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– G W E N D O LY N  B R O O K S ,  T H E  B E A N  E AT E R S ,  1 9 6 0

We real cool. 
We left school.

It little hurts me now to know 
I shall not go

“ W E  R E A L  C O O L ”

“ O L D  M A R Y ”





H O W  D O  W E  S H E D  L I G H T  O N  T H E  R O L E  O F  
M AT H E M AT I C S  A M I D  T R A N S I T I O N S  T O  H I G H E R  

E D U C AT I O N ?

W H AT  D O  B L A C K  L E A R N E R S —  O V E R R E P R E S E N T E D  
I N  T H E S E  C O U R S E S — E X P E R I E N C E  I N  R E L AT I O N  T O  

T H E I R  M AT H E M AT I C S  I D E N T I T I E S ?

W H AT  D O  L E A R N E R S  E X P E R I E N C E  I N  R E M E D I A L  
M AT H E M AT I C S  C O U R S E S ?

H O W  D O  W E  U N PA C K  T H E  R O L E  O F  
M AT H E M AT I C S  A S  A  C U R R I C U L A R  G AT E K E E P E R ?



H O W  D O  W E  S H E D  L I G H T  O N  T H E  R O L E  O F  
M AT H E M AT I C S  A M I D  T R A N S I T I O N S  T O  H I G H E R  

E D U C AT I O N ?

W H AT  D O  L E A R N E R S  E X P E R I E N C E  I N  R E M E D I A L  
M AT H E M AT I C S  C O U R S E S ?

H O W  D O  W E  U N PA C K  T H E  R O L E  O F  
M AT H E M AT I C S  A S  A  C U R R I C U L A R  G AT E K E E P E R ?

W H AT  D O  B L A C K  L E A R N E R S —  O V E R R E P R E S E N T E D  
I N  T H E S E  C O U R S E S — E X P E R I E N C E  I N  R E L AT I O N  T O  

T H E I R  M AT H E M AT I C S  I D E N T I T I E S ?



W H AT  I S  C O O L I N G ?  
F R O M  W H E R E  D O E S  I T  O R I G I N AT E ?O U T

P H E N O M E N O N  I N
E D U C AT I O N



S T R U C T U R E  O F  T H E  TA L K

• WHAT IS COPE? 
• WHERE DOES IT ORIGINATE? 
• INTUITING COPE AS PHENOMENON 
• OPERATIONALIZING COPE: FRAMEWORKS 
• STUDYING COPE: CONTEXTS AND DESIGN 
• FINDINGS FROM NICOLE 
• DISCUSSION AND PARTING QUESTIONS



W H AT  I S  C O P E ?  
W H E R E  D O E S  I T  O R I G I N AT E ?



W H AT  I S  C O P E ?  
W H E R E  D O E S  I T  O R I G I N AT E ?COPE refers to situations in which individuals’ 
curricular aspirations are in some way deterred, 
invalidated, or denied while, at the same time, the 
person is strategically encouraged to view the 
outcome as less unfavorable than it might have 
seemed initially. Put differently, a person who is 
cooled out is methodically persuaded to alter their 
expectations based on the influence of some other 
entity—whether it is another person(s), an institution 
or institutional mechanism (e.g., program), or some 
other kind of agent. 
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W H AT  I S  C O P E ?  
W H E R E  D O E S  I T  O R I G I N AT E ?
1. learner “suffers a [curricular] loss” 

2. learner is strategically encouraged by an other(s) 
to view the curricular loss—or setback of some kind
—as not as unfavorable as it may have been initially 
regarded 



W H AT  I S  C O P E ?  
W H E R E  D O E S  I T  O R I G I N AT E ?
• Goffman, 1952, Psychiatry: “On Cooling the Mark Out: Some 

Aspects of Adaptation to Failure” 

• Clark, 1960, American Journal of Sociology: “The ‘Cooling-Out’ 
Function in Higher Education” 

• Bahr, 2008, Research in Higher Education: “Cooling Out in the 
Community College: What is the Effect of Academic Advising on 
Students’ Chances of Success?” 

• Nielsen, 2015, Sociology of Education: “‘Fake it ’til you make it’: 
Why Community College Students’ Aspirations ‘Hold Steady’”

A L S O  S E E :   
C L A R K ,  B .  R .  ( 1 9 6 2 )  T H E  “ C O O L I N G  O U T ”  F U N C T I O N  R E V I S I T E D .  I N  G .  B .  VA U G H N  ( E D . ) ,  N E W  D I R E C T I O N S  F O R  
C O M M U N I T Y  C O L L E G E S :  Q U E S T I O N I N G  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y  C O L L E G E  R O L E .  S A N  F R A N C I S C O ,  C A :  J O S S E Y- B A S S



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?

