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Abstract 
The journal L’Enseignement Mathématique was born as a journal dedicated to mathematics teaching. 

Its main goals were promoting communication among people who teach mathematics and sharing 
information on the mathematical instruction in different countries. The spirit of the journal provided the 
right atmosphere for conceiving the idea of a commission that would study the problems of mathematical 
instruction at an international level. Such a commission, which may be considered the first incarnation of 
ICMI (International Commission on Mathematical Instruction), was founded during the fourth 
International Congress of Mathematicians (Rome, 1908). L’Enseignement Mathématique was appointed 
as its official organ. After WW1, this initial impetus weakened. Additionally, social changes left the 
journal out of line with the expectations of the world of mathematical instruction. In this paper I outline 
some key aspects of the evolution of the journal. 

Introduction 

The journal L’Enseignement Mathématique (hereafter “EM”) was founded in 1899 
by two mathematicians, the Swiss Henri Fehr (1870-1954) and the French Charles-
Ange Laisant1 (1841-1920). Its special character emerges in its early volumes. It 
published articles on the mathematical culture, on national systems of instruction, 
and on mathematical programs. It also included various sections on university 
courses, publications, and other academic and scientific events. These informative 
sections make EM rather unique in the mathematical journalism of those years. In 
the journal’s debut issue the founders stated their goals, see (Les directeurs, 1899): 
connecting people who teach mathematics and sharing pedagogical and 
instructional problems and progress. Their intention was to introduce into the 
world of math teaching the exchanges of ideas and experiences that 
mathematicians were establishing through their international congresses. The 
founders were convinced that the future of civilizations would mainly depend on 
the kind of scientific education offered to the young and that mathematics would 
play a central role in this education, see (Laisant, 1904). The mission and vision of 
EM were internationalism, communication, and solidarity. As Laisant and Fehr 
(1904, p. 11) put it, the journal was a tool “de progrès scientifique universel, de 
solidarité confraternelle” [of scientific universal progress, of fraternal solidarity]. 

The mission of EM reached its apogee in 1908 when, following a discussion 
prompted by an article published in the journal by David Eugene Smith in 1905, a 

                                                      
1 See (Furinghetti & Giacardi, 2008) for biographical notes on Fehr and Laisant. 
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commission for studying the problems of mathematical instruction at an 
international level was founded during the fourth ICM (International Congress of 
Mathematicians) held in Rome (1908), see (Schubring, 2003). Though this 
commission underwent many changes it may be considered the first incarnation of 
ICMI (International Commission on Mathematical Instruction)2. Since then EM is 
its official organ (EM, 10, 449-450). For a long time the lives of the journal and 
ICMI were strictly intertwined: not only had the paper which raised the discussion 
of the need for an international commission on mathematical instruction appeared 
in EM, but, after the foundation of ICMI, the journal published reports of the 
Commission’s activities, the full papers of talks presented in the educational 
Sections at the ICMs or at ICMI meetings. A strong link between the journal and 
ICMI and an element of continuity in their lives was constituted by Fehr3, who was 
the journal’s editor, ICMI secretary, and in 1952-1954 ICMI honorary president. 

After WW2 EM gradually underwent some editorial changes so that at present 
the journal almost exclusively contains articles related to mathematical research. As 
the organ of ICMI it publishes: Discussion Documents and reports of ICMI 
Studies, Klein and Freudenthal medals announcements, reports of annual activities, 
selected announcements and reports of ICMI events. 

The study of the issues of EM from 1899 to 1914 reported in (Furinghetti, 
2003) allowed identification of the spirit of the journal and how the foundation 
project was realized. In the present paper I analyze the issues from 1915 to 1984 to 
outline the journal’s evolution from its initial orientation towards math teaching to 
the present style of a mathematical research journal. In particular, I will focus on 
the contributions that may be considered as somehow belonging to the domain of 
‘math education’, the discipline that developed, in a way, parallel to the evolution 
of the journal from pioneering attempts to the present status. 

