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Response to ‘Being alongside’
Dick Tahta and Helen Williams respond to Laurinda and Alf’s conversation
on ‘being alongside’ (see pages 8 –10).

Dick: I hope that you will continue the
conversation, which has touched on so
many important issues. Thanks for
sharing your thoughts.
. . . three-point-six, three-pointeight, three-point-ten. The rhythmic trip
along the signifiers suddenly pauses with
a shift into the underlying signified. A
surprise!
I was moved by the way your
accounts noted the reaction of teacher
and observer. I had been bold enough
recently to ask for more writing in
Mathematics Teaching about mathematics teaching (Reflections, MT195,
March 2006, p2). And here was
something powerful being said about the
“undefined sea of whiteness which
surrounds the letters on all sides” (a
Hasidic tale draws attention to the lack
of vowels in Hebrew script and the
consequent ambiguity in reading marked
by that undefined sea of whiteness).
I link the complex situation of the
teacher following the chant with that of
the psychoanalyst who also notes a
surprising shift by attending to that
undefined sea. The analyst Wilfrid Bion
used to compare his wartime experience
of leading men into battle with his first
experience of ‘leading’ a therapeutic
group. In either case he was on his own
and had to do something. But that can be
as difficult and dangerous as doing
nothing. You never know whether you’ve
done the right thing. “Like a mother you
have to take whatever is slung at you”,
writes J O Wisdom in an article on Bion.
And so the issue, neatly described as
being ‘alongside’. Teaching involves a
waiting stance like that of the psychoana-

lyst. You have to take the wanting out of
the waiting – contrary to the early credit
card advertisement that invited you to do
the opposite. What is the waiting for? In
his article, Wisdom suggested that it was
for the present, in the sense that the
present arises from the intersection of
the future characterised by uncertainty
and the past whose meaning is repetition.
This is how I interpret the crucial
notion that to attend to the other’s
mathematics you submerge your own (to
avoid that repetition?). It’s not, of
course, easy. There used to be much
discussion in early ATM days about
whether in presenting a class with a socalled ‘open situation’ it was best to have
explored the situation thoroughly oneself
or rather to remain as ignorant as possible.
How do you prepare yourself to be able
to be alongside? As the character in a
novel by E M Forster says, you can be
prepared but never taken. But there is also
a case for deliberate over-preparation in
order to be able to ‘let go’, to be taken.
I was intrigued, but not yet entirely
convinced, by the issue of different things
being in some sense the same or
conversely. I could imagine powerful
examples in mathematics of apparently
different notions turning out to be the
same – this after all seems to describe
the history of mathematics. But I was a
bit puzzled about the converse situation.
There seems to be a problem inherent in
referring to equivalence as sameness
(almost with the suggestion of identity).
Equivalent things are clearly different –
50% and 0.5 and 1/2 – though they may
be in some sense the same. Contrary to
some points of view, young children are
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not, I suggest, fazed by the idea that Dad
and Mum’s husband and Uncle’s brother
refer to the same person.
There seems to be more to say about
the unexpected, unwaited for, unprepared for . . . And for me it is what the
teacher (or analyst) has to do with
her/himself to receive the unexpected.
Halving from the left was a delightful
example. But not unknown. What I want
to know more about is what is involved
in the being alongside that was then with
the surprise.
Helen: First, I love the ‘getting alongside’
idea. That really feels like being in an
early years classroom – physically as well
as mathematically. How does one do it
mathematically? I am still unsure! But
then I’m not doing it much currently. I
know I need to have some ‘stuff ’ that I
know is very likely to ‘work’ – especially
as I am in someone else’s classroom. For
very young children that, for me, seems
to do with hiding and revealing things or
an interesting collection of items; and us
handling these and me being alert to
their comments and concerns, with some
planned ideas ‘up my sleeve’, meaning
that we might end up in a number of
places. Thanks for the phrase ‘taking the
wanting out of the waiting’, Dick. This is
helpful. To get alongside I need to allow
time and space for the children to get
there too.
Dick Tahta edited MT with Ray
Hemmings from MT103 to MT119.
Helen Williams is one of the editors of
MT.

11

© ATM 2007 • No reproduction except for academic purposes • copyright@atm.org.uk for permissions

The attached document has been downloaded or otherwise acquired from the website of the
Association of Teachers of Mathematics (ATM) at www.atm.org.uk
Legitimate uses of this document include printing of one copy for personal use, reasonable
duplication for academic and educational purposes. It may not be used for any other purpose in
any way that may be deleterious to the work, aims, principles or ends of ATM.
Neither the original electronic or digital version nor this paper version, no matter by whom or in
what form it is reproduced, may be re-published, transmitted electronically or digitally, projected
or otherwise used outside the above standard copyright permissions. The electronic or digital version may not be uploaded to a
website or other server. In addition to the evident watermark the files are digitally watermarked such that they can be found on
the Internet wherever they may be posted.
Any copies of this document MUST be accompanied by a copy of this page in its entirety.
If you want to reproduce this document beyond the restricted permissions here, then application MUST be made for EXPRESS
permission to copyright@atm.org.uk

The work that went into the research, production and preparation of
this document has to be supported somehow.
ATM receives its financing from only two principle sources:
membership subscriptions and sales of books, software and other
resources.
Membership of the ATM will help you through
• Six issues per year of a professional journal, which focus on the learning and teaching of
maths. Ideas for the classroom, personal experiences and shared thoughts about
developing learners’ understanding.
• Professional development courses tailored to your needs. Agree the content with us and
we do the rest.
• Easter conference, which brings together teachers interested in learning and teaching mathematics, with excellent
speakers and workshops and seminars led by experienced facilitators.
• Regular e-newsletters keeping you up to date with developments in the learning and teaching of mathematics.
• Generous discounts on a wide range of publications and software.
• A network of mathematics educators around the United Kingdom to share good practice or ask advice.
• Active campaigning. The ATM campaigns at all levels towards: encouraging increased understanding and enjoyment
of mathematics; encouraging increased understanding of how people learn mathematics; encouraging the sharing
and evaluation of teaching and learning strategies and practices; promoting the exploration of new ideas and
possibilities and initiating and contributing to discussion of and developments in mathematics education at all
levels.
• Representation on national bodies helping to formulate policy in mathematics education.
• Software demonstrations by arrangement.
Personal members get the following additional benefits:
• Access to a members only part of the popular ATM website giving you access to sample materials and up to date
information.
• Advice on resources, curriculum development and current research relating to mathematics education.
• Optional membership of a working group being inspired by working with other colleagues on a specific project.
• Special rates at the annual conference
• Information about current legislation relating to your job.
• Tax deductible personal subscription, making it even better value
Additional benefits
The ATM is constantly looking to improve the benefits for members. Please visit www.atm.org.uk regularly for new
details.

LINK: www.atm.org.uk/join/index.html

