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Sense-Making, Discourse, and 
Culture in Mathematics Learning 

§  Students must have opportunities to… 
§  Learn mathematics through reasoning and 

sense-making. (Ellis, 2007) 
§  Engage in meaningful mathematical 

discussion. (Staples & Colonis, 2007) 
§  See themselves in mathematics and 

mathematics as part of themselves. (Nasir, 
Hand, & Taylor, 2008) 

§  Use language and culture as tools for 
mathematics learning. (Irizarry, 2007) 



Discourse in the 
Mathematics Classroom 
n Allows for repetition of linguistic terms and 

thinking processes 
n Pushes learners to organize their thoughts, 

negotiate meaning, back claims with 
evidence, ask for clarification 

n Requires learners to produce language 
n Allows learners to see how others think 
(Zwiers & Crawford 2011) 



My Question 

§ How can I better meet the needs of my 
students, including my ELLs, to support 
their mathematical success and prepare 
them for CCSSM? 

 



Focus Activities 

§  Mystery Bags 
§  Word cards and artifacts 
 

§  Speed Dating 
§  Several prompts based on same 

mathematical topic 

§  Mathematics in a Cultural Context 



Mystery Bags 
§  Artifacts are chosen to pull out of the bag one at 

a time. 
§  Key words are written on a card and may be 

pulled out of the bag as well. 
§  Students will be asked to find a mathematical 

connection between the items pulled out and the 
words shown. 



Speed Dating with Math 
§  Class is set up like a speed date session.  

§  Two individuals will be given the same mathematical 
problem and will be asked to work together to write, 
solve, and explain their understanding. 

  
§  The bell will ring signaling half 
the class to move on to the next  
person while the other half remains 
seated waiting to receive their next  
“math date” 



§  Students will then switch information (switch cards) 
and will be asked to solve each others problem.              
If they are unsure they turn to their partner for 
additional information to aide them in solving and 
understanding the problem 

Speed Dating with Math (cont’d) 



Using Culture to Promote Student 
Communication and Build Community 

 What it is NOT… 
   Maria ni kupanda mstatili rose bustani. 

Katikati ya bustani, yeye unaweka ndogo 
mstatili kiraka ya porini. Nyasi ni 2 miguu na 
miguu 3. Eneo la bustani rose ni nini? 

    
   Maria is planting a rectangular rose garden. In the 

center of the garden, she puts a smaller rectangular 
patch of grass. The grass is 2 feet by 3 feet. What is 
the area of the rose garden? 



Math in a Cultural Context   
 

To make delicious Horchata you need     cups 

of sugar per 1 gallon of water. How many 
cups of sugar would you use for 6 gallons of 
water? 

3
12



 #Oscars  #Bestphotoever 

     Ellen posted this picture on twitter last night. In just 
1 second she had about 250 likes. Keeping this rate, 
how many likes do you think she had after one hour? 

 



n Curriculum 
n  Teach in a way students can understand. 
 
n  Use student-centered stories, vocabulary, and 

examples. 
 
n  Incorporate relatable aspects of students' 

lives. 
 



Closure 

n Weebly website 
n http://mathdiscourse.weebly.com/ 

n Check out the latest QR Code activity 
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