Mathematical journals in the nineteenth century 

The publication of journals devoted specifically to mathematics began in the 
late eighteenth century. Friedelmeyer (1997) lists the following early journals: 

• 1786-1788: Leipziger Magazin für die reine und angewandte Mathematik, founded by Jean 
Bernoulli and Carl Friedrich Hindenburg 

• 1794-1800: Archiv der reinen und angewandten Mathematik, founded by Carl Friedrich 
Hindenburg 

                                                      
2 The official languages admitted by the Commission were French, German, English, and Italian, 

but in the journal the Commission was mentioned with the French acronym CIEM (Commission 
Internationale de l’Enseignement Mathématique) or, less frequently, with the German IMUK (Internationale 
Mathematische Unterrichtskommission). In English no acronyms were used; Smith (1913) used the 
expression “Commission on the teaching of mathematics”, in the British journal The Mathematical 
Gazette similar expressions are used. In Italian acronyms were not used for the Commissione italiana per 
l’insegnamento matematico. In the following we will use the acronym ICMI referring to all periods. 

3 Laisant was never officially involved in ICMI. 
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• 1810-1832: Annales de Mathématiques Pures et Appliquées, founded by Joseph Diez 
Gergonne and Joseph Esprit Thomas-Lavernède. This is the first journal with a 
remarkable diffusion, see (Dhombres & Otero, 1993) 

• 1826: Journal für die Reine und Angewandte Mathematik, founded by August Leopold 
Crelle 

• 1836: Journal de Mathématiques Pures et Appliquées, founded by Joseph Liouville. 
The countries of publication of the early journals (France and Germany) were 

the two important poles of mathematical research in the nineteenth century; soon, 
other countries followed their trend. In Great Britain the first volume of The 
Cambridge Mathematical Journal, founded by Duncan Farquharson Gregory, 
Archibald Smith, and Samuel S. Greatheed, was issued in 1839. It continued with 
different names and is now incorporated into the Quarterly Journal of Mathematics. 
Crilly (2004) mentions an older British journal, the Mathematical Repository, edited by 
Thomas Leybourn, which appeared irregularly between 1795 and 1835. 

In this pioneering period journals also appeared which published articles on 
mathematics and on other disciplines (mainly physics): two of the best known are 
Correspondance Mathématique et Physique, founded by Jean Guillaume Garnier and 
Lambert Adolphe Jacques Quetelet in Gand (Belgium) and first issued in 1825, and 
Archiv der Mathematik und Physik, founded by Johann August Grunert in Greifswald 
(Germany), published in 1841. Both these journals have ceased publication. 

The number of mathematical journals increased rapidly in the following years. 
In the volumes of 1899, 1900, and 1901, the sections of EM dedicated to the 
received journals contain about 70 periodicals devoted to mathematics or to 
mathematics together with other sciences, see (Furinghetti, 2003). In the Catalogue 
(1913) 182 such periodicals are listed. This flowering of mathematical journalism 
mirrors the growth of mathematics in the nineteenth century. According to Struik 
(1987, pp. 141-142) the favorable conditions for this growth were on one hand the 
Industrial Revolution, which created “new social classes with a new outlook on 
life, interested in science and in technical education”, and on the other hand the 
spreading of the democratic ideas generated by the French Revolution and the 
Napoleonic period. These ideas “invaded academic life; criticism rose against 
antiquated forms of thinking; schools and universities had to be reformed and 
rejuvenated” […] “The new mathematical research gradually emancipated itself 
from the ancient tendency to see in mechanics and astronomy the final goal of the 
exact sciences”. In the nineteenth century the mathematicians’ chief occupation 
“no longer consisted in membership in a learned academy; they were usually 
employed by universities or technical schools and were teachers as well as 
investigators”. 

Some journals, e.g. those of Crelle and Liouville, published not only original 
essays, but also mathematical memoirs extracted from eminent works and abstracts 
of important papers. In this way they contributed to the progress of mathematics 
by making available new results and important works not easily accessible to all 
their readers. Other journals were addressed to teachers and pupils of the classes 
preparing admission to special schools. A well known example of this category is 
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the Nouvelles Annales de Mathématiques, founded by Camille Christophe Gerono and 
Olry Terquem in 1842, whose subtitle says that it was a journal for the candidates 
to Normal and Polytechnic schools, see (Itard, 2002). 