• Child & Family Psychology 

• Economic Recession 

• Higher Education 

• Gender Studies 

• Labor Studies 

• Urban Special Education 

• Law-School Socialization 

• Social Services for the Poor 

• Whale-Watching Tourism



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?



I N T U I T I N G  C O P E  
M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  F R A M I N G

According to Dowling (2007), “phenomenological 
intuiting” is the “heart of phenomenological 
reduction” and provides an “eidetic understanding 
of what is meant in the description of the 
phenomenon under investigation” (p. 132).

D O W L I N G ,  M .  ( 2 0 0 7 ) .  F R O M  H U S S E R L  T O  VA N  M A N E N :  A  R E V I E W  O F  D I F F E R E N T  P H E N O M E N O L O G I C A L  
A P P R O A C H E S .  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  J O U R N A L  O F  N U R S I N G  S T U D I E S ,  4 4 ,  1 3 1 - 1 4 2 .



C R E D I T:  M A X  G I N S B U R G ,  “ T H R E E - C A R D - M O N T E , ” 1 9 7 8 ,  O I L  O N  C A N VA S



C R E D I T:  M AT T H E W  R .  M O R R I S ,  2 0 1 6



C R E D I T:  M A X  G I N S B U R G ,  “ T H R E E - C A R D - M O N T E , ” 1 9 7 8 ,  O I L  O N  C A N VA S



Operator/Roper

Shill/Cooler
Lookout

Lookout

Muscle

Crowd  
operatorLookout

Muscle

Mark

A L S O  S E E :   
M A U R E R ,  D .  ( 1 9 4 0 ) .  T H E  B I G  C O N :  T H E  S T O R Y  O F  T H E  C O N F I D E N C E  M A N .  N E W  Y O R K ,  
N Y:  B O B B S - M E R R I L L .

Mark



Operator/Roper

Shill/Cooler
Lookout

Lookout

Muscle

Crowd  
operatorLookout

Muscle
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Mark

Mark

Cooler

Operator



Learner

Cooler

Institution

Cooler Institution

Learner



Cooler Institution

Learner

From the perspective of the learner, how does this 
relationship emerge and how does it unfold?



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?
I N  A  R E M E D I A L  
M AT H E M AT I C S  C O U R S E ?



W H AT  D O E S  C O P E  L O O K  
L I K E  W H E N  I T  H A P P E N S ?
       H O W  I S  C O P E  
E X P E R I E N C E D  B Y  
L E A R N E R S  I N  R E M E D I A L  
M AT H E M AT I C S  C O U R S E S ?



O P E R AT I O N A L I Z I N G  C O P E  A S  A N  
A N A LY T I C A L  T O O L

• Phenomenological lens: Evincing COPE as occurring across 
sequences of identity narratives involving others’ socialization roles. 

• What are some common features of COPE? What do those 
features indicate about learners’ experiences? 

• What social actors/agents/forces are involved in learners’ 
experiences with COPE? 

• Diverges from original conceptions of COPE as a systemic, 
coordinated, and intentional process. Here, COPE can be more 
loosely coordinated, with actors possibly co-operating in 
unintended ways.



MATHEMATICS SOCIALIZATION FACTORS 
adapted framework

Sociohistorical • Stereotypes, storylines/textlines, Discourses, masternarratives
• Stock histories of accomplishment and disciplinary status

Home/Community

• Expectations regarding education and goals for education
• Resources and strategies for supporting children’s education
• Perceptions about mathematics and support for mathematics learning
• Perceptions about instrumental importance of mathematics
• Relationships with educational institutions

Institutional

• Institutional policies, practices, and programs
• Institution goals, mission, and expectations
• Institutional messages, norms, culture, and histories regarding student success and 

motivation to achieve
• Institutional stance toward students’ home communities
• Classroom negotiation of mathematical and social norms

Individual

• Personal, intersectional identities and goals
• Perceptions of academic climate, peers, and academic personnel
• Identities about mathematics abilities and motivation to learn
• Identities about instrumental importance of mathematical knowledge
• Identities about adverse interactions with and differential treatment from peers

BASED ON MARTIN, D.B. (2000). MATHEMATICS SUCCESS AND FAILURE AMONG AFRICAN AMERICAN YOUTH: THE ROLES OF 
SOCIOHISTORICAL CONTEXT, COMMUNITY FORCES, SCHOOL INFLUENCE, AND INDIVIDUAL AGENCY. MAHWAH, NJ: ERLBAUM.



