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REVEALING RACIST ROOTS: The 3 R’s for Teaching about the Jena 6

A Modern Day Lynching and Struggle for Justice

The history of almost 400 years of racist violence and legal repression against African

Americans is alive today in Jena, Louisiana. The case of the Jena 6 is a modern-day lynching.

Six black students at Jena High School in Central Louisiana were arrested last December after a

school fight in which a white student was beaten after taunting a black student with racial slurs.

The six black students were charged with attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder

and faced up to 100 years in prison without parole. Mychal Bell, one of the Jena 6, was

convicted in July and potentially faced up to 22 years in prison. The school fight was the

culmination of a series of racist attacks that began when black students sat under the “white tree”

in the schoolyard. The next day three nooses were hanging from the tree. The school

superintendent dismissed the nooses as a "prank," Black students protested, and the local District

Attorney came to the school and told them, “I can take away your lives with a stroke of my pen."

Now he is leading the charge to convict these young men.

But the Jena 6 case shows that the legacy of the Civil Rights movement is alive in our youth,

communities, and schools. The courage of the six students in Jena, their families, and community

members who refuse to be cowed by racist attacks has been uplifted nationally through petitions,

demonstrations, legal support, and alternative media. As we write this on September 14, 2007,

the outpouring of national support for the Jena 6 has pushed the court to vacate the conviction of

Mychal Bell and reduce charges against the other students. But they are still not free and justice

has not been done.

The Jena 6 is much bigger than Jim Crow being found alive and well in the South. It crystallizes

the pervasive racist police violence, everyday discrimination, and criminalization faced by

African American and other youth of color – on the streets and in their schools. The Jena 6 are

high school students, youth like the youth in our classrooms with experiences that are all too

similar.  Even the youngest students can reflect on the unfairness in this case: two systems of

justice—one white, one black—and the importance of fighting back.

Last April several teacher activist groups across the country came together to form a network,

Teacher Activist Groups (TAG), to challenge injustice through teaching and participation in

social movements. We developed this resource guide because we believe the Jena 6 case is a

critical one about which teachers can make a difference. How can the Jena 6 engage our students

in an examination of the history and current reality of racism? How can this case open up space

for students to examine their own experiences with racism and to build solidarity? The Jena 6

might have gone unnoticed nationally, ignored by corporate media, if activists had not used

alternative media to get the word out. This could be a starting point to develop students’ critical

media literacy and to explore how media can be used to challenge injustice. The national

outpouring to defend the Jena 6 has already had an impact. How can teachers help students find

their own ways to act? We offer this guide as a resource, and we call on educators to seize on

this critical case to teach and act to make a difference.

Pauline Lipman

September 14, 2007
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10. Detailed Mathematics Unit

By Joyce Sia and Rico Gutstein

Greater Lawndale/Little Village School for Social Justice, Chicago, IL

This is the teachers’ edition. All italicized text is for teachers. We include some issues we

encountered while teaching the project. We spent about 8 class periods on it. We are just

finishing the project with our five 11th-grade classes, with the two of us co-teaching it. Each class

was different, of course, so our comments do not necessarily apply to all classes or all students.

At the time of this writing, the project was about 75% completed, so we do not know all the

issues that emerged, nor have we analyzed whether students met our goals.

The central mathematical task: find the probability of randomly selecting an all-white jury in

Jena, which is 85.6% white (1,844 people ! 18) and 14.4% people of color (310 people ! 18).

Mychal Bell, the first of the Jena 6 to be tried, was convicted by an all-white jury. Before looking

at the answer below, we ask the reader to guesstimate. Our anecdotal evidence is that few adults,

“schooled” or otherwise, have a clue of the answer. And we realize that juries are selected from

voter registration lists, but using adults is a valid approximation.

This project has both social justice and mathematics objectives.

Social Justice objectives:

• Grow in being able to “read the world with mathematics,” that is, develop deeper

sociopolitical consciousness of reality using mathematics.

• Provide some concrete support to the Jena 6, i.e., take some action;

• Raise awareness about the Jena 6;

• Inform students about how juries are selected;

• Have students answer: “Was the jury for Mychal Bell selected randomly and without

bias?”

• Connect the Jena 6 situation to students’ own lives and communities.

Mathematics objectives:

• Determine the probability of randomly selecting a 12-person, all-white jury from a town

that is 85.6% white, 14.4% people of color (mainly African American), of 2,154 adults

(2000 census).

• Generalize the formula for combinatorics, that is, n C r.

• Develop a better understanding of the mathematical concept of “randomness.”

