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We humans are social creatures. Whether it’s in a coffee shop or on Facebook,
we’re always looking for ways to interact. This need for interaction isn’t checked at
the door of a classroom. I believe that even in mathematics, we need to talk through
material in order to understand it.

Observers in my classroom would encounter a typical lecture format class. But
they would also see me up front walking around, making wild gestures, asking lots of
questions, and patiently waiting for students to explain their reasoning. A successful
class is one in which I’m not the lone voice.

During each class meeting, I begin by letting the students ask questions. If I
received emails the night before about particular questions, then I will start by dis-
cussing those for everyone – since if one person has it, many more probably do, too.
Before we begin a lesson, I try to relate the new material with previously learned
topics, and give the class a roadmap of where we will be going.

To help build a positive environment for learning, I go further than just remem-
bering names. I build rapport with my students by talking with them in the minutes
before class. For example, Mizzou joined the SEC, and Nick and Zoe drove the con-
versation that way. Maximilian and I have talked about playing Diablo 2. These
small interactions go a long way toward building an atmosphere of mutual respect,
which I believe is essential for classroom learning.

This was recently demonstrated in my classroom when we were working out a word
problem – a very practical application of solving systems of linear equations. A stu-
dent, a Marine sergeant, excitedly declared, in language befitting a sailor, “Finally,
this [stuff] makes sense!” This comfortable utterance helped me gauge his under-
standing of what I feel is the most important aspect of a mathematical topic: the
underlying concepts.

In solving problems, we do need to be mindful of sign errors or arithmetic mistakes,
but I believe that the final numeric answer is the least important part of a problem.

It is important to motivate new concepts before they are introduced. I try to
regularly structure my lecture examples and quizzes in such a way as to build on each
other so that students can see the development of a concept, or the relation of a new
topic to something familiar. For example, I might include a brief diversion into the
average of two numbers before introducing the midpoint formula.

I certainly want my students to be able to pass my course at the end of the semester.
But I also want them to be be able to take their strengthened problem-solving skills
into other areas. I want them to emphasize process over product. I hope that they
leave with better self confidence in math. And I hope they are a little less afraid to
make mistakes.


