
STATEMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY 

 Why teach mathematics?  A common answer, and not a bad one, is that mathematics is an 
ideal sandbox for raw logic—a sterile environment where students can grapple with process 
outside of the physical intuition of science, with cause and effect removed from the emotional 
backdrop of history.  However, with this framing of mathematics as simply a tool for preparing 
students to be effective critical thinkers and problem solvers, we are forced to never mind the 
specific mathematics utilized toward that end.  Indeed, students are quite unlikely to need to 
factor many cubic polynomials in their futures; what is important is that they are equipped to 
tackle novel problems, because those are the sort they will frequently encounter.  It is true that 
whatever path our students choose, they will need strong logical reasoning skills along the road, 
but with other ways to develop and hone those skills, this cannot be our only justification for 
teaching mathematics. 

 An alternate answer to the question of why is that mathematics models the world in which 
we live and can be used to study and understand it.  With this easily-defensible view, however, it 
is especially important to be careful about how mathematics is presented.  As they make sense of 
our world, students are certain to face unfamiliar, ill-defined problems that do not fit neatly into 
any category and for which there are no solution manuals.  It is therefore imperative that we not 
teach mathematics as a large collection of disjointed techniques used to solve predictable 
“problems” which come with just the right amount of information, neither too much nor too 
little.  Also important to note is that it is possible to go too far with this justification via utility.  
After all, education is not limited to vocational training.  It is dangerous to view the reasons for 
teaching mathematics through a purely utilitarian lens lest we lose much of the beauty of the 
subject and throw away our reasons for explicating poetry or any number of other worthwhile 
but decidedly non-utilitarian activities. 

 While its efficacy as a setting for practicing logical thought and its utility in describing 
the world are undeniable, a larger reason I am drawn to teaching mathematics is because it is 
challenging to do well.  It is challenging to help students develop their understanding of the 
purely abstract.  It is challenging to guide students to straddle the fine line between having 
enough confidence to conjecture but enough self-doubt to skeptically check that conjecture.  
Most teachers will assert that all students can learn.  The critical addition to that sentiment, and 
the more challenging part to ensure, is that all students can learn much more than just the basics.  
A chance to explore the beautiful, the demanding, must not be restricted to the quickest of studies 
or the “mathematically bright,” and the teaching of "tricks" which circumvent genuine 
understanding should be reserved for those students on whom we are giving up—precisely none, 
I hope.  Of course, providing that chance to explore and insisting on thorough understanding is 
challenging. 

 Perhaps most importantly, I teach mathematics because it is beautiful.  Students must be 
encouraged to identify and celebrate connections between the seemingly disparate concepts, 
ideas, and techniques of the subject, because it is within those connections that we see the true 
beauty of mathematics and occasionally catch a glimpse of the fabric of reality. 



 As for how one might go about living up to these lofty aspirations of purpose, I must say: 
it is a work in progress.  I continually endeavor for my classes to be more student-centered and 
student-responsive.  I have yet to encounter a classroom full of students all in the exact same 
place and all with the exact same needs.  Figuring out how to optimize learning in the face of 
those differences is the most difficult part of the job, and there is no one, enduring answer; the 
target is always moving.  I believe that there is just as much, if not more, to be learned from our 
mistakes as from our successes.  To engender this view in our students, we must model 
vulnerability and risk-taking while praising wrong-turns as realized learning opportunities.  
Rather than diligent cookbook recipe-followers capable only of executing set procedures learned 
in advance, I aim to help develop chefs with sufficiently thorough understandings of the 
foundational ideas to enable them to craft original, beautiful, purpose-built solutions.  I believe it 
is important to celebrate different approaches and agree wholeheartedly with Polya: “It is better 
to solve one problem five ways than to solve five problems one way.”  To that end, I am less 
concerned with “right” answers; it is the journey that is paramount. 

 As for the various schools of thought in developmental psychology, I’m three parts Piaget 
(or maybe Papert), one part Vygotsky.  I believe it is best not to tell students something they can 
figure out themselves.  Doing so robs them of both the opportunity for thought and the thrill of 
discovery.  To lay cold, inevitable, never-changing mathematics at students’ feet as a mere tool 
for the completion of exercises is to provide the CliffsNotes version of a body of work developed 
through centuries of inquiry and struggle (as well as to ignore the reality of its continuing 
development and refinement).  Although certainly more efficient and less fraught with 
uncertainty, it is also surely less beautiful—and ultimately less satisfying—than allowing 
students to participate in a bit of that struggle themselves and experience some small part of the 
full masterpiece.  Not infrequently, I tell my students, “You don’t learn how to ride a bike by 
watching someone else do it.” 

 This is tempered with a willingness to provide appropriate help to students on a timeline 
that is most beneficial to them; when assistance is required, prompt assistance is crucial. 
Thoughtful modeling of sound logical thinking through illuminating questions can often help 
students to see that the answer was within them all along; they sometimes only need help 
noticing a useful connection to prior knowledge.  When asked for details about a particular 
problem, rather than give out a complete step-by-step set of instructions for a student to execute 
(and thus reduce that problem to a boring exercise in direction-following), I attempt to give 
enough of a nudge in the right direction so that the student can clear the most immediate hurdle.  
Once they have cleared that, they can then continue thinking about the problem and have a fresh 
try at the next hurdle that comes along—on their own and unspoiled by my way thinking about 
it. 

 I believe in the utility and the necessity of struggle.  We can never increase student 
willingness to persist in the face of uncertainty if we never allow them—never expect them—to 
do so.  It is that willingness that is possibly the most important thing we can leave our students 
with (perhaps coupled with memories of some beautiful vistas along the way) as we seek to help 
raise citizens who can wield polished critical thinking skills as they work to make sense of—and 
improve—their world.  

– Benjamin Sabree