Journals devoted to mathematical research did not exclude papers oriented to 
education. Moreover, there were periodicals that contributed in some way to the 
growth of mathematical knowledge by publishing mathematical questions 
addressed to amateurs, such as The Ladies’ Diary, first issued in 1704, see (Perl, 
1979) or, with more marked educational purposes, The Educational Times, founded 
in 1847. This latter journal gave origin to Mathematical Questions with their Solutions. 
From “The Educational Times”, edited by W. J. C. Miller4, see (Grattan-Guinness, 
1992). The tradition of journals specifically addressed at math teaching (with 
particular reference to pre-university level) began later on. One of the causes of the 
delay in publishing such journals may be the fact that the national systems of 
instruction were under construction and associations of math teachers did not 
exist. When the process of creating these structures was accomplished, journals 
dedicated to math teaching were published in many countries, often written in 
local languages and with regional diffusion. Some of these journals still survive; 
new ones were created later on. The bibliography compiled by Schubring (1980) 
encompasses 253 of such a kind of journal. 

Front matter of L’Enseignement Mathématique 

In the context described in the previous section the French-Swiss journal 
L’Enseignement Mathématique was founded. Since then it has been published rather 
regularly: bi-monthly in the first series (1899-1954), and quarterly in the second 
series (1955-); at present, there are two double issues per year. Rarely some issues 
were published late (for example, in the 1930s due to administrative problems). 
The only real moments of crisis happened as a consequence of the two World 
Wars. In the years 1919, 1940, and 1941, no volumes were published. There were 
also several volumes that each covered two or more years. The volume 21 refers to 
the years 1920-1921, the volume 22 to 1921-1922, the volume 24 to 1924-1925, the 
volume 38 to 1939-1940, the volume 39 to 1942-1950 (issued in 1953)5, the 
volume 40 to 1951-1954 (printed in 1955). 

The pagination is by volumes. The first volume consists of 476 pages; volume 
17 (1915) of 396; the first volume of the second series (1955) of 282 pages plus 66 
pages of the section Bulletin bibliographique [Bibliographical bulletin]; the volume 30 
(1984) of 338 pages plus 116 pages of the Bulletin bibliographique. 

Additionally EM supported side editorial activities: 
• The series of works of ICMI 

                                                      
4 The first volume (from July 1863 to June 1864) was published in 1864 by C. F. Hodgson & son 

in London. 
5 The directors claim that the international situation was still tormented and that this volume 

contains articles prepared some years in advance (Les directeurs, 1942-1950). 
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• The monographs, launched by Jovan Karamata in 1956 
• Henri Lebesgue’s scientific works (five volumes) 
• Georges de Rham’s mathematical works (one volume). 
For the purposes of the present study I identify the following periods in the life 

of EM: 
• 1899-1914: The golden age. The aims of the founders are realized, ICMI is founded 
• 1915-1954: Fehr’s era. In this period of ICMI’s lethargies and resurrections Fehr is 

the element of continuity until the re-birth after WW2 
• 1955-1969: The search for an identity. New trends in the world of education put the 

educational policies of EM and of IC MI in crisis; a new journal (Educational Studies 
in Mathematics) is founded, the tradition of ICME (International Congress on 
Mathematical Education) is established, see (Furinghetti, 2008) 

• 1970-: Shift to mathematical research. New educational journals are founded, new 
channels of information are created (ICMI Bulletin, newsletters of the affiliated 
Study Groups, ICMI website, etc.). 

The frontispiece 
In the frontispiece of the first issue (1899) we find the following information 

(in French) that varied along the life of the journal: 
• The title with the subtitle “International journal published every two months”  
• The names of the directors 
• The list of the members of the Comité de Patronage [Supporting committee] 
• The number of the issue and of the volume6 
• The year of publication 
• The publishers 
From 1905 the journal carried the subtitle “Méthodologie et organization de 

l’enseignement. Philosophie et histoire des mathématiques. Chronique scientifique 
– Mélanges – Bibliographie” [Methodology and organization of teaching. 
Philosophy and history of mathematics. Scientific news – Miscellanies – 
Bibliography]. This subtitle disappeared in the second series (1955). 

In the first series the names of the directors with their collaborators appear in 
the frontispieces. The frontispiece of the first volume published after Laisant’s 
death (1920-1921. EM, 21) carries the sentence “fondée en [funded in] 1899 par 
[by] C.-A. Laisant et [and] H. Fehr7”. The founders are mentioned in the 
frontispiece until 1978 (EM, s. 2, 24). At present the origin of the journal is 
mentioned in the subtitle “International journal founded in 1899”. Since 1909 the 
frontispiece carries the sentence “Organe officiel de la [Official organ of] 
Commission internationale de l’Enseignement mathématique”. In volumes 39 
(1942-1950) and 40 (1951-1954) this sentence is missed, but it reappears in the 
second series. The frontispiece of the first volume of the second series contains 

                                                      
6 The journal uses for “volume” the term “tome” and in some cases “année”. 
7 In the volumes after Fehr’s death the founders are listed in alphabetical order. 
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the title, the founders, the year, the volume, the publisher, the printer and the 
sentence “Organe …”. With some variations this became the template of the 
frontispieces. At present the frontispiece is still in French, since 1981 it contains an 
ISSN number, and the publisher’s name is inside together with other editorial 
information. 

