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Context matters: Results of a homogeneous group of students dealing with sociopolitical issues in the mathematics classroom
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This article examines what positions middle-class students in a very homogenous context take up when engaging in sociopolitical topics in the mathematics classroom. The analysis draws on video records and student works from a 9th-grade classroom in the South of Austria. Students engaged in an activity dealing with the unequal wealth distribution in the country. Results indicate that students interpreted justice very differently and often viewed their situation as normality. Their opinions were much more complex and diverse than highlighted in other research on critical mathematics education so far. This poses several challenges for the teacher as guiding the discussion gets a balancing act, and many addressed points by the students might need further consideration. However, results also demonstrate that it is important to create spaces that allow students to deal with sociopolitical topics from different perspectives to let them identify a variety of opinions and reflect on their situation.

Introduction

Critical pedagogy, inclusive of Critical Mathematics Education (CME), calls for raising students' critical consciousness, as outlined by [START_REF] Freire | Pedagogy of the oppressed[END_REF], that should enable students to understand the socio-political conditions of their lives. Moreover, students should be given the opportunity to develop a sense of agency, meaning that they should believe in themselves to be able to make a difference in the world. In educational practice, including mathematics classrooms, special attention has been given to empowering marginalized groups who might aim to fight against racism or other forms of oppression. Many critical mathematics practitioners, therefore, explicitly chose to include social justice issues in mathematics classes with high proportions of students from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds, often belonging to minority groups, aiming at letting them identify possible oppressing structures in society and leading to an encouragement to take action in their communities (e.g., [START_REF] Brantlinger | Between politics and equations[END_REF][START_REF] Gutstein | Reading and writing the world with mathematics: Toward a pedagogy for social justice[END_REF]. Less attention has been devoted to incorporating such topics into more homogenous mathematics classrooms composed of more privileged students. In a North American context, [START_REF] Kokka | Social justice pedagogy for whom? Developing privileged students' critical mathematics consciousness[END_REF] and [START_REF] Esmonde | Nobody's rich and nobody's poor … It sounds good, but it's actually not": Affluent students learning mathematics and social justice[END_REF] studied how affluent students deal with sociopolitical topics in a mathematics classroom. They indicated that different groups of students with differing backgrounds might deal with such activities differently. Including sociopolitical topics in mathematics classes in other geographical contexts, like Austria or other Western European countries, might again reveal other effects or complications.

In countries where populations seem to be more homogeneous, racial or socioeconomic-related inequalities or injustice are not as obviously perceptible as this might be the case in the US, for example. Therefore, the social justice goals for CME activities in these contexts might also not be as obvious. Since principles such as justice and fairness can be interpreted very differently and are strongly related to your values and the influences of your environment, the opinions emerging while working on sociopolitical issues can vary widely.

The following contribution aims to show how a quite homogeneous, middle-class group of students in an Austrian mathematics classroom reacted to a CME activity dealing with wealth distribution. This should add to the CME literature by focusing on more privileged mathematics classrooms in non-American contexts. As it needs the participation of both groups, the privileged and oppressed, to work toward social justice [START_REF] Freire | Pedagogy of the oppressed[END_REF], it is valuable to understand how other groups of students react and what challenges might arise for the teacher that aims to bring sociopolitical topics into the mathematics classroom. Analysis particularly focuses on how the students worked on and discussed the topic of wealth distribution in Austria. Austria is one of the EU member states where wealth is highly concentrated in the hands of the upper class. The richest ten percent of households own around 56 percent of net wealth, while the poorer half shares 3.6 percent. Inequality is only more pronounced in three other EU countries (Cyprus, Estonia, Netherlands) [START_REF] John | Vermögen in Österreich im EU-Vergleich stark auf Oberschicht konzentriert[END_REF]. Therefore, it is a worthwhile issue to engage with in the mathematics classroom that should allow students to identify the unequal structures in their society. I particularly aim to answer the following research question:

What positions do students from middle-class families in a homogenous environment take up in discussing unequal wealth distribution in the mathematics classroom?

