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How We Use This Book

How do you spend time in class?

Our dominant class modes are group work and teacher-led discus-
sions with the whole class.  We don’t use the books purely as work-
books.  Some classes can work through several problems on their 
own with periodic check-ins, but just as often the teacher will choose 
one problem as a way of introducing a topic, anticipating the details 
that a class might have trouble with.

We give students a significant amount of time to work on each 
problem, and the type of hints we give vary with the needs of the 
class.  We value the conversation more than we value getting through 
many problems quickly.

Just because a formula, theorem, or principle does not appear in our 
textbook, does not mean that we do not intend to discuss the topic in 
class.  Many problems are intended to prompt student discussion and 
questions to lead to the introduction of important concepts, and in-
deed this is how we spend much of class time.  Were students to see 
the result already written in the textbook, they would lose the opportu-
nity to construct their own questions and make conjectures.
  
We section our classes (roughly by interest and ability) so that every 
student can be in a class where they can keep up with the discussion, 
and so that students can make discoveries together.  

Our classes are (usually) 90-minute blocks, held on alternate school 
days.

Why is there a “Habits of Mind” lesson at the beginning of every 
chapter?  What’s the difference between “Development,” “Prac-
tice,” “Problems,” etc?

The Habits of Mind lesson is a collection of problems designed to 
teach a particular problem-solving strategy, usually done concurrently 
with the other lessons in the chapter. These problems generally have a 
playful feel.  A given homework assignment might contain one habits 
problem.  Teachers strive to make connections between the habits of 
mind students are using in the current habits lesson and the ways they 
approach problems in the content lessons.

Within a content lesson, students develop the ideas behind the topic 
of the lesson and do practice problems to make sure they have the 
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basics down, and then progress to the “Problems” section.  “Prob-
lems” are all related to the topic at hand, but often admit of multiple 
solution methods, involve connections to other areas of mathematics, 
and require thought beyond copying some model students have seen 
before.  For more information on the structure of a lesson see  
http://parkmath.com/curriculum/.

The book doesn’t contain many formulas or example problems.  
How are students expected to know how to do basic problems?

We want students to be the authors of their own mathematics.  We 
expect students to take notes in class and keep track of important 
results themselves, with the idea that there is value in figuring out how 
to put into words what they have discovered.  Each teacher has a 
different way of handling this.  Some teachers have their class keep a 
“toolkit,” a collection of facts and examples that the class has agreed 
are important.  In any case, a large part of the teacher’s role is to point 
out what parts of the assigned problems and discussion are important 
to remember for later.

Depending on the needs of the class, we might provide extra practice 
before tackling the “problems” section of the lesson.

Some problems seem very difficult, or at least difficult for stu-
dents to figure out without direct instruction.  Can students really 
do the problems in this book?

Students are not expected to solve all of their homework prob-
lems.  Rather, the harder problems serve as ways to get the discus-
sion going in class the next day.

Some problems are too hard to be homework problems; we assign 
them as group problems in class.

We don’t assign every problem in a lesson.  We choose problems to 
assign based on the interest and capability of each class.

… but yes, for the most part, students can handle the problems in this 
book, either on their own, in groups, or through discussion with their 
classmates and teacher.  Once students get used to each problem 
requiring some thought, they come to see investigating new problems 
as normal.  Practice with the habits of mind helps them to make sig-
nificant headway on problems that at first seem very difficult.
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How do you test on this material?  

The format of our tests is fairly traditional.  Our tests differ from tradi-
tional tests in that they are not particularly repetitive or computation-
based.  As is the case with the problems we assign, we include some 
problems that may not look exactly like problems that students have 
seen before.  We want to assess students’ ability to think flexibly 
about the mathematics they are studying.

The “right” way to assess students’ progress in mathematics is an 
ongoing conversation in our department.  We don’t feel that we’ve hit 
upon the perfect method. 

What is pacing like?

Each chapter of our book consists of one or two habits of mind les-
sons and three to six content lessons.  We spend about two to four 
weeks on each content lesson, with habits of mind problems assigned 
concurrently.  Depending on the pace of each class, we might get 
through three or four chapters in a year.
 
We don’t always test at the end of every lesson.  More often we test 
on one and a half or two lessons at a time, and we sometimes work in 
more than one lesson at once.

We skip some lessons with certain classes, either because they are 
too involved or because students would have seen the material be-
fore. 
 
 
 




