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‘Two things | like, maths and chocolate":
Exploring ethical hedonism in secondary

mathematics teaching

Elizabeth Lake

University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK, e.lake@uea.ac.uk

What motivates mathematics teacherstoremaininthe
profession when disengagement from mathematics is
common? Iwould suggest one of the reasons is deriving
pleasure from engaging in teaching mathematics. As
part of research into how teachers communicate their
enjoyment of mathematics, eight experienced teachers
were interviewed, observed during teaching and then
engaged in discussion of lesson extracts. This paper
takes interview samples to illustrate intellectual pleas-
ures, with a thematic analysis of the narrative generat-
ed from the interviews. The analysis suggests that the
deeper pleasures experienced by mathematics teachers
derive from experiences of dependability, deviation or
success, whilst underlying pleasures in teaching math-
ematics is a living of self, motivated by service to others.

Keywords: Affect, pleasure, ethical hedonism, teachers,

mathematics.

INTRODUCTION

Any interaction inevitably has an affective dimension.
In this paper, affect is defined from a social perspec-
tive as a stable trait as opposed to a more transitory
emotional state (Hannula, 2012). In the teaching of
secondary school mathematics, emotions play a cen-
tral role in forming an affective orientation (Drodge
& Reid, 2000). If an experienced mathematics teacher
has a strong positive affective orientation towards
mathematics, then this orientation guides their prac-
tice, satisfies desires, and gives pleasure. Frenzel and
colleagues (2009) suggest that not only is affect im-
portant within the learning of mathematics but that
enjoyment supports effective student engagement.

This paper is part of alarger study exploring affective
responses to mathematics for experienced teachers
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of mathematics and how these responses are commu-
nicated to students in the classroom. Currently there

is little research on how experienced mathematics

teachers communicate in mathematics teaching. This

paper uses ethical hedonism (Onfray, 2007) as a frame

to focus on what makes the teaching of mathematics

pleasurable for a teacher. The assumption is that, to

teach effectively, teachers must gain some affective

reward from their teaching.

After defining pleasure in the mathematics classroom
context, I review some relevant literature that pro-
vides insight into the pleasures of teaching mathemat-
ics. Acknowledging the inaccessibility of subjective
experiences isimportant, sothe datais teacher stories,
and the analysis uses examples of teachers express-
ing pleasure. Conjectures are constructed from the
literature and compared with selected data, enabling
apresentation of espoused pleasures via themes with
illustrative examples. | summarise, framing with the
components of ethical hedonism, the elements that
give teachers the greatest pleasure in their teaching
of mathematics. The paper concludes with a brief
discussion of implications of these interpretations
of teacher pleasure.

PLEASURE AND ETHICAL HEDONISM

Pleasure is often defined as a feeling of satisfaction
and enjoyment. Yet pleasure is also a subjective men-
tal state experienced as enjoyable or worth seeking, a
state that is satisfying more than basic needs or bio-
logical drives; on the contrary, experiencing pleasure
is a psychological feedback mechanism that forms
a potentially addictive feeling of positive anticipa-
tion. Pleasure generates a desire to recreate an ex-
perience found to be entertaining or aesthetically
pleasing, which then impels seeking of similar sen-
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sations (Damasio, 2006). This process may then, by
repetition, lead to fixed beliefs since even apparent-
ly unemotional everyday logic is conditioned by un-
derlying impressions left by formerly intense affects
(Schléglmann, 2006).

In this paper, and this research, the term pleasure is
usedinanaesthetic and ethical sense, unlike, say, the
French term ‘jouissance’ that has stronger physical
connotations. Damasio (2006) discusses the inter-
linking of pain and pleasure, suggesting two parts: a
bodily experience and the attached emotional expe-
rience. Both parts inform subsequent reaction and
or action, subconsciously and consciously. Litman
(2005) suggests pleasure links mathematics with an
appetite for food or sex, where satiation or reward
comes from positive feeding of social identity and
community recognition. This social reward is asso-
ciated with recognition and service.