The directors and the editorial board 
Laisant and Fehr directed the journal until their deaths. In 1903, the French 

mathematician Adolphe Buhl, see (Fehr, 1942-1950), was added as collaborator to 
the directors. After Laisant’s death he joined Fehr in the direction of the journal 
until he died. His name appears in the frontispiece until volume 40 (1951-1954). In 
the frontispiece of volume 38 (1939-1940), Lebesgue, see (Denjoy, Felix, & 
Montel, 1957), is added as a third director. 

In the early volumes there was the list of the members of the Comité de Patronage. 
They were 20 in the first issue; with deaths and replacements their number varied 
from 17 to 21 members, see (Furinghetti, 2003). The members were working in 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, England, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Holland, 
Poland, Portugal, Russia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, United States. In 
volume 17 (1915) the Comité de Patronage disappeared, without any message to the 
readers explaining the change. The period was troubled: WW1 provoked a crisis in 
ICMI’s activities, and “Fehr, citizen of a neutral state but sympathetic to French 
culture and scientists, acted first on the side of the Western allies” (Schubring, 
2008, p. 120). The journal did not stop publishing reports on the mathematical 
instruction in various countries. The volumes 39 (1942-1950) and 40 (1951-1954) 
were edited by the directors Fehr and Buhl with the collaboration of Marcel Brelot, 
Paul Dubreil, Ferdinand Gonseth, Jean Piaget, de Rham, Petre Sergescu (names in 
the frontispiece). In the first three volumes of the second series there were 
editorial boards, which included some ICMI officers, and secretariats (later on, the 
secretariat was associated with the publisher). In the successive volumes there were 
also the directors, who in 1979 became “Rédacteurs”. In 1972 members of IMU 
joined the editorial board. The format of the staff editing the journal underwent 
some further formal changes, until the present shape of a usual mathematical 
journal. In the first issues of the second series the members of the editorial board 
were working in France or in Switzerland. Then, the journal kept its French-Swiss 
character, but slowly it became more international: at present the members of the 
editorial board belong to different countries and English is the most used 
language. 

As a general trend, in the period under consideration the members of the 
editorial board and the directors were mathematicians. Only few of them also had 
specific interest in math education. When the generations of Laisant, Buhl, and 
Fehr had disappeared, the contact with education in principle should have been 
ensured by the presence of ICMI delegates, but often they were mathematicians 
with little experience in the problems of math teaching. For some years the 
journal’s original interest in psychological and epistemological problems was kept 
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by the presence in the editorial board of Piaget and Gonseth until their death. 

The publishers 
The first publishers were Carré and Naud in Paris (since 1902 Naud alone). In 

1904 (volume 6) the administration and the printing house were transferred to 
Geneva. The publishers were Gauthier-Villars (Paris) and Georg & Co. (Geneva) 
until volume 38 (1939-1940). In volume 39 (1942-1950) the publisher is indicated 
as “Genève, Librairie de l’Université Georg et Cie S. A.”8. The subscriptions were 
made in Geneva, no longer in Paris. The same is true for the volume of 1951-1954. 
The publisher of volume 1 of series 2 is the “Institut de Mathématique de 
l’Université – Genève”; for France and the French Union there was a depository 
for sales (SEVPEN in Paris); the Secretary was Karamata of the Institut of 
Mathematics (Geneva). From volume 4 (1958) the names of the publisher 
disappear in the frontispiece; there is only the name of the printer. The Secretariat9 
was the Institut of Mathematics (Geneva) until 1975; later on it was the “Section 
de Mathématiques” of Geneva and now it is indicated as “Secretariat de 
L’Enseignement Mathématique”. The present publisher is an independent foundation 
linked to the Department of Mathematics of Geneva University. 

The printers 
From 1899 until 1903 the journal was printed in Évreux by Charles Hérissey. 

