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In a classroom teaching and learning situation, it
is common for individual students to respond differ-
ently to a new topic introduced by the teacher. While
some students might be able to understand the new
topic quickly, others might feel lost or confused.
Students’ different responses can be explained using
David Tall’s (2013) idea of met-befores. In this paper,
I first interpret Tall’s concept of met-before, and then
I explore using repetition to help students to construct
and activate met-befores in order to facilitate their
mathematical growth.

Met-Befores

The term met-before is used to “describe how we
interpret new situations in terms of experiences we
have met before™ (Tall 2013, 88). Tall defines a met-
before as “a mental structure we have now as a result
of experiences we have met before” (p.84). The term
met-before refers not to a person’s actual experience,
but rather to the embodied influence of the person’s
previous conscious and unconscious experience. Met-
befores are personal; two people who have leamed
the same topic might not have the same understanding
of the topic. Met-befores can exist unconsciously and
might not present themselves until a person is
prompted by certain situations that make her met-
befores problematic. For example, a student might
not realize that she believes that “multiplication
makes more” until she encounters fraction multiplica-
tion and the fact that multiplication makes less. Tall’s
met-befores are similar to presumptions, prejudices,
attitudes or habitual ways of thinking formed through
a person’s former experience.

Of particular significance, met-befores affect how
we interpret a new situation, thus influencing our
learning. Some met-befores are supportive because
they help learners to understand new experience,
while some are problematic because they cause
initial confusion (Tall 2013). For example, knowing
2x + 3x = 5x is helpful for one to understand
2x2+ 3x* = 57, but understanding that addition makes
a bigger number, based on one’s experience with
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positive numbers, is problematic when one first en-
counters adding negative numbers. Tall sees that
supportive and problematic met-befores arise natu-
rally in mathematical learning, and the development
of mathematical thinking involves a change of mean-
ing of met-befores: some supportive met-befores
might continue to be helpful in a new context while
some become problematic. Thus, whether a met-
before is supportive or problematic is contextualized
rather than a fixed attribute. For instance, a student
who has calculated the square of a real number many
times would find the statement “Any real number’s
square is positive™ easy to understand, but find the
idea of i*=-1 hard to grasp.

A person can have some supportive aspects of a
given concept and some problematic aspects at the
same time (Tall 2013). Students who can understand
a new topic quickly might have sufficient supportive
met-befores or they can suppress their problematic
met-befores in order to move on, while students who
find the topic hard to grasp might lack supportive
met-befores or have problematic met-befores that
they cannot resolve.

Both supportive and problematic met-befores are
important for mathematical learming, yet they are not
equally valued in school curriculum (Tall 201 3). Sup-
portive met-befores are commonly valued in curricu-
lum design through the emphasis of prerequisite
knowledge and skills and in teaching practices through
connecting new ideas with students’ experience.
Problematic met-befores, however, are rarely used in
mathematics classrooms as “an integral part of learn-
ing” (Tall 2013, 89). Contradictions between the new
idea and one's previous understanding are not wel-
come because they seem to interrupt and trouble one’s
learning. Tall sees curriculum’s focus on supportive
met-befores as a problem. He argues that problematic
met-befores can have “debilitating effects in long-term
learning” (p 89), and the resolution of problematic
met-befores is needed for confident new learning.
Therefore, Tall suggests considering ways to deliber-
ately reveal problematic met-befores so that they can
be addressed. This leads us to the use of repetition.
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