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	Remarks on Number Talks versus the Math Talk Community
Remarks on Number Talks Related to the Math Talk Community

Number Talks are too often being done in ways that reduce what students can learn.  Limitations of Number Talks are summarized in the left column of the table below on the next page.  How to build beyond each limitation is described in the right column.  If you are a Math Expressions teacher doing Number Talks, please use what you have learned about student thinking to elicit and support student thinking and Math Talk every day throughout your Math Expressions class.  The lessons in the Teacher Edition will help you do this.  Move away from doing Number Talks and instead build your nurturing Math Talk classroom every day throughout the lesson.  Please do not take time away from Math Expressions for Number Talks for all of the reasons shown in the table below.  

You can read more about the problems in this article: 
Fuson, K. C. & Leinwand, S. (2023). Building equitable Math Talk classrooms.  Mathematics Teacher Learning and Teaching, 116 (3), March, 164-173. 2023 

To download and read the article click on Publications in the menu at the top of this website and click on the Download column for this article in the table.

The table on the next page is from the above article.  It summarizes limitations of Number Talks and how to overcome these limitations.  It is used with permission.
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Table2 Building on the Foundation of Number Talks

Aspects of Number Talks

Number Talks are often used as lesson openers,
separate from, and before, the core part of

the lesson to which the powerful strategies of
Number Talks are not transferred.

Many teachers incorporate student justification
and discussion into their Number Talks, but
fail to adapt regular mathematics teaching to
include similar and consistent justification and

As often recommended, many teachers

limit students to only mental methods

when conducting Number Talks and rarely
expand the Number Talk to include visual
representations that can support solutions and
enhance instruction. Giving students access to
whiteboards, markers, or pencils can reduce
student thinking into just using an algorithm,
but broadening Number Talks beyond mental
‘mathematics can be a safe place for students to
practice the use, demonstration, and defense of
‘multiple representations.

Teachers write and draw the methods that
students describe orally so that they are visible
to the entire class.

Number Talks are often stimulated by naked
computation exercises.

Parker and Humphreys (2018) explain that they
ask teachers to do all of the recording of student
thinking for three main reasons: “(1) clear
communication, (2) accurate representation,
and (3) precise mathematical notation” (p. 87).

Expanding Number Talks to Math Talk Classrooms

Students need good teaching every day throughout their mathematics
class. All mathematics classes should include students explaining their
thinking. Number Talks can help teachers learn how to elicit and support
student thinking. But then it is vital that teachers elicit and support
student thinking during the rest of grade-level mathematics lessons.

Akey aspect of the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics is
the third of the Standards for Mathematical Practice (SMP 3): “Construct
viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others.” Number

Talks are perfect vehicles for launching and practicing this focus on
justification and argument, but it is vital that teachers use such prompts
as “Why is that?”, “Can you explain your reasoning?”, “Can you convince
us?”, and “How did your brain picture that?” to expand these Number
Talk elements to mainstream instruction.

Many state and district standards ask teachers and students to use
visual representations because they support meaning-making and
learning. Not allowing students to use visual supports violates those
standards and reduces the opportunity to understand those standards.
Because this is what is expected in mainstream instruction, these
practices ought to extend, when appropriate, to Number Talks as part
of Math Talk Classrooms.

In addition, restricting students to mental solutions can reduce the
difficulty of problems that can be used to a level that might not measure
up in complexity to what is done in mainstream instruction. This is a
particular concern when teaching English language learners because
‘many such students are helped to solve and to explain by visual supports
that make the mathematical language and symbols meaningful. The
Math Talk Classroom benefits greatly from presentation, use, and
discussion of such visual representations.

Students may learn from this that only the teacher can write or draw to
show thinking. Students need to draw their own methods. Other students
and the teacher can help to correct and extend such drawings.

Teachers can open discussion of topics at any time within the regular
‘mathematics class by providing students with diagrams, objects, exercises,
tasks, or problems; by eliciting student methods; and by leading a
discussion that compares and relates the different methods, insights, and
approaches. All of a mathematics class needs to open problems to student
thinking and discussing, as is typically done with Number Talks.

Teachers can model how to represent student methods sometimes,

but students need to learn how to do accurate recording of their
thinking. Students also need to be able to make mistakes and then

edit and improve their representations and explanations. Discussing
student written solutions with mathematics drawings allows all of this
to happen and supports improving written representations to take
place by all students. If students are recording their own thinking in
drawings related to mathematical notation, often individually or in
pairs on whiteboards, the teacher is freed up to think deeply about

the student method and has more cognitive time to make the difficult
teaching decisions about what to elicit and how to focus discussion. The
explaining student, other students, and the teacher can raise questions
and extend thinking about a given drawing and method. Thus, everyone
learns about these three crucial aspects of mathematical representing.




