
Be kind to yourself and the kids in your care. Having a fight every day 
about math sounds terrible, so when it’s time to stop, it’s time to stop, even if it was 15 
minutes, but then come back!  
Math might be hard for you, or, the kids in your care, and it’s fine to acknowledge that, but avoid 
claims about talent. 
It’s important to convey that math is something that everyone can learn (and, that’s true!), 
although it takes work and struggle. 
But, the more that you work at it, the better you get and the faster and more you’re able to learn. 
By talking about effort, rather than ability, with kids, you can help them adopt this way of thinking 
too! Practice with skills is important--and, when we don’t practice,  
we lose them. Let’s talk about some ways to incorporate practice, including ways that feel like 
fun, not just drill.  
Fact families--a quick way to practice 
There are a lot of games you can play, but two that I really like:   
With a deck of cards, you can “slam 10” -- 
Split the deck in half, flip cards like you’re playing war, and the object is to make groups of cards 
that  
add to 10 (or, any other number) and slam them down!  The person who slams the most 10s in 
1 minute or 2 minutes or… wins! 
       “24”--although for younger kids, maybe “12” or “10” is the better name.  You pick some 
numbers, for 24, I pick 4, and you have to find a way to use them and the operations of addition, 
subtraction, multiplication, and division (with grouping!) to get to 24. For example, if you picked 
4, 6, 8, and 2, you have to find a way to get 24…  So, you might do 2x6 is 12, and 8 plus 4 is 12, 
and add 12 and 12 and you’ve got 24. For an added challenge, ask, “can you find another 
way?”  Oooh, 8x4 is 32, minus 6 is 26, minus 2 is 24…   
What about another? Measuring stuff around the house or while helping with home repair--tape 
measures, measuring cups, scales…  Have them estimate first, then measure!  Ask how ‘good’ 
their guess was! Scaling recipes while cooking--you can make 2 batches or half a batch, you 
can make 3 batches or ¼ a batch…  Give younger kids doubling and halving, older kids might 
enjoy the challenge of a fraction.  
Looking for all the things in the house that have a certain shape. this helps kids identify circles, 
triangles, sqares and rectangles.  
           For Middle Grades students, maybe the best way to practice and build skills is 
Khan Academy (www.khanacademy.org). It's free, the content is leveled, so for 
example, you could click "5th grade math" and be pretty sure that the content is what 
the student in your care should be working on, and, most importantly, there's both 
examples and lots of practice. If a child does a problem correctly, they move on, if they 
make a mistake, they get immediate feedback and the chance to try again. 
 
         Immediate feedback is really good for kids because it can help them correct their 
work and ways of thinking--one move you could do to help your learner is ask, "why?" a 
lot!  Khan Academy is good for skill practice, but not as much for understanding of the 
ideas, and you asking why can help your learner a lot! 
 
 
But, being good at math goes beyond skill, it’s about curiosity and noticing patterns and asking 
“why?” asking “why” should be your go-to move.  
Listen carefully to the response. Is the kid just narrating steps?  First I did this, then I did 
this…Or, does the narration include goals, “I wanted to X, so I did Y”?  Or, reasons why the step 



would accomplish the goal? “I knew that doing this would help because…”When you ask “why?” 
try to push for those more detailed explanations! Ask, “oh, what were you trying to do?” Or, “why 
did you think that would work?” And, don’t settle for “because my teacher told me to do it this 
way”!    
Much like reading, math is word-rich, but we use words differently!   We pay attention to 
language, and, the more specific and detailed explanations thatstudents can offer, the better 
they usually are at math. So that why question you just asked--you want detail and specific 
answers! It doesn’t matter if they’re using the “right math words,” but it does matter how clearly 
the student can communicate their thinking and what parts of the problem they’re talking about.  
The one big difference between “math words” and regular words is that math words have only 1 
definition, and, it’s VERY specific, if you change any of the words in the definition, you end up 
with a whole new idea!  While “rose” might mean a plant, or color, or even a wine, in math a 
word means exactly 1 thing.  You can even “drill” vocabulary in math like if you were learning a 
second or third language (although it’s pretty boring).   The big take-away is make it part of your 
day, make it fun, and even a few minutes at a time, with both practice and curiosity, distributed 
over the day, can be incredibly helpful. 
 


