
Nix the Tricks 
With your table:

•Look through the cards

•Sort into piles based on any category

•Use the sticky notes to name your categories



Nix the Tricks
TINA CARDONE AND ASHLI BLACK

http://www.multiplication.com/learn/learn-fact/3/x/4



Card Sort
What did we see?



Teacher Tactics!
Card Sorts

Color Code

Start open

Vocabulary

Detail oriented

Coupon organizer for storage



Is it a trick?

Method

Kids can 
explain: 
Shortcut

“Because __ 
said so”: 

Trick

Definition

New term: 
Mnemonic

Based on 
previous terms:

Trick



Types of Tricks
•Imprecise Language

•Methods Eliminating Options

•Tricks Students Misinterpret

•Math as Magic



Global Math Department and #MTBoS

To join in on the fun visit 
ExploreMTBoS.wordpress.com

We are passionate math teachers 
who take pride in sharing our 

best math teaching ideas.

http://www.exploremtbos.wordpress.com/


Math Makes Sense
There are 125 sheep and 5 dogs in the flock. 

How old is the shepherd?

http://robertkaplinsky.com/how-old-is-the-shepherd/



Math Makes Sense
There are 125 sheep and 5 dogs in the flock. 

How old is the shepherd?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kibaFBgaPx4 =

http://robertkaplinsky.com/how-old-is-the-shepherd/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kibaFBgaPx4 =


Math Makes Sense
There are 125 sheep and 5 dogs in the flock. 

How old is the shepherd?

75% of the class of 8th graders and 100% of the class 
of 6th graders he asked gave a numerical answer. 

http://robertkaplinsky.com/how-old-is-the-shepherd/



Let’s Do Some Math!

◦ How would you solve the problems on your own?

◦ How might a student solve these problems?

◦ What are some possible misconceptions/errors?

◦ What tricks might cause students to make mistakes?



Teacher Tactics!
Handouts

White space

Lines for sentences

Grids for figures

Accommodate for different handwriting



Math Mistakes
What mistakes might you expect?



Math Mistakes
Two negatives make a positive

1 http://mathmistakes.org/?p=328 2 http://mathmistakes.org/?p=424



Two negatives make a positive

Fix:

Define subtraction as 
adding the opposite.



Number Lines 
for Adding Integers



Teacher Tactics!
Vertical Number Lines

More intuitive

Many kids don’t know left from right (yet!)

Equally valid to use y-axis or x-axis



Math Mistakes
What mistakes might you expect on this problem?



Math Mistakes
Cross multiply… cross something!

http://mathmistakes.org/?p=1320



Cross Multiply

Fix:

One way to solve proportions is to 
treat them like any other equation –
use inverse operations.



Inverse Operations



Math Mistakes
What mistakes might you expect on these problems?



Math Mistakes
Exponent Rules

http://mathmistakes.org/?p=959



Exponent Rules
The rules are not tricks, except for students who think 
they are magic.

Fix:

Teach students to go back to examples and the 
definition of exponent when they forget a 
generalization.



Understanding Exponents

https://teacher.desmos.com/activitybuilder/custom/57d88ac29775ad6a0d6b878d

https://teacher.desmos.com/activitybuilder/custom/57d88ac29775ad6a0d6b878d


Understanding Exponents



Math Mistakes
What mistakes might you expect on this problem?



Math Mistakes
Switch the side, switch the sign

http://mathmistakes.org/?p=639



Switch the Side, Switch the Sign

Fix:

Inverse operations

Teach the meaning of 
the equality symbol





Research Says

“Data from the 13 million students who took PISA tests showed 

that the lowest achieving students worldwide were those who 

used a memorization strategy – those who thought of math as a 

set of methods to remember and who approached math by 

trying to memorize steps. The highest achieving students were 

those who thought of math as a set of connected, big ideas.”

http://hechingerreport.org/memorizers-are-the-lowest-achievers-and-other-common-core-math-surprises/

http://hechingerreport.org/memorizers-are-the-lowest-achievers-and-other-common-core-math-surprises/


Nixing Tricks
Is HARD!
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Hard for kids who have already learned them



Nixing Tricks
Is HARD!

