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Project Questions and Background 
This project comes out of my underlying interest in understanding the role that emotions and 

relationships play in the development of mathematical identity and competency (Ferguson & Ashbaker 

2000, Bishop 2012). In this project, I will be simultaneously exploring two research questions. First, 

what can we learn about emotions, relationships, and equity in mathematics by having a diverse group of 

students examine their own mathematical memories through qualitative research, specifically through 

memory-work (Ingelton & O’Regan 2002, Lapadat et all 2002)? My method for examining this question 

will be to convene a group of students do collaborative qualitative research on themselves, and it leads 

naturally to my second question: Can involving students in research about mathematical memories 

impact their own mathematics learning (Webber 1998)? 

These questions are the result of two simultaneous lines of inquiry that I have been exploring over the 

past year. First, I became interested in the role that shame plays in the learning and teaching of 

mathematics. Most people’s mathematical difficulties are not due to a learning disability, but to what 

educators and researchers call “mathematics anxiety,” the fear of doing mathematics. However, 

mathematics anxiety sits in a larger emotional context which includes shame, pride, anger, longing, and 

more. I believe that for many people one of the dominant feelings surrounding mathematics is shame, 

and that it is this shame that gives rise to anxiety about, avoidance of, and disinterest in mathematics. 

Further, considering the role of shame moves mathematical difficulty from an individual problem to a 

collective social problem since shame is a method of social control (Bibby 2002). It is my interest in 

shame that led me to explore the under-studied subject of emotion in mathematics teaching and learning 

(McLeod 1992, Ingleton 1999). 

At the same time that I began to develop an interest in emotions in mathematics, I also began to look at 

my own teaching with a critical eye, and to consider how power and relationships impact teaching and 

learning in my own classroom. Each semester, I have been increasing the level of communication and 

evaluation in my classroom, as I work to engage in an evaluative dialogue with my students about their 

experiences in my classes. This evaluation is an emotional process for me, and I have been engaging 

openly with those emotions and truly listening to student feedback, while avoiding falling back on well-

used beliefs that students do not actually know what is good for them when it comes to learning 

mathematics. This process led me to the realization that if I want to research student struggles with 

mathematics, I need to collaborate with students. 

To date, much of the reform efforts in mathematics education have focused on what we educators can do 

to solve the problems of mathematical illiteracy, how we can root out student problems and 

misunderstandings, and how we can get them to engage in the kind of inquiry and problem solving that 

we value as teachers. By instead involving students in researching their own learning, the students 



 

 

themselves can begin to construct both personal and collective meaning for their experiences, finding 

common themes and social context in their mathematical memories. Through collaborating with 

students on the definition of the problems and possible solutions, I hope to come up with a framework 

that is grounded social constructivism and connected to liberation ad social justice. Students doing this 

research will develop agency and power as they explore their written memories, reassessing and 

reconstituting their identities as they participate in a research collective (Lapadat et al 2010, Webber 

1998). 

Project Outline 
This project will proceed in two stages, both of which will take place in a semester-long course in 

Spring 2013 on researching emotions and identity in mathematics.  

1. After reviewing the theory and practice of memory-work and determining the focus of their 

work, students will complete the first and second phases of memory-work (Onyx & Small 2001). 

In the first phase, students will write third-person narratives of mathematical experiences. In 

phase two, the narratives will be shared and discussed, with the group looking for similarities, 

differences, clichés, generalizations, contradictions, cultural imperatives, theories, images, and 

unifying themes. In this way the group will collectively develop the concepts and categories that 

come out of they own memories. 

2. Next, the collective will engage in the third phase of memory-work, which is to develop theories 

and connect their research with other research and work on learning problems and solutions. We 

will also examine the question of whether the research experience changed the members of the 

group in any way, in particular with regard to mathematics learning. Together, we will determine 

next steps that this research might take, including publication, further research questions and 

methods, and dissemination. My goal would be to at least have the research presented by the 

students at a conference. 

Pilot and Further Development Needed 
A small-scale pilot of this work will be done in Spring 2012, and will involve gathering a group of 4-6 

students to do writing and collective analysis over a series of four meetings. This pilot will allow me to 

get a sense of the process and products, and determine how I can focus and guide the project. I also hope 

to find a faculty collaborator before or during this pilot phase. After the pilot and before the full project 

commences, I will need to determine the best ways to work collaboratively with the participant-

researchers, figuring out how to guide their work without imposing my own structure on it. I will also be 

determining how I will assess the second aspect of the work, which is the question of whether this 

research can itself be an effective intervention. I am looking to give some structure to the dissemination 

phase of the work and how students and I can share this work more broadly. I have some models of this 

(Lapadat et al, 2010, Kingston-Mann 1999), but would benefit from connecting with others who have 

done similar work. 
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