To examine this question, I first briefly outline the theoretical background of critical mathematics education with a focus on empirical studies considering implementations in affluent classrooms. I then share findings from the analysis of classroom observations and student works. While all students considered it unfair, their explanations and opinions on who is to blame and how this might be changed varied greatly. With this in mind, I then discuss what challenges can arise for a teacher, including CME activities, and how social justice and democratic goals might not always align in this context.

Theoretical background

Definitions of critical mathematics education differ among those who practice or write about it, which is why contributions often vary in their focus. Generally, it can be considered as an approach that includes not only the teaching of mathematical rules and procedures but also socially relevant contexts that should enable students to connect their mathematical knowledge with the social, economic, or political structures they are surrounded by and to reflect them critically (with mathematical tools). Advocates that orientate their work on critical pedagogy aim to focus on learners' empowerment as experts and actors for change in their world. Especially in a North-American context, studies in this area mainly focused on working with students from historically marginalized groups (e.g., [START_REF] Brantlinger | Between politics and equations[END_REF][START_REF] Gutstein | Reading and writing the world with mathematics: Toward a pedagogy for social justice[END_REF]. These studies already indicated that students do not always react to activities as the teacher might have intended. [START_REF] Brantlinger | Between politics and equations[END_REF] reported the need to intervene to let students see critical points of the issues, and also Gutstein concluded that "one does not easily become a 'reader' of the world using mathematics" (2006, p. 47). [START_REF] Kokka | Social justice pedagogy for whom? Developing privileged students' critical mathematics consciousness[END_REF], who examined critical consciousness development in a mathematics classroom of affluent 6 th -grade students, reported that most of the students she focused on in her analysis ultimately showed a critical consciousness and critical civic empathy development. However, some students reinforced negative stereotypes about certain groups of people and did not automatically develop empathy for other less privileged people. In the project, students engaged in data about their city, including salaries, population density, housing instability, and living costs. A main goal of the lesson was to let students identify possible socio-political and structural factors that might cause housing instability for members of their community. Students showed surprise about the extensive costs of living in the area and discussed possible solutions to the situation. If misconceptions arose, the teacher adjusted the task and posed additional questions to let students reflect on their opinions. However, only a few students addressed the need to take action to change structures on their own. If they did, they did not talk about taking action themselves but referred to charitable ideas, where wealthier people should spend their time and money to help less privileged groups. [START_REF] Kokka | Social justice pedagogy for whom? Developing privileged students' critical mathematics consciousness[END_REF] concluded that it might be necessary to explicitly and repeatedly discuss such topics with students (also in other subject areas) to work toward equity and justice.

With a similar focus Esmonde (2014) investigated how affluent students made sense of social justice issues in two mathematics classrooms. She found that depending on the nature of background knowledge, the mathematical results may get interpreted differently, leading to diverse and sometimes contradictory inferences. The projects in the two classrooms touched on topics such as global wealth distribution, individual wealth and debts, or on community resource distribution. While students generally viewed unequal distributions as unfair, discussions yielded differing opinions and disagreement on the interpretation of the mathematical results. [START_REF] Esmonde | Nobody's rich and nobody's poor … It sounds good, but it's actually not": Affluent students learning mathematics and social justice[END_REF] concluded that in these activities, some students reinforced harmful stereotypes and their own privilege as they often considered their situation 'normal' without considering other less privileged groups.

Activities dealing with global or nationwide wealth distribution seem to be popular for bringing social justice topics into the mathematics classroom (e.g., [START_REF] Esmonde | Nobody's rich and nobody's poor … It sounds good, but it's actually not": Affluent students learning mathematics and social justice[END_REF][START_REF] Wright | Teaching mathematics for social justice: meaningful projects for the secondary mathematics classroom[END_REF]. While some results pointed to diverging views among students in these activities, most students ultimately reached the goal of developing critical consciousness (which has been 'measured' quite differently). Reports, at least, conveyed the impression that social justice goals for the lessons were clear, and teachers intervened or adjusted tasks to let students ultimately reach them.

