Glen Acres Elementary School



News from the Math Coach: Ms. Sommer
January 2010

Mathematics is more than Arithmetic
When we think “math,” most of us think “numbers.”  We remember learning our math facts and solving a page of computational problems.  It is important to note that our students are learning about and being assessed in five areas of mathematics: 
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1) Numbers and Operations 

2.) Measurement

3.) Geometry

4.) Algebraic Concepts

5.) Data Analysis and Probability
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Let’s take a moment to look at Geometry. This is an area many of our classrooms have already focused on or are currently focusing on. Geometry begins in Kindergarten with basic identification of 2-dimensional shapes and 3-dimensional solids.  Children learn the mathematical names of shapes, for example they learn to call a “diamond” a “rhombus.”  They learn the difference between a prism and pyramid.  In Kindergarten and first grade students use pattern blocks to explore the relationships between shapes such as triangles, rhombi, trapezoids and hexagons.  Our grade 1 teachers have taught students how to use a software program entitled SHAPES. It allows the children to use virtual pattern blocks to create designs, fill in outlines, and work with symmetry and reflection.  This computer activity supports the development of students’ spatial reasoning.  
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Exploration and discussion related to pattern blocks is extended through the grades as third graders begin to understand that an equilateral triangle is 1/6 of a hexagon, 1/3 of a trapezoid, and ½ of a rhombus. Fourth and fifth graders use their understanding of shapes and solids to work on area, perimeter, and volume. A deeper understanding of volume is developed through the use of boxes and cubic units. These activities feel like play to the children, may seem simple to adults, but offer the essential foundation for writing proofs in high school Geometry and understanding the principals of Trigonometry. Talk up the geometry found in our world!!
Coach’s Tip:

Try this website to access lots of math fun:  http://jmathpage.com 
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Some of our Glen Acres parents have had questions regarding the use of calculators in the elementary classroom.  Calculators fall into the ‘tool not toy’ category.

One of the goals of the elementary math curriculum is to ensure that all students are able to make sense of the four basic operations (+, -, ×, ÷) and to be able to use these operations successfully in computation and problem solving.

By the end of grade 5, students are expected to have achieved computational proficiency in addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of whole numbers (multipliers up to 2 digits, single-digit divisors or multiples of 10).  Students are also expected to be able to add and subtract fractions and decimals, multiply fractions, and multiply decimals (answer through hundredths).
Students are introduced to developmentally sound computational strategies throughout their elementary careers.  Some of these strategies may be unfamiliar to parents, as many parents (and teachers) were taught to add, subtract, multiply, and divide by using standard algorithms.  An algorithm is a series of steps that when applied in a set order, should achieve the desired end result.  Whether your child has mastered alternative strategies for computation, ones that make use of number and place value sense, or has adopted the use of the more traditional algorithms, it is expected that they can compute accurately without using a calculator. The more strategies they have, the more tools they have in their toolbox.  A screwdriver may not always do the trick.
Use of a calculator is encouraged for other reasons.  One could ask ‘what is the purpose of this exercise?’  If you are analyzing a large set of data, you may use a calculator to add and divide to find the mean of the data set.  In this case, we are assuming that students can add and divide successfully without using a calculator.  Using the calculator as a tool to expedite calculations allows for more time to discuss the implications of the results.

Calculator use is also encouraged for estimation, problem solving, and numerical exploration.  When you are faced with a multistep problem, and may not know where to start, using a calculator may allow students multiple points of entry and to explore different avenues to achieve a reasonable solution. 