• Gain experience in “thinking like a mathematician.”

• Understand the role mathematics has in understanding a key social justice issue—and

that without relatively sophisticated mathematics, one cannot know the answer.

We started off by showing a short video from alternative media that summarizes key issues. We

then had students read a section of transcript from Democracy Now! and we “jigsawed” it, that

is, each group of 3-4 students read a section and summarized it aloud for the class. We then had

students read the background section, and, as a whole class, talked through the key issues, both

social and mathematical.



BACKGROUND:

“Six black students at Jena High School in Central Louisiana were

arrested last December after a school fight in which a white student was

beaten and suffered a concussion and multiple bruises. The six black

students were charged with attempted murder and conspiracy. They face

up to 100 years in prison without parole. The fight took place amid

mounting racial tension after a black student sat under a tree in the

schoolyard where only white students sat. The next day three nooses were

hanging from the tree.”*

Above is just a summary of the controversial events in Jena, Louisiana since September 2006.

After seeing the video from mefeedia.com and reading the Rush Transcript (from Democracy

Now!) detailing the events in Jena, we are going to analyze the mathematics of jury selection and

see whether we believe that Mychal Bell, one of the Jena 6, had a jury for his trial that was

“fair.” According to the 6th Amendment of the US Constitution:

In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy

and public trial, by an impartial jury of the State and district wherein the

crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been previously

ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the

accusation; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have

compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have the

Assistance of Counsel for his defense.**

The procedure of selecting an impartial jury is outlined below:

1. Jury Pool:  People are randomly selected from a government computer database and

receive a jury summons, upon which they are to report to the courthouse and be part of a

jury pool.

2. Voir Dire:  Attorneys from both sides are to question everyone in the jury pool; this

questioning is called voir dire.  The purpose of this questioning is to determine who

shows no bias towards one side or the other and to truly have an impartial jury.

3. Jury Panel:  The attorneys are to agree on all twelve people to be selected to be on a jury

panel.  If one attorney does not want a person on the jury, that person will not be selected

to be on the jury.***

YOUR TASK:

For Mychal Bell’s trial, in which he was charged with second-degree battery and conspiracy to

commit second-degree battery, an all-white jury was selected.  You are to find the probability

of this happening in a town that is 85.6% white (1,844 people ! 18) and 14.4% people of

color (310 people !  18), which is the demographic make-up of Jena, Louisiana.

We used a modified version of a “problem of the week” format from the Interactive Mathematics

Program.

You will have to complete a write-up for this project containing the following sections:
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Problem Statement:  (1-2 paragraphs) State the issue and your task in your own words.  Include

all necessary background information regarding the Jena 6, as if you were explaining this to

someone who knows nothing about the Jena 6.

Process:  (0.5 – 2 pages) Answer the following questions, showing all work and including

diagrams, if necessary:

1. If the selection of the jury was truly random and was in accordance with the

demographics of Jena, Louisiana, how many of the jurors should have been white?

How many of the jurors should have been black?  Show all your work.

We situated the next problem by explaining that when mathematicians solve large,

complicated problems, one way they do so is to break the problem into a smaller one,

study it and analyze what they can from the smaller one, and then build back up to the

main problem. We made it clear that they would be learning to think like a

mathematician on this project.

2. Let’s say we have six students, three male and three female. We had six students

come to the front of class as we did this and talked it through with them as models.

How many 2-person combinations are there from these six students? What is the

probability of picking an all-female pair from all the possible pairs? Show all your

work.

Students solved this problem in several ways. Some listed all pairs (using letters,

numbers, or student names for the people). Others drew arcs between the names, and

some reasoned that each of the six people could pair up with five others but each pair

was duplicated, so they divided the total by two. At least one group drew a tree diagram

with six letters across the top, and five lines coming down from each letter for a total of

30 and then divided in two.

One conceptual difficulty emerged when some students found that there were 3

female pairs, and 15 total pairs, but did not know how to turn that into a probability. We

reviewed, as a whole class, how to quantify probabilities in most of the classes.

Questions #3 and #4 below were basically put together. Another (and major)

conceptual difficulty was establishing the relationship between the smaller problem and

the main problem. We intended students to understand the mapping (parallel structure)

between the two. That meant that they had to construct the relationship that:

Prob(choosing all female pair from three males, three females) = # female pairs

Total # pairs

was the same problem as:

Prob (choosing all white jury in Jena for Mychal Bell’s trial) = # all-white Jena juries

 Total # juries in Jena

This proved to be difficult for many students, even though some students grasped

it and explained at the board to others. But this understanding is necessary to motivate

that students need to a) find the # all-white possible juries, and total # possible juries,



and b) find out how to solve the impossible task of listing/counting all possible white or

total juries—otherwise, there is no reason to generalize the process and derive n C r.

