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Teaching Mathematics as Agape: Responding 
to Oppression with Unconditional Love 
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In this essay, encouraged by the critical examination of mathematics education 
and mathematics teacher education at the Privilege and Oppression in the Math-
ematics Preparation of Teacher Educators Conference, the author asks the ques-
tion: What do I do from a position of power and privilege to interrupt oppression 
and enable everyone the opportunity and expectation of success in mathematics 
and life? The author proposes a response with  agape  (pronounced  ägäpā),  or  un-
conditional love. Starting with the question What would it mean to teach mathe-
matics as an act of unconditional love? the author theorizes an ideal relationship 
between students and mathematics that is functional, communal, critical, and in-
spirational, generated from wanting to teach mathematics as agape. 
 
KEYWORDS: equity pedagogy, mathematics education 
 

y decision to pursue a career in mathematics education was immediately 
affirmed by the images of all my white, middle-class, male, mathematics 

teachers who looked just like me, even down to the thick-rimmed glasses, and the 
occasional use of a pocket protector. Given that inequity exists in the world, there 
is no denying that I am sitting on the side of privilege. In response to this realiza-
tion and encouraged by the critical examination of mathematics education and 
mathematics teacher education at the Privilege and Oppression in the Mathemat-
ics Preparation of Teacher Educators (PrOMPTE1) conference, I ask the question: 
What do I do from this position of power and privilege as a mathematics teacher, 
researcher, and teacher educator to interrupt oppression and enable everyone the 
opportunity and expectation of success in mathematics and in life? In this essay, I 
propose  to  respond  with  agape  (pronounced  ägäpā),  or  unconditional  love.  I theo-
rize an ideal relationship between students and mathematics that is functional, 
communal, critical, and inspirational, starting with the question: What would it 
mean to teach mathematics as an act of unconditional love? 

                                                        
1 Privilege and Oppression in the Mathematics Preparation of Teacher Educators (PrOMPTE) 
conference (funded by CREATE for STEM Institute through the Lappan-Phillips-Fitzgerald CMP 
2 Innovation Grant program), Michigan State University, Battle Creek, MI, October 2012. Any 
opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed herein are those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the funding agency.  
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students can work with mathematics to achieve success as 
defined by society

Functional



students can work with mathematics in and with the contexts 
and practices of the students’ and the students’ community

Communal



students can work with mathematics to analyze and question 
the world

Critical



students can work with mathematics to vision and progress 
toward a better world

Inspirational
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disruptions in teaching practice were manipulated 
into opportunities to facilitate a relationship 
between students and mathematics
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During the experiment I noticed Grace tell Rory that she liked 
her boots.  It was at a time when both groups were paused for 
action and I asked Grace if I could use that instance as an 
example tomorrow.  I want the class to know that I want them 
to be social.  That I know that they need to be social but I want 
them to pick appropriate times to do it. 	
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I want students to practice articulating their thinking.  They have 
a strength in being social and I want them to use it while 
working with mathematics.	
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