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Friends: 

The best professional development I    

received as a teacher in 2016 is via 

twitter and the #MTBoS community.   In          

addition to phenomenal mathematics  

resources I find on twitter, I run across 

silly pictures that occasionally remind 

me about what I want my mathematics 

classroom to be.  I thought I would share 

some of these photos with you.  Enjoy. 

   - Sara Van Der Werf 

Blog: saravanderwerf.com 

Sometimes we do things as a math teachers 

that result in unintended consequences. 

There are many reasons this happens.  In 

my classroom, this happens most often 

when I don’t have or don’t take enough 

time to anticipate how my students might 

solve the problem or what struggles they 

may have.  Read Peg Smith’s 5 Practices 

book where she talks about the importance of 

‘anticipating’ student’s responses. 

Another way to avoid negative, unintended 

consequences in math is to make sure we are 

not teaching rules that expire.  For example, 

don’t teach, “When you multiply by 10, add a 

zero,” because what happens when students      

multiply 2.14(10)=?   To learn more read Nix 

the Tricks.   nixthetricks.com 

Thought for today: What are the design flaws in my 

lessons & classroom? 

How annoying are cliffhangers on TV shows?  True, they keep me 

intrigued enough to come back the next week to watch what will 

happen.  Cliffhangers are only successful if there eventually is 

closure to the problem or question. 

Too often in math class, due to time, we mess us probably the 

most important part of any lesson—the summary or closure of 

the lesson.  We do a phenomenal job of setting up the task and/

or giving a learning target to students.  We craft effective tasks 

for students to explore the concept…..and then the bell rings.  

We run out of time for all our students to take the wonderings 

from the first part of class and synthesize what they discovered in 

class so that they can clearly state that day’s learning.  Their brain 

is left with unanswered questions.  Students have so many      

unanswered questions that they have normalized being OK with 

non-answers.  Sure, sometimes we ‘tie up the loose ends’ during 

the next class, but do we always do this?   

If we are honest, working on the summary or closure portion of 

our lessons is something we all need to work on.  Consider how 

you will use the last 5-10 minutes of class this week so that stu-

dents are not left hanging... 

Both pictures represent stating the obvious.  Both look ridiculous.  

As math teachers we do this all the time when we… 

 Feel like we need to rescue a student who is stumbling to 

answer a question by answering for them. 

 Not being OK with silence in our classroom and filling the 

silence with our thoughts. 

 We tell students rather than ask rich questions. 

 Repeat what a student says, causing the other students not 

to have to listen to one another, but wait for us to restate 

the comments.   

Student learning in mathematics is best when students are the 

owners of classroom discussion.  If students are not talking about 

mathematics in our classrooms than we as teachers need to   

redesign our lessons and actions in the classroom.   

Task: 1   Reread Steven Reinhart’s article ‘Never Say Anything a 

Kid can Say’.  Just google the title with his 

name, there are copies all over the web. 

Task: 2   Think about how you will model 

“talking” week 1 of the school year.  Need 

ideas?  Check out my blog & the 100 # task 

at saravanderwerf.com 
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As silly as a stairway to nowhere may look—in fact it looks     ri-

diculous and a waste of space—I am humbled knowing that this 

is what my class can seem to students at times.  When I don’t 

give them the big picture of what we are learning and when I  

don’t clearly show the pathway of what we are and will be doing 

I look just as silly and frankly have told them I only value the 

learning of isolated facts (vs. connected concepts). 

Students enter every class with 2 unspoken questions in their 

heads: 1) What should I be doing right now & 2) Why should I 

care about doing this?  Everyday, teachers need to answer these 

questions & give students a pathway to follow. Current research 

would suggest we answer these questions by using clearly      

defined Learning Targets that students reflect on and measure 

their mastery of.  There has been so much focus on this that LT’s 

have almost become so ritualized they are now 

ignored.  How can we change this?  

In addition to learning targets, pursue other 

ways to give a reason for the learning.   My 

favorite way is to use rich Unit Problems     

introduced day 1 and solved at the end of the 

unit.  

This graph was in the April 14, 2016, LA Times.  It 

displayed all 30,699 shots Kobe Bryant ever took as a NBA Player.  

Looking at this graph you see lots of made shots and also lots of 

misses.  You also notice that he shot from every part of the court 

possible.  The word balance comes to mind.   

You will teach approximately  the same amount of mathematics 

lessons in a 36 year career of teaching as the number of shots 

Kobe took in his career (36 years x 171 days/yr x 5 classes/day = 

30780) . What can we learn from Kobe? 

 You will have lessons that will go great!  Celebrate all those 
moments. 