Afterwards the printer has been KUNDIG (Geneva), with slight variations of the 
commercial name: W. Kündig & fils, Albert Kündig, Albert Kundig (‘umlaut’ 
removed in 1914), etc., now SRO-Kundig. SRO-Kundig is always the same 
printing house, the variations in the names are due to legal questions and to the 
fact that the present owners (Bernard and his daughter Stéphanie Vonlanthen) are 
not members of the Kundig family. 

The format 
The format of EM is conceived for answering to the specific character of the 

journal, oriented at giving general information on the community of 
mathematicians. In the first issues the various materials published were organized 
in the following sections: 

• Articles généraux (General articles: Methodology and organization of teaching, 
History and Philosophy) 

• Mélanges (Miscellanies) 
• Correspondance (Correspondence) 
• Chronique (News. When the journal became the official organ of ICMI in 1909 this 

section often included materials concerning the commission.) 

                                                      
8 The directors justify the change of the publishers with the economic trouble and unstable 

currency exchange of the post-war period, see (Les directeurs, 1942-1950). 
9 The secretariat has always been in Geneva; in some issues we read that the address of the 

secretariat was Fehr’s home address. 
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• Notes et documents (Notes and documents) 
• Bibliographie (Bibliography: Reviews) 
• Bulletin bibliographique (Bibliographical bulletin: Content of the main mathematical 

journals and announcements of treatises, doctoral dissertations) 
• Commission Internationale de l’Enseignement Mathématique from 1909 (Reports of ICMI 

meetings, proposals for ICMI studies and their outcomes. Texts of talks). 
The categorization of the various contributions was not rigid; thus sometimes 

the same type of contribution appeared under different headings. Along the years, 
until the end of the first series, there was little change in the way the material was 
organized (e.g., in names of the sections, the distribution of the subjects, etc.) in 
order to reflect the accumulated editorial experience or requests from readers, 
although the journal always maintained its general character of being flexible, open 
and multipurpose. In some issues the ICMI section did not appear. 

Fehr kept the journal’s spirit of information and communication all through his 
life, but after his death different kinds of contact were established around the 
world: already in the first volume of the second series, published just after his 
death, the informative part was strongly reduced. Since then, this part had been 
confined to the section Bulletin bibliographique10, the news on the activities of ICMI 
and the Société Mathématique Suisse (Swiss Mathematical Society). At present the 
journal has the format of a usual mathematical journal. 

L’Enseignement Mathématique and mathematics teaching 

The journal L’Enseignement Mathématique is the direct emanation of the 
personalities of the two founders: high social ideals, moral values, view of 
mathematics and its teaching. I have already discussed the role the directors 
ascribed to mathematics in society; this role involved, in particular, the 
consideration of the strong connections between pure and applied mathematics. 
Both these aspects were treated in the journal, by taking into account the need for 
balance, as stressed by Laisant (1904, p. 342): “si la science pouvait devenir 
exclusivement utilitaire, elle perdrait sa plus grande utilité” [if science could 
become exclusively utilitarian, it will lose its greatest usefulness]. 

About the view of math teaching we need some reflections. On one hand we 
have to keep in mind that when the journal was founded the discipline ‘math 
education’ as a field of research separate from mathematics did not exist, the way 
the problems of math education were faced was different from the present one. 
On the other hand there is a linguistic problem, discussed in (Kilpatrick, 2008): 
‘education’ is a term not much used by educators in countries such as France, 
Germany, and Italy whose languages were accepted together with English by 
ICMI. In these countries words such as ‘pedagogy’ or ‘didactics’ are more 
common. The expression ‘math teaching’ in the name of the journal mirrors the 
founders’ concern about the profession of teaching. This profession encompasses 

