| Making Math Natural and Fun

the problem-posing strategy identi-
fied by Brown and Walter (1990).
Children and teachers identify at-
tributes of a story, ask what-if ques-
tions, and investigate those ques-
tions that are of highest interest.
For example, in The Doorbell Rang,
12 children share 12 chocolate-chip
cookies. If the number of children
is changed or if there is more than
one kind of cookie, children may
investigate how the story would
turn out differently. The children’s
results may be presented in draw-
ings, stories, charts or graphs,
drama, or manipulation of objects,
all with an accompanying explana-
tion of the math involved.

By participating in this process
and posing their own questions and
searching for solutions, children
are empowered. “Engaging in this
kind of problem generation helps
learners to break the right-answer
syndrome and demonstrates the
infinite array of possible modifica-
tions” (Whitin & Wilde 1992, 16).
Children gain great satisfaction and
confidence when they tackle these
often difficult and ill-defined prob-
lems (Katz & Chard 2000). Rather
than simply applying the for-
mula or algorithm taught in
the day’s math class, they
thoughtfully apply skills to
solve problems they find im-
portant (NCTM 2000). They
see themselves as mathemati-
cians. Understanding is deep-
ened and new ideas are cre-
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ated (Brown & Wal-
ter 1990). Teachers,
along with the chil-
dren, become cre-
ators of curriculum
rather than abdicat-
ing decisionmaking to
textbook publishers.

General
suggestions

When using chil-
dren’s books in math class, teachers
should keep the following in mind.

* Read books first for pleasure.
Avoid immediately following the
initial reading with activities. When
children are continually asked to
do an activity after reading a book,
their desire to read and be read to
can diminish, and they eventually
may dread the introduction of any
new book.

¢ Choose activities that are open-
ended, encourage multiple re-
sponses, and allow children to use
and do math for authentic pur-
poses. Any activity that follows the
reading of a book should grow natu-

Use of the book Just a Little
Bit for teaching balance
provides children with the
opportunity to live as well
as learn mathematics

Thoughtful inclusion of
high-quality children's
books in the math
curriculum significantly
enhances children's
interest and leads to
meaningful investigations.

rally from the
book to questions
or insight.

¢ Look for both
fictional and in-
formational texts
in which the ask-
ing of mathemati-
cal questions en-
hances children’s
understanding,
provides new per-
spectives, or in-
stills a skeptical attitude.

¢ Model a sense of wonder. Dem-
onstrate how to ask questions,
search for solutions, and repre-
sent findings. Use charts, graphs,
timelines, cross-sections, diagrams,
illustrations, drama, music, poems,
stories, and written explanations to
show results of investigations.

* Beware of the use of KWL charts
(What do you Know? What do you
Want to know or Wonder about?
What have you Learned?). When chil-
dren have little experience with a
concept or topic, there is little they
want to know. For them to know
something or to have questions
about a topic, they need experiences
to draw upon (Helm & Katz 2001).
Teachers often must introduce a new
topic by providing new experiences.
Only then can children ask meaning-
ful questions that lead to interesting
and productive investigations.

A cautionary note

Attention given to children’s books
by textbook publishers has resulted
in a proliferation of trade books de-
signed to be used across the curricu-
lum. Unfortunately, publishers some-
times sacrifice the elements of
good literature for elements they
perceive to be highly marketable. As
a result, many books are poorly writ-
ten and illustrated, and others are
merely workbooks in disguise. Such
books, according to Austin, “distort
the purpose of children’s literature,
are an insult to children’s intelli-
gence, and are potentially damaging
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to a child’s motivation and interest in
reading” (1998, 119).

Books that force math content,
such as Just Enough Carrots (Murphy
1997), Mission Addition (Leedy 1997),
and The M&M’s Brand Chocolate
Candies Counting Book, are little
more than collections of facts. In

the first story of Mission Addition,
the children in Miss Prime’s class-
room try to solve the mystery of
missing chocolate-chip cookies.
They collect evidence and present
it as sums; for example, one child’s
discovery of blond hairs is accom-
panied by a poster showing blond

hairs and the sum 3 + 5 = 8. The in-
vestigative nature of the story is
sacrificed so that sums can be
shown. To top it off, the story ends
with a mathematics lesson: “The
numbers you add together are
called addends. The answer is the
sum.” And to cement the workbook
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