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G.I.F.T.S. – Great Ideas for Teaching Students


Title: Writing in Mathematics
Objective(s): To enhance student learning and understanding of mathematical concepts, help students create the connections between the concepts, and increase retention of the material learned.
Activities: Writing can be incorporated in various ways into a mathematics course. Short essay-based problems, journals, projects, self-evaluations, letters and research papers are examples of writing activities that can be used in a mathematics course.
We focus on the method of using short impromptu writing assignments in a mathematics course. This method is suitable for all levels of courses. At the beginning of the class, instructor asks students to respond in writing to the question on the board in five minutes. The question is related to that day’s topic and serves to help students recall earlier material related to the topic and focus their attention on the lecture. Students can get prepared for this activity by reading the material before class. Student responses can be collected for a quick review or the activity can be followed with a whole class discussion to obtain a quick summary of responses.
Pros: This exercise makes the first five minutes of class valuable which may sometimes be disorganized because of students coming late to the classroom. Students will try to arrive on time not to miss the activity and students who already arrived early will not waste time by waiting idly. It helps the class to focus and identifies areas of students’ confusion.
Cons: It takes away from the valued class time. Latecomers feel left out since they missed the activity. Collecting all the responses to see where the students are may be difficult to do in a short period of time.
Assessment strategy: Students can receive class participation points for completing this activity. The instructor can collect the short responses at the end of the class and skim through to see if the students are in sync with the lectures. The assessment criteria should not be strict though since that will inhibit the freeness of the responses.
Lessons Learned: If the questions are too open-ended, the students generally do not know how to reply. If the questions are too directed, then the answer does not prompt students to think critically. Constructing good questions takes time and requires some experience.
Resources: ( J. Meier and T. Rishel, “Writing in the Teaching and Learning of Mathematics”, MAA Notes Number 48, 1998.
( A. Sterrett (ed.), “Using Writing to Teach Mathematics”, MAA Notes Number 16, 1990.
