notices of the AMS. To be clear, mathematics 
education organizations have experienced some of the 
same racial challenges highlighted here, so they, too, are 
not without critique [1, 2]. Finally, I provide concluding 
thoughts and pose critical questions regarding racial equity 
in mathematics. Throughout the article, I draw on scholar-
ship that centers Black people’s experiences and tailor my 
discussion through my lens as a Black male mathematics 
educator. 

Racial Equity in Mathematics 
Reflections and Recommendations from  

a Black Mathematics Educator

Christopher C. Jett

Introduction
As a Black male mathematics educator, I should be more 
intimately familiar and involved with the American Math-
ematical Society (AMS), especially given its mission to sup-
port mathematics education at all levels. That’s why when 
I was provided with an opportunity to “like” the Facebook 
page in early 2021, I jumped on it right away. To my dis-
may, there was a heated debate in progress, as some Black 
mathematicians voiced concerns in the comments section 
that the AMS had not done its due diligence in selecting 
a name for a new fellowship but instead publicly broad-
casted the “AMS Fellowship for a Black Mathematician.” 
I interpreted that to mean that previous AMS fellowships 
had been properly named before rolling out the red carpet 
and sharing the specifics with the AMS community. In this 
era of performative gestures in the name of racial equity, 
the optics associated with this entire debacle caused me to 
give AMS the side-eye. While there are debates concerning 
what constitutes racial equity in our field, this scenario is 
a clear example of what it is not. And as the adage goes, 
first impressions are lasting impressions. And if this was 
anyone’s first impression of AMS via its Facebook page, 
then, as my students say, this was an epic fail!  
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AMS [11]. What I shared about the naming of the AMS 
Claytor-Gilmer Fellowship might cause one to question if 
the AMS truly prioritizes racial equity. 

One way to advance this goal is to support and join those 
who have a track record of doing so. A premier example 
is the National Association of Mathematics (NAM), who 
recently celebrated 50 years of supporting mathematicians 
from racially minoritized groups [12]. NAM scholars have 
employed strengths-based approaches to make racial jus-
tice a priority for several decades. Other folks have jumped 
on the racial equity bandwagon to procure grant funding, 
elicit public exposure, and serve their own interests. If not 
careful, jumping on the racial equity bandwagon with ru-
dimentary understandings of race could allow deep-seated 
racist beliefs to thrive and bolster the racial injustices in the 
profession. This is what Dyson refers to as performative em-
pathy, “which is all for show and not to grow” [3, p. 205]. 

Recommendation #2: Learn and Collaborate 
With Race Scholars
Another important takeaway is for the mathematics com-
munity to work with race experts who extrapolate race-cen-
tric theories. As mentioned, I use CRT in my work, as it 
offers explanatory tenets that serve as an analytical frame to 
better understand Black men’s mathematics and racialized 
experiences. One of its tenets is interest convergence, which 
maintains that the dominant culture advances race-based 
initiatives when it serves their interest, and critical race 
scholars examine the racial consequences behind these ini-
tiatives. Mathematics education researchers use CRT and its 
tenets to guide their scholarship [13]. Thus, the field could  
greatly benefit from bidirectional collaboration between 
mathematicians and mathematics educators who employ 
race-based theoretical constructs in their work. 

In addition to mathematics educators who interrogate 
structural racism in mathematics contexts, there are race 
experts at our respective institutions [14]. There is also a 
growing body of scholarship produced by race scholars 
that can enrich our scholarship [3, 4, 15]. The mathematics 
community could also leverage this race-related expertise to 
advance goals related to racial equity. For example, the Task 
Force on Understanding and Documenting the Historical 
Role of the AMS in Racial Discrimination was comprised 
of a group of seven mathematicians [11]. Although the 
committee’s work and report offered some fruitful rec-
ommendations for generating a more racially inclusive 
mathematics enterprise, having an erudite historian and 
authoritative race scholar on the task force could have 
strengthened the recommendations in these key areas.      

Recommendation #3: Partner With  
HBCU Stakeholders 
My last takeaway is for mathematics graduate directors and 
professors to partner with HBCU stakeholders. Of note, 
HBCUs graduate about half of the nation’s undergraduate 

Where I Enter: My Background  
and Professorial Work 
I am a proud mathematics graduate of a historically Black 
college/university (HBCU). I earned a master’s degree in 
the mathematical sciences and a doctoral degree in math-
ematics education. This past spring, I completed my tenth 
year as a faculty member in a mathematics program where I 
primarily taught content courses for future elementary and 
secondary teachers. I have also been involved with several 
diversity initiatives. To be sure, diversity efforts are a nice 
starting point. However, I have found that they overwhelm-
ingly whitewash programmatic goals and systematically 
eliminate racial objectives in their design. 