                                                      
10 In the second series the pages of the Bulletin bibliographique were numbered separately. 
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mathematical, philosophical and psychological knowledge and communication of 
experience. The table of contents of the first issue of EM is a kind of manifesto 
about the view of culture for teaching mathematics held by the journal: there are 
surveys on the status of mathematics and its teaching in some countries, articles on 
treating specific topics (trigonometry, vectors, analysis, and so on), an article by 
Henri Poincaré on logic and intuition on science and teaching, an article by Alfred 
Binet (1899) on pedagogy. In this last paper, the author, director of the laboratory 
of physiological psychology of Sorbonne, illustrates the achievements of 
experimental pedagogy and psychology in France and in other countries (England, 
Germany, Italy, United States). Binet advocates making the pedagogical studies 
scientific by introducing experimentation. He claims that the subject of his article 
has to be of interest to teachers. The directors added a note to the article, where 
they point out that the subject treated in it, though apparently far from a 
mathematics journal’s focus, concerns math teaching, because of its relation with 
pupils’ minds. Moreover, they claim that collaboration between mathematicians 
and psychologists will be fruitful for both communities. After Binet, other 
psychologists collaborated with the journal, in particular Édouard Claparède, 
Théodore Flournoy, and Jean Piaget of Geneva University. In this orientation of 
the journal there is the underlying idea that not only teaching, but also the pupil’s 
learning have to be taken into consideration. We see in the ‘provocation’ of 
publishing Binet’s article the seeds for the modern developments of math 
education studies. 

The initial intentions of EM were not fully realized. With respect to 
internationalization, the choice of French (the language of diplomacy at the time of 
the foundation) as the language of the journal made the circulation and the range 
of authors mainly limited to a few European countries. About math teaching, 
Howson (2001, p. 182) expresses the following criticism: 

ICMI, in its early days, was led by university mathematicians with an interest 
in what was happening in schools, and it is the writings of such authors that 
are best represented in the pages of the journal, rather than those of 
schoolteachers, teacher trainers, or what came to be known as mathematics 
educators. Indeed, there have been periods when the periodical’s papers 
were much more concerned with mathematics than with its teaching. As a 
result any survey based on papers to be found in L’Enseignement 
Mathématique, is likely to reflect not what was actually happening in schools 
but what some influential mathematicians thought might with advantage 
happen in them. 

As a matter of fact, along the years we grasp in the addresses to the readers the 
struggle of the editorial boards to describe the nature of the articles published in 
the journal. We may identify the following types: 

• Articles (that should be accessible to a large audience) illustrating the status of the 
discipline and some mathematical topics 

• Articles reporting new mathematical results 
• Historical and philosophical articles 
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• Educational articles, which treat the formation of mathematical notions, ways of 
presenting topics, ICMI activities and reports. The expression ‘educational articles’ 
has to be understood in a loose sense until the 1970s, since the paradigms and 
methods were far from the present ones. 

All these types of articles could be interesting for teaching. The last type, 
however, characterizes best the real educational side of the journal. For this reason 
the analysis of the evolution of the journal from the point of view of its 
contribution to math education is based on the data concerning this kind of 
articles. 

Data of the evolution 

The data that follow come from analyzing the volumes of EM and from the 
alphabetic tables of authors and ICMI sections published by the journal. The first 
table (issued in 1951-1954, 40, 124-174) concerns the first series (1899-1954), the 
second table (1970, 15R, 1-17) the years 1955-1969 (s. 2, volumes 1-15), the third 
(issued in 1981) the years 1970-1979 (s. 2, volumes 16-25), the fourth (issued in 
1990) the years 1980-1989 (s. 2, volumes 26-35). 

1915-1954 
In this period all contributions, except two, are single authored. They are 

written in French, except the articles by George Abram Miller (EM. 1915, 17, 325-
335), by Smith (EM. 1916, 18, 435-439) and by Jacob William Albert Young (EM. 
1916, 18, 429-436), which are written in English. Few papers really address primary 
or secondary teaching, even when their topics are treated in primary or secondary 
school (e.g. triangles, logarithms, polygons, geometric constructions)11. Some 
articles illustrate old theories from a new point of view, e.g. static, or new theories, 
e.g. relativity. Though EM was not the place where advanced research was 
published, among the authors there are some first rank mathematicians of the 
period, such as Paul Bernays, Jacques Hadamard, David Hilbert, Gaston Julia, 
Tullio Levi-Civita, Giuseppe Peano, Vito Volterra, André Weil, Hermann Weyl, 
and the historians Florian Cajori and Gino Loria. George Pólya published various 
mathematical papers and an early article on problem solving (EM. 1931, 30, 275–
276); on the same subject he wrote a longer article in 1967 (EM. 1967, s. 2, 13, 
233–241). Piaget authored an article entitled ‘Les rélations d’égalité résultant de 
l’addition et de la soustraction logiques constituent-elles un groupe?’ (EM. 1937, 
36. 99-108). 

