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#mathscpdchat 22 June 2021 

 

How do you help students learn to use algebra to reason from given information to 

missing information? 

Hosted by David Helsby 

 

This is a brief summary of the discussion – to see all the tweets, follow the hashtag 

#mathscpdchat in Twitter 

 

 

 

Among the links shared during the discussion were:  

 

median: don steward: mathematics teaching 10-16 which is the well-known large collection of 

clearly-presented valuable tasks created by the late Don Steward. The tasks facilitate and 

enhance the mathematics learning and teaching of school mathematics. It was shared by David 

Helsby  

 

https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://donsteward.blogspot.com/
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths


 

ncetm.org.uk | 2 

 

both ways which is one of the many tasks created and presented by the late Don Steward. This 

task is a simple introduction to algebraic expressions, with generalising and proof as a central 

feature. It was shared by David Helsby  

 

Collection of 'classroom ready' versions of resources from Improving Learning in Mathematics 

which are free-to-download files on Craig Barton’s website. Craig describes them as ‘the pdfs 

and PowerPoints of the main activities which I have found really engage and challenge my 

students’. It was shared by David Helsby  

 

Chapter 8: Algebra ... in Children's understanding of mathematics: 11-16 which is a paper by 

Dietmar Küchemann. The author explains what can be deduced from the responses of students 

to test items (from extended research) that sample a wide range of typical secondary school 

algebra. The detailed analysis reveals important considerations for planning the teaching of 

algebra to students of any age. It was shared by Mary Pardoe 

 

 

The screenshots below, of chains of tweets posted during the chat, show parts of three 

conversations; about teaching KS3/4 students to understand and use algebra, about a primary 

teacher’s ‘way in’ to teaching algebra explicitly, and about tasks intended to help students use 

algebra in their reasoning. Click on any of these screenshots-of-a-tweet to go to that actual 

tweet on Twitter. 

The conversations were generated by this tweet from David Helsby: 

 

and included these from Gemma Scott and David Helsby: 

 

 

https://donsteward.blogspot.com/2011/08/both-ways.html
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
http://www.mrbartonmaths.com/teachers/rich-tasks/standards-units.html
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309033356_Chapter_8_Algebra
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://twitter.com/DirectorMaths
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407398388350521357
https://twitter.com/DirectorMaths/status/1407401357959643141
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407402211009830912


 

ncetm.org.uk | 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

these from David Helsby, Martyn Yeo and Mary Pardoe: 

 

 

 

https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://twitter.com/martynyeouk
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary
https://twitter.com/DirectorMaths/status/1407403074587615239
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407406139504054280
https://twitter.com/DirectorMaths/status/1407406833761980421
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407409254101929985
https://twitter.com/DirectorMaths/status/1407410838214955011
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407399354995032074
https://twitter.com/martynyeouk/status/1407401756271783937
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407403634476847105
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and these from David Helsby and Mary Pardoe: 

 

 

https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary
https://twitter.com/martynyeouk/status/1407404934816055297
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary/status/1407405844145258511
https://twitter.com/martynyeouk/status/1407406318898515969
https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407410515178053643
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary/status/1407411384317616131
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https://twitter.com/PardoeMary/status/1407412237032165378
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 (to read the discussion sequence generated by any tweet look at the ‘replies’ to that tweet) 

 

 

 

Other areas where discussion focused were: 

 

the host first reminded contributors of the main question of the chat, which was ‘how do 

you help students learn to use algebra to reason from given information to missing 

information?’ … some of the resulting discussion is represented in the sequence of 

screenshots of tweets reproduced above:             

• there was also a discussion about using algebra discs ‘because they (the students) are 

already familiar with them in Year 7 from adding with negative numbers’ … a teacher 

tweeted some images showing some ways in which he uses algebra tiles, such as this 

image, as an example of how he uses them to represent linear expressions … 

https://twitter.com/MrHelsbyMaths/status/1407411608435974150
https://twitter.com/PardoeMary/status/1407413658506903554
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… and added this comment: 

 

 

the host tweeted this poll, in order ‘to get people talking’ … 
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… to which there were only two response-tweets during the chat … 

 

 

 

the host asked teachers what their ‘first’ lesson that included algebra typically looks like; 

one resulting discussion is shown in the sequence of screenshots of tweets above, but 

there were other replies too: 

• a teacher commented that in a ‘first lesson involving algebra’ she would ‘explain that we are 

looking at the language of maths’ and ‘introduce the concept of touching signifying 

multiplication’ … ‘and so a + a + a = 3a and talk about why that’s useful’; 

• another teacher would start with ‘algebraic notation, a comparison with arithmetic, 

showing the similarity of language, the meaning of 3(a + b), for example, and the link to the 

distributive law’ … the host commented that ‘a really strong understanding of number (and 

therefore arithmetic) seems to be key’; 

• a substantial discussion was generated by a tweet in which a teacher mentioned that 

another teacher had once told his pupils that ‘he had 3 apples and 2 bananas, and 

wished there was a quicker way to write it, and the children suggested 3a and 2b’ … 

in reply a teacher posted this tweet … 
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        … and later commented that ‘I would avoid ‘a’ and ’b’ when discussing number of apples 

and bananas’ to make it less likely for pupils to interpret ‘3a’ as ‘three apples’ (rather than 

‘three times the number of apples’) and ‘2b’ as ‘two bananas’ (rather than ‘two times the 

number of bananas’) … a contributor to the chat then tweeted these two images of extracts 

from Chapter 8 (written by Dietmar Küchemann) in Children’s Understanding of 

Mathematics 11-16 (2005) edited by Kath Hart (link provided above), in which the author 

reports and discusses implications of findings from substantial research … 
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        … which prompted this short discussion: 

 

• there was a very brief discussion about the meaning of ‘variable’, during which an image of 

this extract from the Chapter 8 referred to above was tweeted: 
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the host asked contributors about tasks that their students have worked on in which the 

students have opportunities to use their algebraic skills to reason mathematically … as 

this was asked near the end of the hour-long chat there was only one response, which is 

shown in the sequence of screenshots-of-tweets-linked-to-the-actual-tweets provided 

above. 

 

 