R E S E A R C H  O V E R V I E W

• Phenomenological study of COPE 

• Drawn from a series of qualitative studies in which I and other researchers 
have observed courses (in person and video) and have conducted “four-
wave,” semistructured in-depth interviews approximately 20 students 
(More than 40 total participants) across studies and institutional contexts 

• 4-year research-intensive universities in the Midwestern United States 
(more than 20K students enrolled) 

• Central, general questions: What are students’ mathematics-learning 
experiences like in these courses? On whom and on what resources do 
students draw as they negotiate these courses—and themselves as 
mathematics learners?

ALSO SEE NIELSEN, K. (2015). “FAKE IT ’TIL YOU MAKE IT”: WHY COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS’ ASPIRATIONS “HOLD STEADY”. 
SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION, 88(4), 265-283.





Focal Participants

• 7 focal participants 
• 18-20 years old 
• Black and Latinx 
• first-year, first-time 

college students 
• completed high 

school algebra 
courses+ 



S T U D Y  F I N D I N G S

VanessaRuby

Nicole



A N  “ A R C ”  O F  C O P E  
T H E  C A S E  O F  N I C O L E



C O O L I N G  O U T  T H E  M AT H  L E A R N E R S

• Placement testing sets “the rope” for many who later 
negotiate COPE; identity satisficing is sometimes at play 

• Main co-operators in Nicole’s experience with COPE: 
the math instructor, advisor, and Nicole’s family 
members (in other cases, institutional programs, peer 
support networks can play roles in COPE) 

• In two cases of students who were doing poorly in their 
NCBR course (Nicole, Ruby), the instructor was explicitly 
mentioned as a cooler in their COPE narratives.

ALSO SEE LARNELL, G. V. (2016). MORE THAN JUST SKILL: EXAMINING MATHEMATICS IDENTITIES, RACIALIZED NARRATIVES, AND 
REMEDIATION AMONG BLACK UNDERGRADUATES. JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH IN MATHEMATICS EDUCATION, 47(3), 233-269.



C O O L I N G  O U T  N I C O L E   
“ T H E  R O P E ”
Did I take the placement test seriously? No. My whole thing about 
coming to [this university]; I knew that I was not strong in math. 
Honestly, I went—the mindset that I had when I took the placement 
test was—I wanted to get a low score on it, so that I could start with 
the basic math here. So, then, I could build my foundation up here at 
[this university]. So, if I got [the NCBR math course], then [the first 
college-level math course] would build off of that, and so on and so 
forth. So, that’s kinda what I wanted to do. I wanted to start off, you 
know, as low as possible and work my way up. No matter how long it 
took, I know that I would’ve been straight as a student when it came 
to math at [the university]. Um; I don’t even remember what score I 
got on the placement exam. I know it was low, because I’m (laughs) 
in [this NCBR math course]. Did I take it seriously? Like I said, no. But 
that’s just really the mindset that I went into when I took it.



C O O L I N G  O U T  N I C O L E  
“ T H E  T O U C H ”

Whereas when I spoke with my professor, she told me to drop 
the course. So, at that time, that’s another reason why I’m 
kinda like—I’m in this teeter-totter—because I really don’t 
know which way to go, because it was like one person was 
telling me one thing and another person was telling me 
another. My professor is telling me based on experience. She’s 
telling me that she’s seen people fail [this NCBR math course] 
four times in a row, because they refused to go and take a 
lower math course. Whereas my advisor is telling me keep the 
math course, because if you drop it…if you drop it, um, you’re 
not going to have [a] math [course]. You’re not going to be 
studying math for two months.



C O O L I N G  O U T  N I C O L E :   
“ T O U C H  T O  B L O W - O F F ”

At the end of the day, it’s really my decision— what me and my 
family decide to do. So, I spoke with my parents, and they 
wanted me to, you know, go ahead and keep the course, um. I 
told them that, like, it was a high possibility that I’n going to fail 
it and I’ll have to take it over. Um, and they were fine with that. 
You know, that’s the type of relationship that we have, open 
with one another. And that’s what I told them. Yes, the zero 
point is going to most definitely hurt my GPA, but I know that 
I’ll be much better prepared for it the next time around. Would I 
like two- point it and still move on? Of course! But, I mean, 
reality is reality. So, that’s what I’m dealing with, as of now.



C O O L I N G  O U T  N I C O L E :   
“ T H E  B L O W - O F F ”

Oh, well, as long as it takes for me to get the required math 
courses that I need here. If it takes me all of four years—if it 
takes me that extra year, then that’s I have to do. To me—at the 

end of the day—I just want to get my degree from [this 
university]. Um; what comes along with that, I know that it’s not 
going to be easy. College is nothing like high school. This is a 
whole new life for everyone, so. That’s what I’ve prepared 
myself for. So that was the mindset that I took to it; whatever it 
takes, I know, that’s what I gotta do. 



