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The New Math and the Cultivation of the American Mind
Learning mathematics is a process by which individuals move from private intuition and personal experience to what are claimed to be universal and objective truths. From mathematics textbooks, then, one can read off the means by which a rational mind is cultivated. In this sense, mathematics education traditionally provides training not just for future practice, but also which enables the student to deal with a wide variety of life’s moral, social, and political quandaries. 

This paper uses the work of the School Mathematics Study Group, a central creator of what is often referred to as the “New Math,” to examine how mathematicians and school teachers argued for and enacted an overhaul of the mathematics curriculum. Created in a mid-century context of concerns about manpower and intellectual rigor, and developed as part of the 1960s expansion of the federal role in American schools, the SMSG curriculum materials provide a rich case study in the way mathematical education was said to cultivate citizens who reason and think well. This paper uses the student problems, the suggested pedagogical techniques, and the teacher commentaries to argue that the manner in which students were meant to arrive at mathematical proficiency modeled an ideal method of acquiring certain knowledge and proper reasoning. In a time of broad anxiety about intellectual rigor and changing scholastic traditions, this paper shows how general intellectual and moral concerns - and solutions to them - were inscribed in mathematics textbooks.