During meetings about the need for the racial make-up 
of our faculty to match the students’ racial demographics, 
discussions about the need for Black faculty seemed to shift 
to discussions about diversity. The problem with this was 
that the definition of diversity includes so many constructs 
that race continued to get sidestepped. As a result, race 
became an afterthought even though that was the primary 
driver of the series of meetings. This was even more dis-
turbing given that one of the largest racial disparities on 
campus was between the numbers of Black students and 
Black faculty. Dyson reminds us that Black people often get 
the short end of the stick vis-à-vis these designs, as we are 
the most negatively stereotyped racial group in the United 
States [3]. These stereotypes infiltrate mathematics efforts, 
even those designed to support said diversity initiatives and 
promote racial equity in the field [4].  

Because of my own positive and negative experiences 
as a Black man in mathematics, I have been drawn to a 
line of scholarly inquiry that examines our experiences. 
My research agenda uses strengths-based approaches—
approaches that focus on a group’s positive attributes—to 
examine Black men’s mathematics experiences. I draw from 
critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical frame to counter 
the anti-Black racism endemic in mathematics contexts. 
My work is done in concert with other Black mathematics 
educators who are committed to the racial emancipation 
of Black students [5, 6, 7] as well as researchers who are 
dedicated to the liberation of Black women in mathematics 
contexts [8, 9, 10]. Using my research agenda and profes-
sional experiences as an anchor, I share three recommen-
dations with the AMS community. 

Recommendation #1: Make Racial Equity  
a True Priority 
First, I admonish the mathematics community to make 
racial equity a true priority. This need is exacerbated during 
the current Black Lives Matter Movement where institu-
tional and structural racism coupled with the ongoing 
challenges associated with the COVID-19 pandemic have 
forestalled many racial advancements. Without a doubt, 
America has a troubled racial history, and racism is insti-
tutionalized within our discipline, and by extension, the 
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mathematics departments, graduate programs, and pro-
grammatic spaces? How might these first impressions 
either bolster or undermine mathematical productivity? 
What is the role of mathematics, mathematicians, and the 
AMS in advancing racial equity? What interdisciplinary 
collaborations might help the field and the AMS leader-
ship team truly move racial equity forward? And how do 
we ensure that any (proposed) strategic imperatives and 
structural changes do not reinforce our troubled history 
of racial injustice, buttress structural racialized challenges, 
and strengthen any racial power dynamics?  

In closing, I must add that there has been some prog-
ress made with respect to Black scholars in mathematics, 
but much more work needs to be done. With that, my 
hope is that the AMS learns from its racialized past so that 
history does not repeat itself in a contemporary fashion, 
determines how best to proceed in this racial climate, and 
charts a path forward that remains loyal to racial equity 
for the long haul. As I submit this article in early 2022, 
the AMS Facebook page is celebrating the hiring of the 
Director of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion, and my hope 
is that all-around support is provided to ensure the success 
of this important position. Moreover, as a professional 
mathematics community, we must collectively think and 
act regarding racial equity. My sincere hope is that our 
actions in the name of racial equity will not be labeled 
as an epic failure but as an epic success in our respective 
mathematics domains.   
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Black students in mathematics even though they represent 
approximately 2.5% of higher education institutions [16]. 
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Concluding Thoughts
Here, I offer some final thoughts to stimulate discus-
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mathematics. In doing so, I circle back to the ideas ex-
pressed earlier and pose some critical questions: What 
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As always, What’s Happening in the Mathematical Sciences presents a selection of topics in mathematics 
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to politicians and physicians for guidance, mathematicians played a key role in the background, fore-
casting the epidemic and providing rational frameworks for making decisions.

In recent years, scientists have sounded louder and louder alarms about another global threat: climate 
change. Mathematicians have been developing new techniques, and reviving old ones, to help climate 
modelers make such assessments.

Finally, “Dancing on the Edge of the Impossible” provides a progress report on one of the oldest and 
still most important challenges in number theory: how to devise an effective algorithm for finding all 
of the rational-number points on an algebraic curve.
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