Onfray (2007) defined ethical hedonism as an intro-
spective attitude to life based on taking pleasure your-
self and pleasing others, without harming yourself
or anyone else. In other words, ethical hedonism is a
joyful utilitarianism that gives moral pleasure. This
perspective may be useful in exploring pleasure as
it divides pleasure into self, others and an ethical
yet purposeful context, where stronger, memorable
pleasure is experienced when all three elements are
addressed. Yet there is atemporal element to pleasure,
unlike happiness which is more stable. Whilst one can
again experience pleasure onrecall, a person cannot
always be in this state. Yet this very temporality may
effectively aid the re-creation desire and compen-
sate for any associated unpleasantness. Similarly to
Utilitarianism, the ‘greatest good’ of ethical hedonism
engages cognitively and viscerally whilst aligning
one’s own pleasure with that of others. The pleasure
then has personal and social value as the greatest good,
is relatively damage free and hence is ethically ac-
ceptable. This is this multi-levelled view that accords
to pleasure the dimensions of self, others and ethical.

To summarise, pleasure is taken as having emotional,
psychological, physiological and social dimensions.
Exploring whether there is evidence for ethical he-
donism within the teacher narratives, whilst identify-
ing what the teachers suggest as giving them pleasure
in their roles, is also necessary. The next section lo-
cates pleasures for teachers within relevant research,
and seeks themes to support data analysis.

STRUCTURING PLEASURES FOR
MATHEMATICS TEACHERS

Research into affect specifically for experienced sec-
ondary mathematics teachers is limited, although
there has been more mathematics student orientated
research (McLeod, 1992). Given the interactive nature
of teaching, this research is relevant to teachers as
well. Smith (2010) examines pleasure in the form of
happiness in learning mathematics, including the
role of success and the dependability of mathemat-
ics within social and mathematical identities for
students. Research on the role of the teacher, power
relationships in the classroom (Walkerdine, 1988) and
pleasures from deviation (Drodge & Reid, 2000) can
also inform understanding of pleasure.

One of the more stable traits associated with pleas-
ureis happiness. Smith (2010) found for mathematics

students that happiness, especially subject pleasure,
came from the dependability of mathematics. This

pleasure from dependability may also prove to apply
to teachers. Happiness as an affective trait requires

constant high self-efficacy which combines confident

knowing, doing and feeling. Smith (2010) suggests that,
by choosing mathematics, people express something

about themselves which is viewed as positive. By using

and reproducing a mathematical identity they derive

pleasure and hence happiness. Smith’s research ex-
plores finding pleasure in your own work, pleasure

which includes working for and with other people.
Smith suggests that pleasure is often equated with

success and that work and happiness can coexist in

contemporary society where happiness is the sole

purpose of life, and society promises to provide con-
ditions for you to obtain this happiness. This balance

of work and happiness can exist for teachers too, but

with additional complexity from the role of a mathe-
matics teacher in regards to vulnerability and risk.

Between freedom and compliance, within the au-
tonomy of a mathematics classroom, lie experienc-
es of deviations from ‘norms’ that can give pleasure.
Vulnerability, in the context of teaching (Davies, 2006),
derives from conflict of mastery and submission. In
this model, the risk or vulnerability comes from, for
example, exposure to judgement, whilst pleasure de-
rives from a sense of connectedness. The degree of
emotion a teacher is comfortable showing may come
from balancing these two limits. This perspective is
important, as it may be that the exercise of freedom,
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self-regulated within constraints, is what gives pleas-
ure. Yet simultaneously, social recognition from being
seen as compliant can also give pleasure.

If a teacher’s own learning was empowering, and
pleasure derives from successful teacher and stu-
dent interactions, then revisiting an environment,
such as a classroom where success was experienced
may trigger re-creation desires. If pleasure deriving
from repeated experiences of success is significant,
thenitisreasonable to expect that teacher interviews
would have frequent examples of positive education-
al experiences. We can also assume that teachers of
mathematics would be good at mathematics and hence
experienced more pleasure than pain in transition
fromlearner to teacher. This positive imbalance may
have led to investment because of feeling pleasure,
with subsequent development of trust in the depend-
ability mathematics.