Hard for kids who have already learned them

Hard for kids who are used to learning them



Nixing Tricks
Is HARD!

Hard for kids who have already learned them

Hard for kids who are used to learning them

Hard for teachers who have them in their vocabulary



Nixing Tricks



Nixing Tricks

Students have no idea how to undo a trick – because they don’t 
know what they are doing!

Understanding something includes having an idea of the inverse.



Attend to Precision

Operation Inverse

Add Subtract

Multiply Divide

Cross Multiply ?

FOIL ??



Attend to 
Precision

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide.aspx?sid=20



FOIL

Fix:

Use the distributive property.



FOIL



FOIL



FOIL



Teacher Tactics!
Offer Students Choice

Show multiple strategies

Share the benefits of each

Don’t make it a false choice



Focus on Understanding

With Tricks Students:
◦Are stuck if they forget



Focus on Understanding

With Tricks Students:
◦Are stuck if they forget
◦Generalize to dissimilar contexts
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Focus on Understanding

With Tricks Students:
◦Are stuck if they forget
◦Generalize to dissimilar contexts
◦Don’t generalize to similar context



It’s Not Too Late

See mistakes?
Focus on the positive.

Even if they learned tricks 
before they can still relearn 
that math makes sense.



Interesting Methods

More Math!
◦How would you solve the problems on your own? 
◦What insights could you/students use to solve 
these problems? 

◦How do those methods compare to traditional 
ones?



Interesting Methods

12(2x + 4) – 3 = 141 



Interesting Methods

12(2x + 4) – 3 = 141 
12(2x + 4) = 144

2x + 4        = 12
2x               = 8

x                = 4



Interesting Methods

Jill had 72 candies. 
She gave the same number to 
each of her three brothers. 
There were 48 candies left over. 



Interesting Methods
Jill had 72 candies. 
She gave the same number to each of her three brothers. 
There were 48 candies left over. 

What do you know? 
Label the parts of the diagram with information from the problem.

Write an equation based on the model.
Solve the equation.
Write your answer in a sentence.

Visualpatterns.org

fawnnguyen.com
fawnnguyen.com


Interesting Methods

You have seven cups of dog 
food. You use two-thirds of a 
cup of food at each meal. 



Interesting Methods

You have seven cups of dog 
food. You use two-thirds of a 
cup of food at each meal. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUKbL_OL_-Q

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUKbL_OL_-Q


Interesting Methods



Interesting Methods



Interesting Methods





Interesting Methods



Interesting Methods



Interesting Methods



Interesting Methods

=25



DRT vs. TRD, Prove Your Tricks
Students: “This is easy! Just use the DRT triangle”

Mr. Cox: “I learned the TRD triangle.”

S1: “No, that won't work. That's not what he told us.”

S2 : “He said it didn't matter how we wrote it.”

Mr. Cox: “So which is it; does one work or are they the 
same? Make your case and be ready to defend it.”

http://coxmath.blogspot.com/2014/04/dirty-triangles.html



Why Am I Teaching This?
How Did They Get Here?

http://whyamiteachingthis.weebly.com/

Progressions videos: 
Counting to Cardinality: https://vimeo.com/157838163 

Addition and Subtraction: 
https://vimeo.com/157768846
Multiplication: https://vimeo.com/149428217
Division: https://vimeo.com/153668928

http://whyamiteachingthis.weebly.com/
https://vimeo.com/157838163
https://vimeo.com/157768846
https://vimeo.com/149428217
https://vimeo.com/153668928


NixTheTricks.com
See other’s ideas

Make a suggestion

Have a debate

http://www.nixthetricks.com/
http://www.nixthetricks.com/


Now What?



Rate this presentation on the conference app!

Search “NCTM” in your app store or follow the 
link at nctm.org/confapp to download

Join in the conversation! #NCTMannual
Presenters: @crstn85 and @mythagon

Download slides, card sort and handout from 
the online planner at nctm.org/planner


