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A Developing Philosophy of Mathematics Education


As an eighth-year teacher, I am continuously expanding and refining my philosophy and practice of teaching mathematics, including the methods I use for teaching, my own knowledge of mathematics, and the different ways of thinking that I try to teach my students.


A large part of my knowledge of the teaching and learning of mathematics comes from my own experiences as a student.  As a high school and undergraduate student, I had excellent math teachers, and these teachers taught mostly using traditional methods.  That is, they would lecture us about the topic of the day, and then guide us as we, the students, practiced by working on problems or proofs.  This traditional transitive model of teaching seemed to me to work very well, as I have almost always excelled in mathematics.  As such, my first approach to teaching math was to do the same thing: lecture and guide the students as they practiced.  

My years of teaching, along with my own continuing education, have made me expand upon the traditional transitive model of teaching and encourage my students to do more “discovery” work.  Throughout my undergraduate and graduate studies in mathematics, one of the most important processes that I have learned and refined is using several examples to look for patterns, from which we can make a more general conjecture, which we can (hopefully) prove.  This chain of patterns -> conjecture -> proof is a very important tool for students in building mathematical knowledge.  I also have come to believe that this process of investigation, frustration, and (finally!) discovery is a much more valuable method of teaching because it really does help students to “own” the material.  The frustration that we all sometimes experience teaches us to be persistent and think creatively to solve problems, and this is certainly a skill that I want to help my students develop.   

I work consistently to foster a classroom environment that allows for productive dialogue about mathematics, as I believe that exposure to different ideas and different ways of thinking, as well as having to explain and defend our ideas, help us to refine our own thinking.  As the teacher, I am especially aware of how important my questioning and handling of students’ questions is to this type of environment.  I try to ask open-ended, challenging questions, as I want students to take risks in their thinking.  I try to ask probing questions to help students formulate and refine their own thinking.  I redirect so that students are listening to each other’s reasoning and learn to respectfully agree or disagree.  

My philosophy of mathematics education is one that I know will continue to evolve as I gain experience and knowledge, but will always be centered on helping students to engage in mathematical thinking and problem-solving in order to build their own knowledge.

1