Mathematicians also obtain a sense of pleasure from
mathematical discovery which may also apply to a
teaching context. Similarly, ‘ah-ha’ moments, for ex-
ample when a method or solution becomes suddenly
clear, are known to be pleasurable for learners and
bring power along with the experience (Liljedahl,
2005). The same pleasure for teachers could be the
revelation of a student misconception, or through
being a witness to student pleasure from their ‘ah-ha’
moments. If pleasure is associated with deviations
from the norm, either a discrepancy (Drodge & Reid,
2000) or ‘ah-ha’ moments, then deviations can elicit
emotional reactions and hence are likely to be recalled
in interview, but also may elicit strong identifying
statements that are directed at the deviator, for ex-
ample a student. Robert and Wilbanks (2012) suggest
that “we experience pleasure if the sudden resolution
involves an unexpected connection. Making that con-
nection has been likened to cognitive ‘play’ and to the
feeling associated with solving a puzzle” (p.1073). An
enticement to engage in more similarly rewarding
activities. Deviation may appear come in many forms;
difference from routine, deviation from ‘normal’ be-
haviour, as in the unexpected, or from the pleasure
of making unexpected mathematical or social con-
nections.

Tosummarise, the datawill be considered through the
lenses of the themes of pleasure in success, pleasure
arising from deviations and from dependability of
mathematics as described above. The social context
is important, as is the role and experiences of the
teacher, especially pleasures which help form positive
emotional disposition or attitude (Di Martino, 2011)
associated with a mathematics teacher.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS METHOD

The data used in this paper is from two audio-record-
ed unstructured interviews with eight UK secondary
teachers (A-H, Adam to Helen) who have been teaching
in school from three to nearly thirty years. There are

equal numbers of male and female teachers, all but

two trained at the same university at different times.
Six teach in rural schools and two are from a larger
urban school. In the first interview the teacher relates

their life history, talking about their mathematics and

their teaching. The second interview, closely follow-
ing observation of the teacher in action, is a stimu-
lated recall of an extract from the lesson using video

extracts from their teaching. The extract selection is

guided by the use of a galvanic skin response (GSR)

sensor worn by the teacher in observed lessons. The

sensor measures visceral response to intense emo-
tions such as excitement or anxiety. In the stimulated
recall the teacher evaluates and explains their think-
ing and how they felt during the observed lesson. Both
interviews are audio-recorded and the transcripts

analysed for examples of pleasure. The research de-
sign has been approved by an ethics committee and
the participants have consented for the data to be re-
corded and used for research.

This paper draws on the articulated pleasures for each
teacher. Analysis of the interview data is influenced
by the first two parts of ethical hedonism, a division
of self and others (social interaction).

These divisions provide structure for examining
teacher pleasures. These categories (Table 1), for the
teacher comments that relate to pleasure, are then
subdivided into two further categories. The teacher
comments are themed by pleasure for self; as their re-

Pleasure for self

Relationship with mathematics

Self-identifying stories

Social interaction

Role of a teacher as professional

Significant others

Table 1: Analysis categories for examples of pleasure
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lationship with mathematics, and secondly self-identi-
fying stories. The ‘others’ category, (social interaction),
isdivided into the role of a teacher as the professional
self and then significant others. These are selected
as all the teachers speak about these four categories.
Once classified, each category is illustrated and in-
terpreted before being discussed in the final section.
The intention in the next section is to reveal through
examples any similarities or differences within the
pleasures of these mathematics teachers and to fur-
ther explore their sensory and intellectual pleasures.

EXAMPLES AND INTERPRETATION
OF TEACHER PLEASURES

The analysis presented here explores what gives
pleasure to teachers of high school mathematics struc-
tured by the categories in Table 1, but discussed in
deviation, success and dependability terms, followed
a discussion of other pleasure examples.

In all the interviews, teachers talk about their rela-
tionship with mathematics, for example, ‘...my re-
lationship with the subject, it’s stronger than ever’
(Edward). The relationship is presented as positive,
and comments relate to personal success in the subject,
‘..just absolute joy. Nobody ever told me maths was
hard...maths was just like breathing... [ thought maths
wasn't important because it was easy’ (Gus), but also
the dependability and certainty that mathematics rep-
resents for them, ‘I realised that I quite like maths, cos
it'snice, you can have a... there’s always a right answer,
or most of the time...I really liked that... (Debbie) or
‘maths was something that was really important tome,
and I enjoyed it’ (Freddie).