Students' views on wealth distribution in Austria

The data for the analysis originated from a 9 th -grade higher-vocational-school classroom in the South of Austria. This region is one of the provinces with the lowest percentage of non-natives in Austria, and only around 8.5 % of the youth population was born abroad (Österreichischer Integrations Fonds, 2021). The classroom's student body was very homogenous; all students were White and of European descent that had middle to upper-middle-class family backgrounds. Three students were not born in Austria and did not have German as their first language but were already fluent in it as they had been living in Austria for years.

The mathematics teacher participated in a year-long professional development course on critical mathematics education and included several CME activities in his mathematics teaching. One of the tasks focused on the distribution of wealth in Austria. Students worked on this topic for about three weeks (6 lessons). These lessons were video-recorded and students gave permission for their work to be photographed. Various statistics and data related to Austria's wealth distribution, newspaper articles about the unequal situation in the country, and reflection questions served as starting points for their solution process and discussion. Moreover, students were allowed to use their phones or a computer to search for additional information if needed. At the end of the unit, students presented their groups' 'solutions' to the whole class and displayed main findings on a poster. The videos of their result presentations and their posters served as the basis for the analysis. I oriented the analysis along a qualitative content analysis methodology to identify the themes that emerged in the different group discussions [START_REF] Mayring | Qualitative content analysis. Theoretical foundation, basic procedures and software solution[END_REF]. I inductively coded what different themes were addressed by the students for every single group in a first round. Afterwards I compared the themes across the groups to make sure that themes with the same name include the same points of discussion to ensure consistency. For the presentation of the group results I mostly use students' own words (translated to English) to summarize their opinions as authentically as possible.

Apart from the fact that students used mathematics quite differently to arrive at a result (Steflitsch & Deweis-Weidlinger, in press) and that the statistical representations of the wealth distribution differed among groups, their opinions about how to deal with such unequal conditions varied greatly, which is the focus of the analysis. First, I want to present main points of discussion of every group to show the variety of opinions that emerged in the classroom. Generally, every group considered the distribution to be unfair and many expressed surprise. However, opinions about what needs to be changed and what can be considered a fairer situation diverged, also within groups.

Group 1:

Women and men should get paid equally. It is unfair that men earn more than women in the same positions. People that work more, harder and longer should get more money for their effort. Money should be distributed equally, not only on a national level in Austria but between countries. There should not be poorer and richer countries.

Group 2:

Other European countries that have more total wealth manage to distribute it more equally (e.g., Belgium, Switzerland)in Austria the situation is really unfair. People that do not work in Austria still get money from the state, this is unfair. They get money even though they are employable. Only people that are not able to work (e.g., for health reasons) should be supported with state money. They would like to introduce something like compulsory working for people who are able to work.

Group 3:

Had opposing opinions in this group: Too much money runs to people that already have money. People that struggle, for example, because of health reasons get too little support. There should be a distinction between people that want to work but cannot and people that can work but do not wantthey should not get equal support from the state. Physical labour should be worth more and paid better. Everyone is ultimately responsible for where they stand in the statistic. On a global scale it also depends on where you were born, as some countries are wealthier than others. Wealth should be distributed more equally among the population so that everyone has the chance to climb up in this statistic. They agreed that men and women should get paid equally.

Group 4:

It is difficult to answer what can be considered as fair or just, as everybody might consider "fairness", "justice", or "equality" differently. Effort in your job should get paid accordingly. There are a lot of underpaid jobs that are very important for the society but that do not get paid enoughthat should be changed (e.g., hairdresser). On the other hand, it is okay to be really wealthy if you worked for that and earned it yourself. However, the state could make sure that the richest in the country could give at least a little part of their wealth to the poorest in the country. This money should directly go to the poorest, the homeless, and should not be used for other projects that do not support these people. There should not be differences in income because of gender. This does not mean that anyone should get something for 'free', but working hard and showing effort should be compensated accordingly.

