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QUESTIONING OR TELLING? 

Many of us were taught Maths through telling. Our 

teachers told us how to 'do' maths and then 

we  'practised' until we could  'do' it independently. 

The learning theory was that if we were told how to 

'do' it and 'did' it enough,  understanding  would 

follow... 

The problem was that in many cases, understanding 

never followed, whether or not we could 'do' the 

mathematics. However  it was thought we 

'understood' if we arrived at the correct answer. If we 

didn't arrive at the correct answer, we were  simply 

'told' how to 'do' it again! 

We now know that this is not an effective way to 

learn Maths. Maths is conceptually based, not skills 

based.  Understanding of one concept is needed to 

understand another concept, and another concept, 

and another  concept....   

Children need to develop understanding of concepts, 

and the relationships between concepts, and 

not  merely 'do'  maths. If we 'tell' children about 

Maths, all we know is what we understand! If we 'ask' 

children about Maths, we find  out what they 

understand! This allows us to correct misconceptions, 

build on incomplete understanding and teach  every 

child from their leading edge. It also lets us know 
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whether children did learn what we intended them to 

during  the lesson! 

Asking children about Maths also allows them to 

identify their current understandings and to build on 

them. Using Questioning to Allow Children to 

Construct Understanding 

When learning Mathematics, it should be the children 

who do the most talking and the most thinking! 

Many disciplines such as physics and economics had 

always relied on a foundation of mathematics. But 

now virtually every area of our lives depends on the 

mathematical sciences – from healthcare to 

telecommunications; from understanding climate 

change to making secure financial transactions. We 

need to ensure a strong mathematical education for 

our young people.. 

Winthrop Professor Cheryl Praeger, mathematician, 

ARC Federation Fellow and 2011 WA Scientist of the 

Year   
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