From these examples, | would suggest teaching mathe-
matics is perceived as safe and dependable, the partic-
ipants experiencing personal success in mathematics

as their identities were forming. The intensity and fre-
quency of the comments, as illustrated above reflects

the importance of subject within the teacher’s identity.
Re-living such an experience within a mathematics

classroom allows constant recall of a positive expe-
rience. The pleasure in teaching a subject where they
have experienced personal success, which effectively
pleases the self, combined with actively sharing such

pleasure with others in a morally good way, meets the

criteria of ethical hedonism.

Similarly, all participants tell self-identifying stories
of their self as student, ‘I have just always excelled at
maths I could always do everything in maths lessons
and I found other lessons quite hard’ (Adam). These
comments show how important and pleasurable
mathematics was to each teacher, ‘Maths has always
been my favourite subject when I was at school, and I
enjoyed it,and was fairly good at it, and found it inter-
esting and I kind of...I liked being able to solve prob-
lems and I don’t know really, I enjoyed algebra’(Helen).
But many stories report change during higher edu-
cation, with examples showing critical points where
their pleasure in the dependability of mathematics
was shaken, ‘...by the end I kind of like lost the love a
bit for maths... (Adam). ‘T enjoy my maths but I didn’t
enjoy my degree’ (Carol). ‘..started and just, just hat-
ed it’ [laughs] (Edward). Yet, all of these participants
are now teachers and have a professionally successful
outcome.

Itis common for the teachers to speak about their pos-
itive and successful school experiences in terms of
mathematics. They talk about themselves as individu-
al students, or embed subject comments in the social of
school experience. All mention transition, especially
negatives associated with transition into university,
mainly assigning the difficulty of mathematics as the
reason. Allbut one, who took a combined teaching and
mathematics university course, speak very positively
about this experience. One differenceisillustrated by
Debbie. She was ill during school and talks of mathe-
matics as reliably accessible during her illness, unlike
other subjects; her ‘horrid’ transition occurred ear-
lier than university. However, all comments suggest
that these teachers experienced positive emotions
through success in school mathematics. Carol used
mixed tenses in the interview, often bringing the past
comments into links to her present role, suggesting
reflection, but also that her wider identity aligns with
her current role. The comment on mathematics and
chocolate in the title comes from Carol whilst discuss-
ing asignificant event in her school life, providing an
example of aligning sensory and intellectual pleas-
ures. The pleasure that social recognition can give is
strong in the stories of this teacher, suggesting that
for her, teaching offers a continuation of pleasure as
socially recognised success.

Pleasure from the role of a teacher as professional,

combined with the social dimension of teaching, is
mentioned in association with deviation. Pleasure
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seems to come from changes to daily practice, ‘Maths

can become incredibly boring... bore you to death by
making you practice it forever, and that’s not what I

do. Cos maths has got to be exciting, it’s got to have

something in it other than sheer boredom’ (Gus). Or

pleasure from surprises, or being creative and mak-
ing change or challenges, a motivator for several

of the teachers. ‘..they couldn’t do it... I sort of then

showed them, and they clapped me...I didn’t expect

it... it was just sort of “Oh well done miss”... (Carol). or,
similarly to a famous line in the film Forrest Gump'’s,
‘Life was like a box of chocolates, you never know what

you are going to get, Debbie comments that ‘...teaching
is different every day, it’s a challenge, different chal-
lenges every single day...never dull, its lots of things

but it is never boring...

But deviation through challenge seems to be impor-
tant, as without it boredom emerges, and excitement
is lost,

‘.. was saying on Friday to my husband that I
didn’t really feel excited about maths, we were
talking about the emotion of it... and perhaps I'm
not conveying it because a lot of it is the day to
day ofit, I've done it 20 times, 50 times, 100 times...
(Carol).