 Conversely you will have lessons that miss the mark.  Lessons 
that you know could have gone better.  Remember after 
these lessons that not every lesson has to be great to be con-
sidered one of the best teachers of all time. 

 To be considered great, what we need in our lesson planning 
(shot taking) is balance.  Skills, Concepts, Rigor,  Inquiry, Vis-
uals,…  We also need to bring balance to our questioning as 
well as all other aspects of our lessons. 

 

Source: http://graphics.latimes.com/kobe-every-shot-ever/ 

The entrance of The Minnesota State Fair’s Math On-a-Stick 

booth was posted on a Facebook page with over 4 million  

followers with the phrase “Worst thing on a Stick Ever” in   

October, 2016.   

Many of our students, their parents and the people we meet 

in our regular lives profess the same sentiment in a variety of 

ways.  As math teachers we know this, but what are we doing 

about it?  I challenge you to think about the following ques-

tions: 

 What is my ‘elevator message’ when I am told by some-

one “I was never good at math”? 

 What can I do  to help students experience success in my 

classroom?  Idea: Select tasks in the first 3 weeks of 

school that all students can have some success with. 

 Catch & name success in every student when you see it. 

 How do I change the script in my student’s head?   

<- In my opinion, this is the worst 

thing on a stick.  Just sayin... 

I think sometimes we try to add lots of flash and extra stuff to our 

classrooms in an effort to make the learning of mathematics 

more palatable to our students.  We create this extra fluff that 

takes away from the rigor of the problem.  Often, the time we 

take to create this extra fluff takes away from time better spent 

crafting quality questions to ask or building relationships with our 

students.  This fluff fills 75% of classroom time leaving little time 

for the math.   

The problem that led to the 

richest learning in my         

classroom last year had no   

fancy packaging.  Leave room 

for naked number tasks in your classroom.  I am all for finding 

contexts that lead to students being curious about the math, but 

not at the cost of time needed for students to struggle with the 

math.   

Ask yourself:  Where is the unneces-

sary fluff/packaging/cutsey Pinterest 

type things in own classroom?  Are 

these things coming at the cost of stu-

dents learning math? 
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If the one blue candy in the sea of orange candies bothers you, 

then this message is for you.  You will never survive this job if you 

are a perfectionist unless you develop some coping skills. There 

will never be enough time to make everything perfect.  I’ve tried 

& the job became my life and I crashed & burned. 

Here are a couple of things that have worked for me: 

 Set clear boundaries for your time that  you will stick to.  For 

example, I am committed to not working Friday evenings and 

all day Saturday.  Tell your loved ones your boundaries and 

ask them to hold you accountable.   

 You will never have enough time to push in every chair, pick 

up after students….if you find yourself doing this, model for 

students (don’t just tell them) what you 

want and teach them to do it.  They will. 

 You will never have enough time to   for-

mat every handout and classroom slide to 

your liking.  Be Ok with ‘good enough’.  

 Take time to reflect on what you do that 

matters most to students and do more of 

this and less of other things.  If you are 

unsure of what matters to your students, 

ask.   

Though this picture was annoyingly 

spread across every social media platform a ridiculous 

amount of times in early 2016—I love it for what it reminds 

me to do in my         classroom.  It reminds me to ask these 

questions:  

 Who are the hidden students in my classroom that are 
just trying to blend in? 

 Which students feel alone?  Which students feel like 
they are the only ones not understanding math? 

 How do I see my hidden students and their needs? 
 

One idea: Make a calendar & write the names of every student , 
1-3 per day, on the calendar.  Each day look at the calendar and 
challenge yourself to really see those 1-3   students that day.  
Take the time to look them in the eye and greet them.  Tell them 
something you’ve noticed about them.  Work on building a     
relationship with these students. Pay attention to how they act in 

class that day.  When  I started in-
tentionally making sure not a single   
student could HIDE in my class-
room, it changed my classroom for 
the better.  I’d love to hear your 
ideas. 

My friend, and one of the best math teachers I 

know, told me that I needed to  ‘GET LOW’ in my mathematics 

classroom   I thought—’get low?  What?’  This picture reminds 

me of what he meant by needing to ’GET LOW’ 

There are times that we, as teachers, need to hide in our own 

classrooms.  At times we need to blend in so our students can 

take ownership of the learning.  We  need to find ways to truly  

build a student-centered classroom.   

Leif Carlson, the Minnesota 2013 Presidential Awards for        

Excellence in  Mathematics and Science winner, gave me one of 

the best pieces of advice for  improving the quality of student 

discussions in my classroom.  If you want students to talk to one 

another, to argue with one another, rather than with you then 

what you need to do is to hide yourself in your classroom.  The 

easiest way to do this is to ask a question of the class from any 

location other than the  front of the classroom and then squat 

down low next to the students and watch what 

happens.  Watch as students start talking to  

other students rather than looking to you to 

confirm what they said.  I challenge you to ‘GET 

LOW’ in your classroom and find ways to      

blend in.   

