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CONCLUSION
BRINGING JOY TO UNINSPIRED TEACHERS OF MATH

In mathematics I have found that negative feelings about the 
subject often overpower the intellect.  If the feelings towards math 
are negative and are not challenged and remediated, the potential 
effect on our graduates’ classes of children will remain bleak. 

My dream has been for a generational shift in math 

teaching spearheaded by the teachers who graduated 

from the Teaching and Learning Department at Bank 

Street. In my work, I have intentionally linked a teacher’s 

emotional life to their thought process during a math 

teaching re-education process. One’s feelings or affect 

and one’s intellectual engagement to study are always 

intertwined (Brackett, 2017). In mathematics, I have found 

that negative feelings about the subject often overpower 

the intellect. If the feelings towards math are negative and 

are not challenged and remediated, the potential effect on 

our graduates’ classes of children will remain bleak.  

Every one of our adult students had already been through 

grades pre-K – 6 math prior to attending our class. So the 

math we teach in Math for Teachers is not new. It may, how-

ever, be delivered with a very different focus. I advocate 

both an inspired learning process as well as an unlearning/ 

re-learning process. To inspire other teacher educators, 

I hope I have built a case for addressing emotional imped-

iments and negative triggers in math learning and the rea-

sons to provide positive replacements for those feelings for 

teachers. Teachers for years have told me that their percep-

tions of themselves as mathematical thinkers change as a 

result of attendance in Math for Teachers (Melnick, 1992). 
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In recent classes, due to my longevity at the College, I have had teach-

ers announce on day one that their mothers took classes with me in the 

1980s and, to this day, recall how powerful their re-learning of math was. 

The residual learnings from Math for Teachers can be outstanding. I feel 

it is largely emotional. I also that believe most teacher educators in the 

country can do this if they take care to value the emotional learning ex-

perience equally with the cognitive work. Learning math in the way we 

have come to teach it at Bank Street can change the lives of future adults 

in our society. If we sensitively plan for change and remain excited about 

the prospect, change will happen. 

A graduate school teacher educator usually can only assess what his 

students learn by observing them in the graduate classroom or by 

requesting papers written during the instructional semester. Course 

instructors rarely have the time or the luxury of visiting each student in 

their field placement. I know I often wonder what has been learned in the 

long run. Did anything that I taught stick? Sometimes we find out.

In the last paragraphs of this paper I share with you a description by a 

student who attended my class seven years ago in 2011. Tyler Jennings 

took one course with me to test out Bank Street as a potential place 

to do his graduate studies. He was, at the time, an experienced fourth-

grade teacher at Caedmon School on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. 

While at a social gathering this past month, I happened to overhear Tyler 

describing to others how, from the time he was a child, he had always 

disliked mathematics until attending my Math For Teachers course at 

Bank Street. He described that experience as transformative and said 

it totally changed not only his relationship with mathematics, but also 

his career trajectory. I close with his (and one other) story because both 

captures nicely how teacher education must address the emotional as 

well as the cognitive if it is to be effective. You need to teach effectively 

to be effective.

Tyler explains what he calls “Tyler’s Math Journey” from a math phobe 

to a math coach, working as a professional developer with teachers 

today at his school on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Listen for the 

emotional, address the intellectual, help teachers connect the two. Help 

them appreciate mathematics for what it always has been — simply the 

study of relationships and the science of pattern. Help them to feel it and 

then leave them to inspire others.

Here is Tyler’s story:

Until the age of 25, I believed that I was not made for math. As far back as 
I can remember, certainly third grade, I knew with conviction that I was a 
poor math student and that I disliked the subject. I noticed the way that 
adults spoke differently about me when the subject of my math learning 
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arose; the tone in their voices changed, became pinched and 
awkward rather than proud. Sometimes I would imagine an 
expert who could enlighten me: “It’s really quite simple,” they 
would say, “you don’t have a math mind, but you can be good 
at other things.” I ceased to pursue my math studies as soon 
as possible. If a high school math course was not mandatory, I 
did not take it. I chose a university without core requirements, 
so that I could avoid college math altogether.

Today, I work as a Math Coach at a pre-K and elementary 
Montessori School in New York City. Since I also serve as the 
school’s Director of Curriculum and Innovation, I work with 
teachers in other subject areas, too, but I know that I behave 
differently when I approach math curriculum and instruction: 
I come alive. I feel that I am at my most passionate and 
engaged, successful and talented, helpful to teachers and 
impactful in children’s lives. I conduct far more professional 
research into math content than any other subject—I can’t 
get enough of it!

So what happened? At the age of 25, when I enrolled at the 
Bank Street College of Education, and specifically in a course 
called Math for Teachers, a dangerous cycle was disrupted. 
I was invited: 1) to share my math journey, including its 
emotional dimensions, and 2) to experience math differently. 
I was welcomed in; it was made immediately clear that, at 
Bank Street, there would be no outsiders to the pursuit of 
math learning—that math learning could be for all, could be 
for me. And we did math together, which made it possible to 
redefine our very concept of what math is: an active pursuit of 
meaning-making, the study of the science of pattern. So much 
more than an inert body of knowledge to store (or fail to store) 
in the mind, which is, of course, the way that I was taught 
math. I cannot express how cathartic, emotional, and exciting 
that process was, and continues to be even as I write this.

Without my transformative experiences in this teacher 
education program, I know that my own negative experiences 
as a young math student would have directly informed my 
choices as an educator. Not only would I have mimicked 
the way that I was taught, but I would have communicated, 
subliminally or not, my dislike of math to the students. I could 
have easily become the expert who told certain children 
that they simply did not have a math mind, but that they 
might be good at something else. It seems to me that an 
excellent teacher education program may be the best chance 
for disrupting this dangerous cycle for future educators. It 
certainly did for me. —Tyler

I wholeheartedly believe that the impetus for the transfor-

mation Tyler speaks of is Bank Street’s longstanding com-

mitment to balancing theory with practice. Instruction in all 

our math classes consciously aims to balance current, well 

researched theory equally with the emotional experience 

each teacher brings to her studies. The catalyst that con-

nects theory to practice, public knowledge building to per-

sonal, is deep reflection. 

Let’s hear from Caitlin one more time as she reflects on the 

course one full year after its completion. What is it that trig-

gered her massive change? What was it that truly changed? 

I really remember benefitting from you asking us to dig deep 
in our own personal math experiences. My math experiences 
were happily filed under “The Past: Do Not Open.” And, for 
lack of a better comparison much like therapy, it’s by revisiting 
and delving into it that we are able to grow, heal, and move on. 
You brought joy back into the subject with in-class projects. 
I got so into the making my own concept teaching game in 
particular, it really returned ownership of the subject after all 
those years. — Caitlin, Spring 2017

This year, I have begun to visit local schools to meet with 

and observe teachers who attended Math for Teachers at 

Bank Street, and whom I have taught. In the New York City 

area, I have seen the next generation of math teachers from 

Bank Street flourishing. Math in these schools is taught with 

feeling by inspired teachers and with math-inspired children. 

In more than one of those schools, math has become the 

students’ favorite subject and, in some cases, the teacher’s 

favorite subject to teach. 

What does that foretell? Math teaching can change for 

all people if we ensure that teachers see math in all its 

dimensions and recognize both the emotional as well as 

the intellectual. 

 

 

 