However pleasure from deviation through challenge
or creativity can be viewed as a lure into mathematics
for students,

‘.. I go with the philosophy of fun. If I'm not hav-
ing fun in the lesson, if I'm not enjoying myself,
thenthekids aren’t either...there’snohook...soit’s
trying to make it fun, trying to let my personal-
ity come through a bit, have a bit of a laugh with
them... (Debbie).

In general, the teachers use many terms to describe
their teaching, from interesting, pleasurable (in-
cluding social pleasure), creative or transformative,
through to labour, challenge, routine, or a part of life.
Thedescriptions illustrate the complexity of pleasure
within a teaching context, and that pleasure is indi-
vidual and social. Yet their comments do not neces-
sarily distinguish between sensory and intellectual
pleasures. Often there is a strong experiential aspect
to what gives the teachers pleasure. I would suggest
that pleasure emerges from aligning a socially located

identity with their individual view on the purpose of
being a mathematics teacher.

Yet simply identifying with the mathematics teach-
ing role can give pleasure, ‘..other stuff that kind of
takes you away from teaching...teaching’s the funbit...
(Adam), or personal pleasure in mathematics, ‘..and
I sort of enjoy that freedom to explore my subject...
and take students along with that... (Edward), or in
comparison with other life pleasures, ‘.. Iwas playing
teaching... I was teaching and it was more fun than
playing rugby and therefore I didn’t need the rugby
anymore... (Gus).

All the teachers mentioned one or more significant
others, such as a teacher, ‘My maths teacher for my
GCSE, O level years was brilliant’(Bertha), ‘I got on
very well with him... someone I am still in contact
with... (Carol), ‘I just really clicked with him and
that style suited me and could just practice, practice’
(Adam) ‘..and I had this wonderful nun who was my
mentor and tutor, and she was magic’ (Gus). A friend
or a family member as a significant other, ‘...my dad...
used maths a lot... I can remember him sitting down
and helping me with maths....” (Carol). A stronger de-
gree of pleasure from engagement with others as well
as selfis evident here. Especially as, in addition to all
the teachers mentioning at least one significant other,
all positively mention their mathematics teachers in
high school.

Pleasure for others appears in interviews as indi-
rect pleasure in the success of students, suggesting
that pleasing others is perhaps a stronger driver for
these teachers rather than balanced by pleasure for
self. One of the strongest examples of pleasure com-
bines sensual and intellectual pleasure, ‘..at the end
of primary school there was a competition..we [dad
and I] won a bar of chocolate [laughs], two things I
like, maths and chocolate’ [laughs] (Carol). Not only
is eating chocolate a sensual pleasure, Carol uses
chocolate to recall a story that illustrates the reward
of early social recognition as someone who could do
mathematics, an intellectual pleasure. Significantly,
the story also relates success in relation to a signifi-
cant other. I would suggest this pleasurably recalled
experience supports establishment of her belief that
mathematics gives pleasure; as does chocolate. The
combination has all the characteristics of ethical he-
donism, harmless pleasure for self, others, as well as
social recognition and acceptance. The importance of
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the social within pleasure is emphasised by several of
the teachers, such as the pleasure of helping others,

‘I remember somebody saying to me in the first
lesson, where is the fraction key on the calculator.
I think that was a bit of a “oh, maybe I do know a

bit more than you, I can help you. That’s good.
(Helen).

And Carol reports ‘[I was] more comfortable talking
tothat group...cos they are weaker, so I feel I can help
them more. They engage better’. There are examples
of'social pleasure from a common love of mathematics,
‘..there’s a little group and they're like, yeh, I really
like maths [laughs]...students I teach get that enthusi-
asm from me, and they like the subject... they like me
as well'(Adam). Or social pleasure from interaction
with a class, ‘But actually, that’show I teach. Complete,
complete enjoyment. And that class is an absolute joy
to teach’ (Gus). Social pleasure by proxy appears in a
number of interviews, including teachers articulating
as if they were students. Such as °..I teach quite a lot
oflower sets and somebody in the class might say, “oh
right yeah I get that now”, and actually properly get
it,and that will change... change their lives... (Bertha).
Bertha is also describing her experiences of student
‘ah-ha’ moments by proxy as discussed above.

