Teacher hack 1.2: Leverage the confusion

When making room for altemnative practices, we must accept that students
will probably behave unexpectediy—and undesizably. Yet we must allow
time foe unsxpected, notso-pesfect behaviour Thers no other way to
fgnite the change’ Be bold and trust your stadents 1o eapond to your
proposal.

> Be prepared to face anything: For example, if some of your high
achiovers became frustrated with the Doggle Examination sctivity,

your job & to suppoet them readpesting their maths idestity. Dont get
weared and think the activity was falty.

P> 1fthe activity foels uncomfortable, it doesm't mean we shouldnt proceed
with &

This is what once happened to me: | came across an exam question saying
somwthing hike ‘Cassandra bas $15 and then she loses some, How much
does she have belt? Temed oun that the question triggered pure cutrege
whaen shared on social medis TAts could not be solved! This was mot a
mathessatical guestion! Thare was a0 COrmect answer 2o this!

Some of my students reacted the same vary, But some of them got excited—
and everycne got engaged

Maybe the exam question bad beea sccidentally abridged. But it showes
us that by leaving cut details, we can tmnsform a closed qaestion into an

open com ™



Leverage the confusion: How?
The teacher skall we are tacking
Specifying and reinforong productive student behaviour.

Sinoe as open tiak nY sbout getting 1o the cas and only scawet, we might
feel a bit bhelpless In determining how to scaficld the activity. Instead of
focusing on the solution, we bave to focus on the quality of reasoning
Thar's why we cmed the sdes of 1L then reasoning.

In the case of Cassandm's monex first, |f we assume it is true that she
actually lost some money, and them it is absodately correct to infer she now
has less than $15. [n that case, we do know that the answer is in a range of
0Sx«ls

We domt know whether she Jost full dollars or also cents, 50 we can make
further assumptions: I the loss was entize dollars, then she woudd now have
somethizg betwean 2ere and 14 dollara. Fumther, we can make repetitive
enlculaticas (these are especially appealing to younges children). I she
boat 53 then she would have $12 left. JY she lost 57 then she would have $8
left. What & she Jost $5.207 Then.. do we know how to handle decimals®
Let's take our mock mooey and try to figuse this out!®

In the case of trely Incomvect thinking such as ‘If she lost 44, then she
would have 332 left, we can tum it arcund and et the students find the
faluze: Well, if she had 32 after having Jost 36, did she really havve 315 at the
beginaing? Not 315 but $8 Maths doesn’ get broken if learned through
mistaloes. Examinizg the incorrect reasoning Is still a subtraction exercise

34 Sarvusly Fun MaTe



Practice activity 1.2

As a second practice activity, let your studemts discuss what happened
to Cassandm’s mooey. See (f you can leverage the confusion. Show your
stodents the activity below. 2t suits all sge levels. Allow 510 sdmntes. Try
o eatabliah o then reascelng

Lost
treasure?

Cassasdr haa 15 dallars,
azed then she loaes soe,
How much dows the have ob?

When you see stodests agals becoming frustrated with an open task,
remember the findings of American mathemsatics researcher Hivoko
Wanhauer® She noted that we tend 10 see struggle a3 something
negative, but these are great benefits that come from learning bow to
owvcome the struggle =

I notice these benefits every time [ am 100 busy with one group o give
support 1o ancther. Once | finally get 10 the ones who were calling for
help, | found that they were all engaged and had sescived the peoblem by
themselves. This is what Warshauer calls producttve strugple.

One of the biggest challenges in prometing peoductive struggle comes
from lacking confidence In studenty’ perseverance. Try the following
trickc When you feel like yous studeats might ghve up, do not give dizect
advice but instead ask them to explain with words what they Aave done
so far. This almost ahways helps. If it doesn', repeat what they have told
you and esmphasise what sounds resscnable. Thea peomise 10 return and
leave the group o prodectively struggle for ancther mommat, now a bit
more splritedly.
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