 

This picture is one of many similar pictures that have made 

their way around Facebook & twitter.  There are so many 

problems like this that I roll my eyes every time I see      

another one.  That said, every time I find myself solving the 

problem presented and then quietly mocking those who 

comment on the posting with solutions.   

I used this photo because this is the first problem I GOT 

WRONG.  I’ll just say, the answer is NOT 16 (my first      

answer).  After looking at the problem I found my mistake.  

I had worked so quickly I had missed the details.  The next 

day I used this problem with my students and they too 

missed the details.   

This problem reminded me I need to use more problems in 

class that cause students to slow down and notice the    

details so they can accurately solve the problem.  I think 

sometimes I work too hard to take away everything that 

may confuse students that I have handicapped my          

students, leaving them without skills to decipher what   

information is important and which information is             

unnecessary.   
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If you have not watched Annie 

Fetter’s Ignite talk—only 5 minutes long– on 

noticing and wondering, stop what you are 

doing and watch it now.  www.youtube.com/

watch?v=8BEzDHJ7ocQ (or google to find the link). 

My 2 favorite questions in the classroom are “What do you 

notice?” and “What do you wonder?”  If I can’t ask those 

questions at least once a class period then I have design prob-

lems in my lessons.  Mathematics learning is best when we can 

build off of the natural curiosity of our students for describing the 

patterns and relationships they see.  My favorite way to do this is 

to use visuals that spark rich mathematical conversations.   

For example.  This photo is of 7′ 7″ tall Manute Bol and 5′ 3″ Ty-

rone Curtis “Muggsy” Bogues when they played together for the 

Washington Bullets in 1987-88. Muggsy is the shortest player 

ever to have played in the NBA. Manute is one of the tallest.  

Instead of telling students these facts and us writing a math 

problem comparing their heights, what if we ask students “What 

do you notice and What do you wonder?” and have them        

develop the questions.  How would that change student sense of 

ownership over the learning?  Try it.  It has been                     

transformational in my own classroom.   

I don’t know if this newscasters upside down mug was purposeful 

or not (I suspect not), but I love how this photo exemplifies 

something I value in my classroom—My goal is ‘normalize    

making mistakes’ in my classroom.  I do this for many reasons.  

1.  I want students to see me making mistakes so I can model for 

students how I deal with them when I do make  mistakes.  I 

want students to feel like mistakes are an integral part of the 

learning process. My goal is for all to believe that the greatest 

learning comes from fixing our mistakes.  The greatest      

compliment I receive when I have observers in my classroom 

is “How did you get your students to be so comfortable    

making mistakes in front of their classmates?”  

2. I expect students to catch my mistakes.  I tell them that I will 

intentionally make mistakes everyday to see if they are paying 

attention & that I will be upset with the class if no one calls 

me out on my mistakes.  This is one of many methods I use to 

engage students in critically evaluating what we are doing and 

why.  Sometimes my mistakes are ‘common 

errors/misconceptions’ & sometimes they 

are silly like the upside down mug.  I want 

students to call me on it when I give contra-

dictory information (like the picture on the 

left). 

Did you figure this puzzle out?  See below and imagine Rick Astley 

from the 80’s singing “Never going to give you up, Never going to 

let you down, never going to run around and desert you….”.  So 

why did I include one of the annoying “___% of people can't solve 

this” posts that circulate the web in this calendar? This post has a 

message about the Marzano Instructional Strategy that yields the 

largest gains in student learning.   

In this puzzle we are asked to solve it by naming the opposite of 

each word.  Marzano and others tell us that the greatest learning 

gains come from asking students to compare and contrast (find 

similarities and differences)  known material to make connections 

and known to unknown material to speed up learning.   

I always want to develop lessons that ask students to compare.  

One easy way to do this is to use one of the many ‘Which One 

Doesn’t Belong’ problems found at wodb.ca.  Another example of 

when I ask students to compare is If I am going to teach writing 

quadratic equations— 1st, I ask  students to compare  linear equa-

tions they know to new quad-

ratic equations they have never 

seen before. It is amazing what 

they see. 

 

This photo represents everything I don’t want my classroom 

to feel like.  I don’t want students to feel like there are so 

many rules that they don’t have the freedom to express  

themselves.  I want them to feel joy in the learning of math.   

The one guy yawning, also reminds me of one of my daily 

goals—EVERY day in my classroom students will MOVE.  I 

know, I know the excuses I am going to hear from math teach-

ers to this…’I don’t have TIME to move, I have so much math I 

need to teach.’  Here is what I know for sure:  If I want all stu-

dents to be successful in math then I don’t have time not to 

imbed movement in my classroom.   

