
Often participants want to know more about the instructional style of the morning math class and how it might relate 
to their own classroom practice. Here are some thoughts that we'd like to share with you:  
 

1. Biggest takeaway we hope you'll have with regards to your teaching is that you get even more in tune with it 
feels like to be a learner of mathematics again. Though you probably have higher interest and self-
confidence in your math skills than your students, it can be really helpful to get in touch with the feelings that 
come up when doing math in front of other people. (People said they felt curious, engaged, encouraged, 
discouraged, excited, frustrated over the last three weeks.) Think about the perseverance that you're 
developing for doing math and the increase in your own self-efficacy and how that came about. Also reflect 
on how your retention for the material will probably be higher because you developed many of the ideas 
yourselves. 
 

2. There are many reasons why we spend so little time demanding your attention in class, but the main reason 
is that we're always trying to maximize the amount of time that you get to do mathematics. The other big 
reason is that it frees us up to be doing formative assessment of your learning for most of the time. 
 

3. We don't recommend that participants go back to their classrooms and implement this kind of problem-
based instructional style that we're using in this class. Why? (a) It's very time consuming--we spend many 
hours each day writing problem sets that build off of what you all do in class. This is not feasible for most 
teachers. And, if you have a good curriculum, you already have good tasks that you can use in your class; 
you don't need to write new tasks. (b) The tasks we write aren't really group-worthy tasks. You're often 
working by yourself, but in a group.  That's not true group work and that is a recipe for disaster in your class 
because you don't have people at each group enforcing group norms, etc. We have amazing table 
facilitators at each table. Without those people, it can be difficult to deal with all kinds of issues that crop up 
when doing group work. Students don't always treat each other well and if you don't deal with issues that 
arise, you might discourage students from doing math rather than encourage them. 
 

 
4. While we don't recommend writing tasks from scratch like this, we do think it's very important to sequence 

and scaffold your tasks carefully. Scaffold and tweak tasks so that everyone has an entry point into the 
opening tasks. (By entry pint, we mean, someone could take an algebraic approach, someone could guess, 
someone could draw a diagram, etc.) Sequence tasks carefully so that the next task is just within reach and 
is of interest because they've just completed the previous task. 
 

5. Create intellectual need for the mathematics. If you think you want to lecture about a topic, think instead 
about a task or problem that might motivate and create the intellectual need first. Activate students' curiosity 
by teasing them with things that are difficult to do without the right tools, or letting them sniff out patterns that 
they can't explain, or presenting them with something that seems surprising or unintuitive. Then once they 
see the need for the tool or the explanation you can show it to them or lead them to discover it. 
 
 

6. Consider creating something similar to the "Important" "Neat" and "Tough" categories of tasks so that 
students always have something to work on. Don't withhold the "neat" and "tough" tasks from the "low" or 
"weak" students because it's impossible to know with 100% accuracy who is ready for it and that is where 
our conscious/unconscious biases come into play--let it be available to all students but help students. 
 

7. One thing that we try to do in the morning math is to never say what a participant could say. If we think you 
could say something, we set you up to say it rather than say it ourselves. Though we don't always have true 
whole-class discussions, we do try to use Smith & Stein's 5 practices for orchestrating classroom 
discussions--anticipating, monitoring, selecting, sequencing, connecting.  
 
 

 


