Observer Response Report

Lesley Lehane

          Recently, I did two number talks with my class. The first number talk was a whole group number talk, which I think is the typical procedure. I did this talk on a day that Ms. Switzer was out sick. Usually, Erica works with the higher-level math students. I wanted to use numbers, which would allow students to solve their equations using either facts of ten or the doubling rule. These are two important strategies to gain in second grade, and these are two strategies we have been practicing consistently. I put the following number string on the board: 8 + 2 + 8 = ___. Immediately, I had some hands raised, and one of my top students answered 18. I asked if anyone had a different answer, and nobody said they did. (Looking back, I think perhaps I should have used a little more wait time before calling on a student.) I asked him how he was able to solve that so quickly, and he said, that he just did 8 + 10 = 18. I asked him if he could explain how he came up with 8+ 10, and he said, it was easy because he knew 2 + 8 was ten and then he just had to add the 8, which gave him 18. I was able to see that this student was using the number facts for ten to help him solve this problem. I asked if anybody else solved this problem differently, and one girl raised her hand and said that she added 8 + 8 + 2 = 18. She said that she knew 8 + 8 was 16 and then she just had to add two more. She was able to use the facts of doubling to help her solve this problem. I next asked the students if there were any other ways we could have solved this problem, and I had three students launch into a dissection of these numbers. One student said you could do 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 + 2 = 18; another student said you could do 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 = 18; another student added 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 + 1 + 1 = 18. I asked students which way would be the easiest way to add up these numbers. The majority of the students selected doubling the 8's and adding 2. By asking students how they solved the problem, I was able to understand how they were making sense of mathematics. By encouraging them to come up with more ways of adding these numbers together, I was able to see that some student are already becoming adept in early multiplication and division skills. And, by asking them which method would be the easiest for adding, I was able to determine if they were choosing the more efficient strategy for adding these number strings. 


          The second number talk that I did was with four of my lower level mathematics students, and this talk presented differently. I gave these students the number string 3 + 3 + 4 = ___. After a good deal of think time, one student raised his hand and answered 10. I asked if anyone else got that number or a different number. All four students agreed. I asked the student who offered his answer how he got 10, and he showed me his book in which he drew 000 000 0000 = 10; I asked if anyone else did it this way and two other students had figured it out the same way. The last student said that he used his fingers. This number talk gave me a lot of important information about these students. I know that they are not fluent with their doubles, and they are not yet fluent with their facts of ten. I also know they are reliant on visual/tactile strategies to solve simple addition problems. I am hoping to get them to move more to the number lines to solve these simple number strings. I do think that they adopt default strategies when they are given a problem and are not told how they should solve it. I also think number talks are difficult for students with oral language deficiencies. Getting these students to make connections and present them orally takes time, patience, and a willingness to not give up on them. Though, sometimes giving up and trying again another time isn't such a bad decision. 

Questions that still linger:

There is plenty of evidence that teachers who engage their students in mathematical problems solving talks develop students with better problems solving abilities. I would like to see some research about how a teacher can better facilitate number talks in an inclusive setting that has a mix of students - some with disabilities, some whose first language is not English, and some who are on-level students. In a mixed abilities setting the higher-level student will continue to gain the advantage in number talks. Many of our students with disabilities have issues with holding information in their memory (especially multi-step information), issues with processing speed, issues with organizing verbal language, issues with attention etc. 

I think in number talks, we, as teachers, are supposed to leave the problem solving to the students. What about the students who will not be able to solve these problems at this point in their lives. How can we structure our talks to include them?  Photo Gallery:
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