Some ICMI officers published papers of math education or ICMI reports: 
Heinrich Behnke, Poul Heegard, Walther Lietzmann, Smith, Marshall Stone. 
Others (Hadamard, Heinz Hopf, de Rham) published mathematical papers. A few 
secondary teachers collaborated. 

                                                      
11 It happens that the word “elementary” is in the title, but the paper refers to the tertiary level; 

see, for example, the article ‘Le premier chapitre de la théorie élémentaire des nombres’ (1915). 



The evolution of L’Enseignement Mathématique 

 41 

Of the total of 510 articles 38 may be considered to treat math education, 
according to my criterion of selection12. Often the educational articles were 
feedbacks on ICMI activities. The editors were active authors, especially Fehr who 
wrote reports on ICMI activities and on the pedagogical sections of ICMs. Laisant 
was more active in the period before 1915. Buhl wrote mainly on advanced 
mathematics, in some cases also referring to its teaching. Lebesgue authored 
various articles that may be considered to discuss elementary mathematics from a 
higher standpoint. 

1955-1969 
After WW2 international events (iron curtain, space race, etc.) changed the 

political context. Mathematics itself changed: research was following new trends; 
computers were appearing. Later on societal movements such as the widening of 
school population, attention to developing countries, and the revolution of flower 
children changed the view of education. Alongside ICMI, new agencies and 
commissions emerged for discussing math education issues, and some secondary 
math teachers became active actors in the discussion. The movements of Modern 
Mathematics and New Math stimulated the international discussion and important 
meetings of members of ICMI and of other communities (mathematicians, 
teachers curriculum developers) were promoted, see (Furinghetti et al. 2008). The 
new expression “didactical research” in the title of the talk delivered by Lucas 
Nicolaas Hendrik Bunt at ICM-1954 hints a changing approach to math education. 
We find echoes of the problems of this period in EM: the need for instituting 
academic chairs of math education; the inadequacy of the old paradigms for 
studying math education problems; and the insufficiency of the sections in the 
ICMs to the educational discussion at an international level, see (Furinghetti, 
2007); the tensions between ICMI and International Mathematical Union. This 
period ends with the institution of Educational Studies in Mathematics and ICME 
conferences. 

After Fehr’s death EM had some difficulties of survival (1955. EM, 1, p. 14). 
In its first meeting (1955, Geneva, 2 July), the new ICMI Executive Committee 
confirmed the decision already taken at the ICMI meeting of Geneva (October, 
21-22, 1952) of having the journal as the official organ of ICMI (1955. EM, s. 2, 1, 
p. 201). The new series was supposed to have renovated objectives that make 
room for psychology and methodology in mathematics education. The secretariat 
was managed by the mathematician Karamata13, with the financial support by the 
Fonds National Suisse de la Recherche Scientifique and by the Département de 
l’Instruction Publique du Canton de Genève. 

                                                      
12 Samples of titles of such a kind of paper are: La pédagogie de la relativité, Réflexions sur 

l’enseignement du calcul infinitésimal, Le rôle qui peut jouer l’enseignement des mathématiques dans 
l’éducation intellectuelle des écoliers.  

13 He was author of a report on teacher education in Yugoslavia (EM. 1933, 32, 385-400). 
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Many signs show that the journal was changing. The number of articles in 
collaboration increased. About language we find: 157 papers in French, 87 in 
English, 34 in German, four in Italian, and announcements in French and English, 
a few in German. ICMI began looking outside Europe. In the report on the 
meeting in Paris (7-8 December 1959) the member at large of ICMI’s Executive 
Committee, Yasuo Akizuki, drew attention to the need for studying “mathematical 
instruction in Asia properly” (1959. EM, s. 2, 5, p. 289). Also EM widened its 
range of interest: the journal published the paper (Niang, 1966) on the teaching of 
mathematics and teacher education in French speaking Africa. Nevertheless it 
remained mostly biased toward Europe: for example, a paper on the Illinois 
project for secondary school was published in 1959, but the United States 
movement of New Math is poorly mentioned overall, even if the parallel European 
movement of Modern Math is one of the main themes treated in EM issues of this 
period. 

