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In teaching mathematics, we do not always convey to students the process of mathematical
creation, how mathematical ideas evolve. We believe that mathematical instruction should include
introducing students to the genesis of at least some mathematical ideas, lest they think that
mathematical ideas or theorems arise spontaneously from privileged minds. One way of doing this
is by way of original mathematical texts.

The difficulty of using original texts in the classroom is that not all historical texts or all sources
are appropriate to design activities to implement in the classroom. What criteria should be used
to select texts? Obviously, there should be some relationship to topics of the curriculum. Surely,
our preferences will also play an important role, but no matter how interesting a text may be to
us, we must think about how relevant it will be for students to learn the mathematical concepts
involved. And how should we use these texts? Is it enough to read and comment on them in class
to learn mathematics? For some texts, that may be the case, but for most of them it is necessary
to add some guidelines for students to understand and in order to focus on the content we want
them to learn. We can choose problems from ancient texts, present them to students and compare
the ways they have found solutions with the way the author has resolved them. Or we can give
students some excerpts that allow them to follow certain reasoning. Of particular interest are
works written in the form of a dialogue, such as Plato’s Dialogues and various works from the
Renaissance.

In this lecture we will reflect on the importance of the history of mathematics for learning math-
ematics, specifically, on the criteria for choosing appropriate texts, that is, what characteristics
a historical text must have for it to be helpful in learning mathematics. We will discuss how to
implement such texts in the classroom, and we will present some examples from different topics
and various disciplines such as probability or algebra.
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