Classroom Activity Contest

Sponsored by the Faculty Committee on Student Retention


SUBMISSION FORM

1. Describe your classroom activity.   “Let’s Use Both Sides of Out Brains”

Psychologists and others have often described learning as occurring in the right and left sides of the brain.  Some people have strong mathematical skills (left side) and others have strong linguistic or tactile skills (right side).  I teach Introduction To Algebra and most of the students do not have strong mathematical skills but many have good linguistic skills and like explanations and examples.  When I teach the math we first describe everything with words and the students write all of the words on paper so they are using many senses and concentrating on the meaning of the math.  Next we learn the translation from the words to symbols and symbols to words and these are written in their notes so the students now have a good feel for what all of the symbols mean.  The students then write a set of steps with plain old English terms of how to work the problem.  Finally an example is written.  The students now have a very complete picture of not only how to do the math but why they are doing it.  They also have simply worded instructions to guide them in their work.

2. Why did you choose this particular activity? 

Most of the students who struggle with math have difficulty with the common math instruction of just working the problem.  Their intuitive skills are not that strong so a teacher can work one or many examples and the students, “just don’t see it.”  The words and math approach helps many more students because they have a deductive approach and it is backed up with simple-worded instructions.  As one student told me, “You know I like this approach because it helps us who do not have a good brain for math.”
3. What are the activity outcomes? 

The outcomes are that the students can recognize a particular type of problem and then know the steps to take to work the problem.  Most of the students’ skills really improve because they now put all of their steps down and they know why they are doing the steps.  Errors decrease on tests and by the end of the term many students obtain A’s or B’s on the final.  The biggest outcome is that many finally feel good about the math because they have worked some very difficult problems and have done all of the steps correctly!

4. What were the intended activity outcomes? 

The intended outcomes were to give students a more complete understanding of the math and not just “work problems.”  I have seen some of the students long after the course has ended and they have told me that they thought they had to write too much but that all of the writing really helped and now they still use the notes and they also try and approach math understanding all of the words and reasons behind the steps.