In this period, of 282 papers, 51 may be ascribed to the field of math education. 
As a general impression we note that the cut between mathematical research and 
math education was becoming clear. Active mathematicians published their papers 
in the journal, but members of ICMI Executive Committee wrote ICMI reports 
and educational papers: Akizuki, Emil Artin, Behnke, Henri Cartan, André 
Delessert, Hans Freudenthal, Otto Frostman, Georges Kurepa, Jean Leray, Kay 
Piene, Stone, Stefan Straszewicz, Gilbert Walusinski. Other members (de Rham, 
André Lichnerowicz) wrote on mathematics. Some teachers authored important 
articles; Piaget published a paper on Modern Mathematics and pupils’ psychology. 
In this period distinguished mathematicians beside those mentioned participated to 
the discussion on teaching (Jean Dieudonné, René Thom, Hassler Whitney, for 
ones). In this concern Howson writes (2001, p. 182): 

Many of the papers were, in the words of Freudenthal, the equivalent of 
publishing theorems without proofs, for ideas were never worked out in a 
form that could be used in classrooms (or would fit naturally within a school 
curriculum). 

Nevertheless he acknowledges that 
the concern of the mathematicians and the professional strength of a 
considerable proportion of schoolteachers in that period did lead to some 
extremely good and impressive mathematical writing - even if on many 
occasions this also demonstrated either a lack of pedagogical understanding 
or ill-founded optimism. 

In spite of these criticisms we may say that in this period until the foundation 
of the journal Educational Studies in Mathematics in 1968, the journal was the location 
where opinions about the status of math education and possible initiatives for 
enhancing it were discussed at an international level. 

1970-1984 
Though the status of EM as the official organ of ICMI was clarified in 1959, 

the modus operandi between ICMI and the editors was not completely satisfying; 
as a matter of fact in the years 1961, 1962, 1965, 1968, 1969, 1971, 1972, 1974, 
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1976 1978, 1979, 1980, and 1982 there were gaps of information about ICMI 
activities. There was a need for clarification and De Rham (1976) wrote that the 
journal was glad of strengthening the links with ICMI, as proposed by ICMI 
secretary Yukiyoshi Kawada. Slowly this happened: mathematicians published their 
articles, and education, with few exceptions, was confined to information about 
ICMI. Of 273 articles, only four (published in the 1970s) are on education, the 
authors are not ICMI officers. In the ICMI sections there are reports on the 
activities of ICMI and on ICMEs by the secretaries or the president. The first 
ICMI Study Discussion Document was published in 1984 (EM, s. 2, 30, 159-172). 
Later on (2000. EM, s. 2, 46, 411-415) the journal began to publish also the reports 
of ICMI Studies (the first concerned the Study of 1995). The ICMI officers de 
Rham, Phillip Griffiths, Peter Hilton, Lebesgue, Olli Lehto, and Jacques-Louis 
Lions authored mathematical papers. In 1970-1979, of 188 articles 91 are in 
French, 13 in German, 2 in Italian. In 1980-1984, of 91 articles 28 are in French, 2 
in German, 2 in Italian. The escalation of English as the language of the journal 
was being accomplished. 

In these years the first issue of the ICMI Bulletin appeared (October 1972); 
ICMEs were becoming a stable tradition. All that made the role of the journal less 
important as information and communication agency. 

As an epilogue 

The project of EM was embedded in the context of the end of the nineteenth 
century and necessarily underwent changes when the context (mathematical 
research and society) became so different. On one hand, as a journal strongly 
linked to the ideals and the personalities of its founders, it could hardly survive 
them in its original format. On the other hand the changes in society forced EM to 
go in a different direction. The goals of communication and internationalization 
are now easily attained through technology and information technology not 
available at the end of the nineteenth century. The idea of solidarity is realized in 
institutionalized forms through international bodies, UNESCO for one, and 
cooperation projects are developed at an international level. Of course, the world 
of education, too, is changed. The systems of instruction in the nations are settled 
almost everywhere; school is no more addressed to an elite; there is a changed 
perception of teachers’ role. It is true that EM attempted new ways of approaching 
the problems of math teaching, as evidenced by the themes discussed in Binet’s 
paper, but it was ahead of its times and the way it indicated was difficult to be 
followed, especially by the community of mathematicians. Nevertheless it sowed 
the seed for the future developments in the 1960s that led to the birth of the 
discipline ‘math education’, the creation of specific journals of this discipline, and 
the professional development of math teachers. 

 
Acknowledgment. I thank Amy Ackerberg-Hastings for polishing the English of the 
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Fig. 1. Art nouveau in the third volume of L’Enseignement Mathématique (1900). 
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