
Page 1 |  Bringing Joy to Uninspired Teachers of Math Bringing Joy to Uninspired Teachers of Math  | Page PB

TOUCHSTONE STRATEGY #2

“DO” MATH

“Wow” students on the first night of class by doing lab-type experiential tasks for 
nursery school through grade 6.

With little fanfare (but a lot of preparation on my part 

before students arrive) I intentionally aim to “wow” 

my students right away. My goal is to shock them with a 

colorful and joyful view of what math teaching can look like 

across grades N-6. Graphs with materials to manipulate, and 

at times even taste, are up on walls or on tables for different 

stages of abstraction.  A classic racing dice game is there to be 

played in Kindergarten or in more depth at Grade Six. Charts 

exist on walls with ponderable math questions, materials are 

on the table for measuring and drawing conclusions from 

those measurements about the idea of the “mean,” etc.  These 

tasks surround the room at lab tables and on walls. As soon 

as they fill out their math autobiography, they get up and do 

the 11 or 12 tasks around the room. I always tell them to find 

a friend and work cooperatively on the tasks for support.  

They wander with smiles, happily tasting white or purple 

grape juice and place their empty cup on one of two columns 

on the vinyl coated graph.  The resulting lines of cups 

demonstrate a three-dimensional “real” graph showing 

drink preferences for 4- to 5-year-olds. A noticeable active 

noise erupts and laughter ensues. They are immediately 

‘doing’ math.  At one learning station, they are expected to 

measure their heights with little white Cuisenaire Rods, 

graph the data using post-it notes, and ponder the shape 

of the emerging graph and where the next person will most 

likely place their post-it.  At another station they have to 

toss two dice as many times as they can, recording on a 

2-12 chart when each sum turns up. Which sum do they 

anticipate will win?  Why?  A question on their worksheet 

asks which sum they think will reach the top of the grid first. 

They enter their results and we compile a Sums that Won 

Class Chart.  What is the theoretical probability of your 

‘winning number’ winning the next time you play?   This and 

about eleven other tasks across the age span generate a lot 

of open conversation, laughter, and pondering about what 

the course might entail.  

Things they write inform me about their reaction to that 

night and invariably begin to inform my assistant and me 

about their prior math lives. Right away we start hearing 

expressed emotions, fears, excitement, and expressions of 

attitudes and values. The affective realm is out there in full 

view. The seeds for the course are planted.

Here are a few of their comments evidenced in their math 

journals after the very first night of class:

Doing the exercises, from the racing dice to the pea pod 
estimations, was really compelling. Something that might 
seem “simple” on the outset actually stimulates much deeper 
thinking, even in adults. Why did most people end up with 
sevens and eights as a total with the dice? Why did people 
choose the white grape juice over the red? These group 
activities made me realize that I will have to be in a constant 
state of questioning and will have to likely break up any 
preconceived notions and assumptions I’ve had in the past, in 
order to get the most out of this course (Caitlin, Spring 2017).

Last week we had our first class of Educ 540. Walking out 
of class that night, I felt something I had never felt before; 
excited about math. To me, this was a big deal. The reason 
being that in the past, whenever walking in or out of a 
classroom where the topic involved math, I would have been 
overcome with anxiety.

This class began with our professor asking us to recall our 
experience with math before grade six and one overall word 
to describe this experience. I wrote down some of the phrases 
my classmates shared; stressed, confusion, anxiety, trauma, 
and horror. Most of my classmates shared a word that implied 
their experience with math before grade six was negative. I 
began to analyze why exactly my experience was so negative, 
and I realized that learning math lowered my self-esteem and 
confidence. I was unable to grasp the concepts fully we were 
learning in math class, and this caused me to classify myself 
as “not smart.” This feeling followed me each year, and before 
I even entered into a new math class, I already had that 
feeling of inevitable failure. 

However, this class made me excited about math because I 
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want to learn how to best teach math in a way that students 
will not feel the same way myself and my classmates felt. 
There are so many fantastic resources and ideas about 
teaching math in a way that fully supports students, and I 
can’t wait to learn about them. My professor also made it 
clear that he believes each student learns best in a different 
way. This philosophy made me hopeful as I wholeheartedly 
agree and believe in the importance of considering each 
student individually. When I was younger, I wished my 
teachers would have considered the fact that each student 
learns differently and just because one strategy worked 
for my classmate, that didn’t necessarily mean it was 
appropriate for me (Katherine, Sp 2017). 

 

I am always amused by the delight on people’s faces during 

this first session. I observe and take note of each person’s 

reaction. Is there a sign of joy; of fear, of confusion? Does 

anyone appear very uncomfortable? Towards the end of 

that first class I remind people of the electronic link that was 

sent to them a month earlier in my introductory welcome 

letter. The emailed letter had included the course outline, 

lists of assignments, and required books for the course, 

however I never spend the first night with such details. I ask 

them to carefully read those materials again and come with 

questions, all of which will be addressed next session. My 

intention is to be invitational and inspirational on the first 

night. I will admit that occasionally some people drop the 

class as a result. Sometimes they are just not ready to handle 

the kind of shift this night lays foundation for. When they are 

ready they will return. 
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Here are the photos for you to design for each task

Some of the interactive tasks done by students on the first night of class

 #1  #2

 #3  #4

 #5  #6

See the following photos:

1. How many peas are there in your pea pod? 2. Our preferred juice drink. 3. Our class’s heights in white Cuisenaire Rods.  

4. Our class’s Racing Dice results. 5. Do you have a dog, a cat, or neither at home? 6. Is the circumference of the tennis can 

longer than, shorter than, or the same length as the tennis can itself?  What math that you likely learned in Middle School 

should quickly give you the answer?