Overall, the stronger of the articulated pleasures ap-
pear when pleasure is experienced by teacher, stu-
dents and further, is associated with satisfaction in
fulfilling the role of a mathematics teacher. There is
anindividual, social and moral dimension to pleasure
from fulfilling a role. For example,

‘..you can get the kind of challenge from that as
well.Ilike the way that you can sort of relate it to
real life. I like the fact that kids value it’ (Helen).
‘That’s me, the more you laugh the more you learn’
(Gus).

To summarise the selected data examples and inter-
pretation, examples from teachers illustrate how
pleasure is located within success, dependability and
deviation. The categories of self and others enable the
importance of social as a thread to emerge in differ-
ent forms, such as indirect success, and how deviation
appears to change between the role of student and
teacher.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In this section the categories are briefly discussed in
terms of the themes of dependability, success and devi-
ation in context, before considering intensity of pleas-
ures in relation to ethical hedonism. Teachers find
pleasure within their roles, something evident when
talking about their professional lives, sharing their
emotional relationship with mathematics, invariably
in an open, cheerful manner. This paper focusses on
the pleasurable aspects of teaching, although there
are few negative examples. Just talking about their
professional lives appears to be a pleasurable expe-
rience, and I was honoured to hear and engage, albeit
briefly, in their stories.

As Smith (2010) found for mathematics students, sub-
ject pleasure and happiness, often in the context of
success, comes from the dependability of mathematics.
The data here suggests the same for teachers, where

mathematics is, for example, ‘analogous to breathing’
(Gus). But most of the teachers report that their trust

in the dependability of mathematics was shaken in

their transition through university mathematics and

the evidence from these teachers infers that dependa-
bility isless important when discussing teaching roles.
I'would suggest that deviation is especially associated
with pleasure through power, that a teacher can de-
cide to deviate from norms of their classroom, to be

creative, accept the associated risk and use deviation

as a teaching strategy; one which draws and engages

their students and hence gives reward, a form of pleas-
ureinteaching through intellectual play, as suggested

by Robert and Wilbanks (2012). This idea of play or
fun is used by Adam, Edward and Gus when talking
about gaining pleasure from their teaching role.

Experiences of joint completion of hard work or over-
coming difficulties may conjoin success, deviation and
dependability, all in a pleasurable memorable experi-
ence for the teacher. The interview excerpts highlight
the importance of the social aspects of teaching math-
ematics, including pleasing significant others. The
‘brilliant’ or ‘magic’ person described by these teachers.
Research suggests significant others is importantina
professional career (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000). Pleasing
others as well as self is important, but the intense,
memorable pleasures align different forms of pleasure
and combine self, others and some form of value as in
ethical hedonism. Yet additionally, pleasure canbe by
proxy, recall or from social interaction in a purposeful
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context. Pleasure in teaching derives through mastery
shared (Where learning occurs), and where mirroring
or synchronisation of values occurs, and reciprocity
of pleasure in the subject induces stronger pleasure.
This reciprocity is particularly evident for Carol, tell-
ing her story of the pleasure of maths and chocolate.

Defined as pleasure at a deeper level, meta-satisfac-
tion occurs at a personal, social and ethical level, a
resolution through ethical practice (Hobbs, 2012),
that shapes future action. This shaping develops the
emotional orientation of a teacher, and the degree
of investment, or risk they are able to take in a class-
room, acting as alimit for positive emotional exchang-
es. Pleasure comes in many forms, especially from
interaction that revisits an arena where the teachers
themselves, as learners, were successful. Teachers
would, from experience, anticipate and plan for such
reward pleasure by proxy. Teachers seek and recog-
nise revisiting as something that will give emotional
reward. Gratification comes when repetition contin-
ues to give pleasure, strengthening their emotional
relationship to mathematics in a teaching context.

Knowing more about contextual pleasures in mathe-
matics, for teachers as well as students, may support
countering any circumstances of displeasure within
a mathematics classroom. Although this paper is fo-
cussed on what teachers say, the fuller research also
explores observed classroom practices, especially
how observed pleasure links to the pleasures iden-
tified in this paper. One intention is to explore how
teachers share their emotional relationship with
mathematics in a classroom and what limits positive
emotional exchanges. This may have implications for
teacher training.
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