Group 5:

Differing views in the group: Jobless people should not get paid any money from the state if they are able to work as it is unfair compared to the working population. It is sad to see how unfair this is distributed; everyone should have enough money for food and a shelter and should not have to live on the street. It is the states' responsibility to ensure that distributing wealth functions better and more equally. The last few years have shown that democracy does not work; maybe we should think of going back to communismtake the money from the wealthiest and distribute it equally so that everyone can have the same, that the rich do not take over the country.

These group results show how different the students interpret justice and how diverse their foci of discussion were. Several interesting points in the students' presentations are worth discussing further. First, while all students agreed on viewing the situation as unfair, their explanations sometimes mitigated this argument and were contradictory. Group 4, for example, argued that if you earn the wealth yourself by working hard (which might itself be a debatable argument), it is fine to belong to the wealthiest. This points to an acceptance of differences in wealth rather than a call for change. Other groups called for changing the situation to a more equal distribution but simultaneously blamed the ones already on the bottomjobless people. Many arguments concentrated on factors that might be considered characteristics of a social welfare systemtargeted support for people in challenging situations, like unemployment assistance, to promote well-being and opportunities for all citizens. For many students, individual effort should be valued and paid accordinglythey argued more in alignment with meritocratic than equality principles.

Second, even though it was one of the concrete tasks to define the terms income and wealth and to discuss their differences, their discussions mainly focused on income topics. This might indicate that students this age do not have any points of contact with what wealth is but interpret differences in wealth often with differences in income. One reason for this might be that their background knowledge about and experiences with money are mainly income-related. On the other hand, it might show that many believe that your income is the determining factor of where you are in this statistic. Only some comments dealt with more wealth-related topics, like it being a matter of luck where you have been born (in a more or less wealthy country/family), which highly influences where you start socioeconomically. Group 3 also seemed to include this idea in one of their arguments when they suggested that the state should distribute wealth more equally to allow everyone to start with the same conditions. However, they discarded their equality argument right after or at least mixed it with a more meritocratic view when they talked about wanting everyone to have an equal opportunity to climb up this statistic.

Third, throughout their presentations, it was noticeable that students positioned themselves neither at the top nor the bottom in this distribution. They distinguished themselves from the 'poor' and the 'rich'. Depending on the focus of argumentation, this meant that they either felt they belonged to the privileged group since they were better off than the lower or bottom percent or that they were in the group of less wealthy and, therefore less privileged people, as they are far apart from the upper or top percent. Generally, many students held quite stereotypical perceptions about poor or rich people, which underlines their sense of belonging to the middle class (which might not necessarily reflect the reality, as most people are way off the mark in their self-assessment).

students' explanations of who could change the unequal situation differed, pointing to either individual or political responsibility. While students in Group 5 explicitly called for action at the state level and even initiated a discussion about changing from a democratic to a communist system, others emphasized individual effort as a means to change their situation. At the same time, it seemed as if the students felt they (individually or collectively) can have little influence to improve the overall situation. In their discussions, individual effort has been mentioned to improve an individual situation; for changes on a broader level, they called for governmental responsibility.

Discussion

The context can greatly impact how students deal with sociopolitical topics in the mathematics classroom. [START_REF] Esmonde | Nobody's rich and nobody's poor … It sounds good, but it's actually not": Affluent students learning mathematics and social justice[END_REF] and part of [START_REF] Kokka | Social justice pedagogy for whom? Developing privileged students' critical mathematics consciousness[END_REF] results indicated that affluent students do not automatically reflect their privileged situation and might even reinforce harmful stereotypes. Very homogenous societies or environments, where differences among groups of people are not clearly noticeable, might strengthen this effect. Most students in these contexts are not affected by unequal conditions and view it as a normality. Life experiences and context-related background knowledge influence how students position themselves in these discourses. Therefore, students might reach other conclusions than expected from a social justice perspective.