C O O L I N G  O U T  N I C O L E :   
“ T H E  B L O W - O F F ”

So, I guess that I cheated myself, and I felt like the teachers 
cheated me, too. So, now I’m paying the price for it.



D I S C U S S I O N

“The critical question is not who gains access to higher 
education, but rather what happens to people  

once they get there.” 

“What needs investigation, I thought, is not who succeeds or 
how success or failure is achieved but the systems of reasoning 

embodied in the ways we talk about success and failure.” 
POPKEWITZ, T. S. (1998). STRUGGLING FOR THE SOUL: THE POLITICS OF SCHOOLING AND 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE TEACHER. NEW YORK, NY: TEACHERS COLLEGE PRESS.

KARABEL, J. (1972). COMMUNITY COLLEGES AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION.  
HARVARD EDUCATIONAL REVIEW, 42(4), 521-562.



D I S C U S S I O N

“Stepping back, it seems almost obvious now that 
the cooling-out phenomenon and mathematics 
education are really like old friends—surely a now-
classic pairing: Mathematics as a curricular 
discipline (much more than any other) has been 
utilized consistently and notoriously to cool 
learners’ academic aspirations….” 

FROM THE PAPER



D I S C U S S I O N
MAIN THEMES

• COPE can manifest as loosely ordered stages 
representing a kind of “arc” that corresponds to 
Goffman’s original framing 

• COPE as a loosely coordinated, non-system-driven 
phenomenon, but can be nonetheless formidable—or 
may also be considered, in some cases, “a curious act 
of agency” when the coolers are trusted 

• Cooling by association and the reliance on courtesy 
identities

LARNELL, G. V. (2016). MORE THAN JUST SKILL: EXAMINING MATHEMATICS IDENTITIES, RACIALIZED NARRATIVES, AND REMEDIATION 
AMONG BLACK UNDERGRADUATES. JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH IN MATHEMATICS EDUCATION, 47(3), 233-269.
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A L S O  S E E :   
M A U R E R ,  D .  ( 1 9 4 0 ) .  T H E  B I G  C O N :  T H E  S T O R Y  O F  T H E  C O N F I D E N C E  M A N .  N E W  Y O R K ,  
N Y:  B O B B S - M E R R I L L .
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D I S C U S S I O N
REVISITING COPE

High school 
graduation

The “rope” 
University 

Mathematics 
Placement 

Exam

CURRICULAR TRAJECTORY

The “touch” 
Direct Experiences 

with cooling out 
agents—across 

contexts

The “blow-off” 
Stated 

Acceptance of the 
“curricular loss”



D I S C U S S I O N
• The salience of learners’ social networks, within and 

beyond schooling institutions: social peers, institutional 
peers, and home-background socialization factors 

• COPE is still primarily perpetuated by instructors and 
counselors (i.e., “system-driven” cooling out) but may 
also involve others with tangential connection to 
classroom-level experiences or even outside of the 
institution. 

• The role of mathematics placement examinations as an 
initial stage of COPE; satisficing behaviors may be a 
signal of initiating COPE

ALSO SEE SCHWARTZ, WARD, MONTESERRO, LYUBOMIRSKY, WHITE, & LEHMAN. (2002). MAXIMIZING VERSUS SATISFICING: HAPPINESS IS 
A MATTER OF CHOICE. JOURNAL OF PERSONALITY AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY, 83(5), 1178-1197.



S O M E  PA R T I N G  Q U E S T I O N S

• What does COPE look like in other mathematics 
education contexts? At other math-curricular 
transitions (e.g., middle-school algebra)? 

• What other concepts and phenomena occur amid 
the broader micro-processes of mathematics 
gatekeeping? 

• If “COPE happens,” what does it mean to 
counteract COPE? How do we engage the notion of 
identity repair in mathematics education?

LINDEMANN NELSON, H. (2001). DAMAGED IDENTITIES, NARRATIVE REPAIR. ITHACA, NY: CORNELL UNIVERSITY PRESS.



THANK  YOU

Gregory V. Larnell 
University of Illinois at Chicago 
glarnell@uic.edu

Larnell, G. V. (2016, October). We real cool: Reconsidering the “cooling out” phenomenon 
among Black learners in remedial mathematics courses. Presentation at the Michigan State 
University Mathematics Education Colloquium. East Lansing, Michigan USA.
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