We began the generalization process by asking students to extend from 6 C 2 to 7

C 2, then to 8 C 2 and larger. The students who reasoned more abstractly that each

person paired with one less than her/him-self, and that the number had to be halved,

were most able to generalize this. We drew on them to share their strategies and also

introduced tree diagrams at the board as a model for students to use. We moved toward

the abstract representation of the generalization and variableized the formula to n(n-1) ÷

2. Most students appeared to have little trouble understanding this with some work. A key

idea was that we pushed was why did we divide by two? Although some students

incorrectly answered because there were two students in a pair, we settled on the

understanding that two was the number of “repeats” and thus we had to divide by that

number. Once students generalized the formula, we introduced the vocabulary of a

“mathematical generalization” and of “n Choose 2” and the symbols, “n C 2,”

explaining that what they had just done had specific mathematical names and

symbols—that is, we did not introduce terminology/symbols until students had done the

conceptual work.

We then asked students how they thought we could move from the small problem

to the big one. Eventually, students realized that we should explore the number of

“triples” or “3-person-combinations.” We put students to work, in their groups, on

investigating 6 C 3 and seeing what they could learn. We made the point that having

made the big problem into a small one, we would study the small one, see what we could

learn, analyze patterns, and gradually work back to the big problem.

As students started to generalize toward n C 3, we asked them to explore n!C!4

and n!C!5. Students started realizing the pattern, that is, n C!3 is n(n-1)(n-2) divided by

the number of “repeats” (permutations), etc. Students figured out (and shared) how to

find the number of “repeats.” By the end of the 6th period, some students developed the

formula for n!C!12, and one student produced the answer, albeit with help from another

of our math teachers who dropped by class and worked with her.

The figure for the # of all-white juries in Jena is approximately

3.1132748233E30; the total # juries is 2.0196708865E31 (thus, we also had to deal with

scientific notation). Dividing these two gives about 15.4%—the probability of randomly

selecting an all-white jury in Jena! We found this astoundingly low (as did other adults

we shared this with), given that the town is 86% white. Mathematically, this can be

attributed to “combinatorial explosion.” Some challenging questions for math teachers

or more experienced students: If you hold the demographic percentages constant, does it

matter how many people are in Jena? If so, how so and why? If you graph probability (Y

axis) vs. total population (X axis), with fixed racial ratios (i.e., 85% white), what does the

graph look like? Explain why. What is the relationship of the racial ratios to the

probability? Explain.

3. Given the info you know about Jena’s population, how many 12-person

combinations of white people (all 12 people are white) are there?  Show  your work.

4. How many 12-person combinations of ALL people eligible for jury duty in Jena are

there?  Show all your work.
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Solution (1-2 paragraphs) State your solution to the task, and explain how you know any other

solution is incorrect.  If you believe the solution you reached is incorrect, explain how you know

it is incorrect.

Evaluation:  (at least 2 paragraphs) Answer the following questions:

1. After completing your task, are you surprised that Mychal’s jury was all-white?

Explain your feelings regarding the Jena 6 and the mathematical issues involved in

his trial.

2. Was this project an issue of social justice?  Explain.

Possible Reflection Questions, to be written out in class, i.e., journaling:

1. If you were one of the Jena 6, how would you want people to support you?

2. How did you use mathematics to answer this question? Explain in detail!

3. If someone told you that the Mychal Bell’s guilty verdict has nothing to do with

mathematics, what would you say? If you think it does have to do with mathematics,

how would you, in detail, convince them that you were right?

4. Did this project interest you? Why or why not? For us, we would ask this differently,

because we both have observed that this project more engaged any mathematics

work we’ve done with these students, over the past 2 years we’ve been with them

(since they were ninth graders). We want to know why this particular project was so

engaging.

5. Did this project help you read the world with mathematics? Why or why not? (our

students know what this means, but it can be asked differently. Also, it’s a settled

question, as we have much evidence, in our school that almost all students in this

class (the new school’s first) believe there is value in using mathematics to read the

world and to do projects like this—but in other settings, that would be an important

question to ask).

Extra:  Individually or with a group, create a video for, or write a letter to, any or all of the Jena

6 stating your view of the situation and explaining the work you’ve done in your math class

around the Jena 6.  If you wish, this can actually be sent to Jena, Louisiana in time for protesting

Mychal Bell’s sentencing on Wednesday, September 20th.
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