From a democratic standpoint, however, these lessons might be considered successful. Students intensively engaged with the topic reflected on different points of view and argued for their own. Arguments raised by the students were legitimate as they are also officially represented by parties in the Austrian political discourse. [START_REF] Swalwell | With great power comes great responsibility": Privileged students' conceptions of justice-oriented citizenship[END_REF] indicated that views of justice run parallel to students' political beliefs. While conservative and right-leaning parties favour meritocratic principles, socialist or left-leaning parties speak up for structural changes to create more equal conditions. Considering the youth voting behaviour in past elections in Austria, the variety of opinions in the classroom is not surprising. The vote distribution for people between 16 and 29 indicates a diverse picture with the best results among age groups for both the far right (FPÖ) and the left environmentalist party (GRÜNE) [START_REF] Zandonella | Wahltagsbefragung und Wählerstromanalyse: Nationalratswahl 2019 [Election day survey and voter flow analysis: National Council election 2019[END_REF]. This demonstrates a diverse spectrum of attitudes among young people, which was also evident in the students' discussions. This variety of opinions can pose challenges for the teacher. Particularly, guiding the discussion gets a balancing act. How and when does the teacher need to intervene and point students to other aspects of the topic? How are interventions possible that do not push students in a certain direction? When should views be considered and outlined as "too left" or "too right"? In addition, lots of other themes may come up in these discussions that would require further consideration. Mathematics can be helpful for some, but might not be for all of these. Applying a mathematical perspective to the issue of unequal payment for women and men might help students identify possible causes. This can be done rather easily as the teacher or even the students can research additional data and their critical analysis can act as the basis for further discussion. However, other, broader topics such as characteristics of different political ideologies like communism or socialism might not be covered as easily in the mathematics classroom in more depth. On the one hand, students' discussions and confusions suggest that there is a need that they can experience democratic values and attitudes in school, which can also be fostered in mathematics classes (e.g., [START_REF] Vithal | Democracy and authority: A complementarity in mathematics education?[END_REF]. On the other hand, further knowledge might be needed to gain a more holistic picture of the subject matter, that can be covered more easily and in more detail in other subjects. Collaborations between teachers of different subjects are therefore important to address students' contradicting views and offer them other perspectives on the topic. Otherwise, we risk touching only some aspects of an issue and students may retain possible misconceptions.

Conclusion

The results show that CME activities can elicit very different student reactions in contexts with more homogeneous social structures. Students' responses were much more complex and diverse than highlighted in other CME literature so far. The assumption that students would reach conclusions consistent with social justice goals quite naturally as a result of their intense engagement with such issues turned out not to hold true. Students interpreted justice in a variety of waysall legitim from a democratic point of view. This yields the question if goals for such activities are different in different contexts. For this specific example, the focus of empowering marginalized groups of students shifted to fostering more privileged students' general understanding for social conditions. If we consider the goals met only when students articulate their desire to advocate for more equitable conditions, especially by supporting less privileged groups, many students who hold other views might feel that their perspectives are less accepted. Some students seemed to struggle arguing consistently and sometimes held contradictory views. This indicates that many of them had not thought about such issues before and were unaware of their standpoint. This shows how important it is for teachers to create spaces that allow students to think critically about their own and others' opinions. If students get opportunities to do this more regularly, it will support more considered reasoning and better understanding.

Although data stems from only one mathematics classroom and although other classrooms in similar contexts might yield different results, it indicated that raising students' critical consciousness can mean different things in different contexts. More research with students engaging in CME activities in diverse environments is needed to better understand the impact of the context. Identifying possible effects and challenges in diverse settings will help us to better support teachers in their implementation of CME activities.