I challenge you (and myself) to find small moments for your 

students to move every class period.  One of my easy go to 

methods to get students   mov-

ing is to do ‘stand and talks’ vs.  

Saying ‘share with a neighbor’.   

By June, 2016, I will post a blog 

at saravanderwerf.com with lots 

of ideas for moving in the math 

classroom.   
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This photo is from a group of photos titled “20 people 

who will burn in hell.” Ha!  There are many of us who if 

someone cuts the dessert in this manner something in 

us would cringe.  Really though, what is wrong with 

this?  The dessert tastes the same no matter how it is 

cut.  If our goal is to enjoy a sweet treat, isn’t that goal 

accomplished?  We need to be OK with methods for 

cutting desserts that may not be our preferred method. 

If I am being honest, though, I value letting students solve things 

multiple ways and build lessons around students connecting  

multiple representations and methods—too often I err in         

valuing one way of solving a problem over other ways.  This     

usually happens due to a feeling of lack of time to do all things 

well.  I rush students into a method I think is the most  efficient.  I 

choose the method for us to do in class that I think will resonate 

with most students.  I am concerned though that I don’t value 

methods that allow ALL students to own 

their understanding of the mathematical  

concept.   I need to do this better. I need to 

make sure my actions match my words, 

“There are many ways to solve a problem.” 

 

The sign on this mirror is just plain silly.  We all know 

mirrors, at least unbroken ones, can’t be out of order.  My guess 

is this was not a serious sign, just someone’s idea of the absurd.  

That said, I do think some of the messages secondary math 

teachers give students are equally absurd.  For example: 

 Why do we tell students to NOT use calculators—we often say this 

especially to our students who struggle the most with mathematics.  

I think we do this because we feel that the only way they will learn 

their math facts is if we ‘force them to think’ - So absurd.  If a stu-

dent in our secondary classroom is struggling with their math 

facts—taking away the calculator will not solve that problem.  I am 

going to say something bold.  Most secondary math teachers have 

very few skills for teaching students how to ‘learn their facts’.  If 

your skills are low, don’t take away the one tool that allows them 

access to higher level concepts. 

 One other thought on calculators.  Remember how we used to say, 

‘you have to learn your math facts because you will not always have 

a calculator with you’ - in 2016 this is now a lie.  Most Americans 

have a calculator with them at ALL times, their phones.  The world 

has changed and so must we. 

 Another example is making ‘counting on your fingers’ feel like a 

dirty habit.  Absurd.  If this is the student’s tool of choice, why are 

we stopping this?  I know a lot of math and I at times use my fin-

gers.  They are great tools.  I have 10 fingers and our number sys-

tem is base 10.  What a great match. 

If a bag designed to carry a baguette isn’t the 

poster child of the misuse of our nations wealth, I 

don’t know what is.  It is cute but ridiculous.  If 

purchased it would most likely be used once & 

then forgotten in a closet.  A waste of money. Useless.   

Our classrooms can be full of useless stuff too.  Let the photo 

remind us to NOT  teach the useless stuff.  So what is the useless 

stuff?  To know this we need to do research.  Don’t trust the text-

book or what you have always done or worse yet what worked 

for you as a student.  Read the standards, this is your guide.  

Read the standards at least 4 times a year, please.  If what you 

are teaching is not found in the math standards than go do more 

research before teaching it.  If you don’t have a legitimate reason 

to teach it, get rid of it and make room for more important 

things. 

At the 2016 NCTM, Graham Fletcher gave a great ShadowCon 

Talk on this topic.  He encouraged us 

to reconsider why we expect students 

to ‘simplify fractions’ when this is not 

in the standards.  Watch what he has 

to say…  http://annual.nctm.org/tag/

shadowcon2016/ 

 

The vast majority of students struggle with the academic 

language used in math classes—this includes our students 

who live in poverty, our ELL students and many others not 

in these categories.  If we want all students to be successful 

we need to teach more than math; we also need to teach 

academic language.  Don’t stop using mathy words thinking 

you are supporting students.  Instead, learn methods from 

your ELL & Reading peers’ methods for teaching vocabu-

lary.   

I use lots of methods, but one of my favorite is to use a 

math term and define it in the same sentence. For Ex:   I 

might say, “What is the coefficient, the number in front of 

x2, of the quadratic term in the expression 4x2-2x+7?”  I do 

this every time I use the term.  Also, pay 

attention to words in math that have mul-

tiple meanings 

in and outside 

of math.  Think 

about how you 

will teach 

words like 
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The red represents the only 3 countries in the world that 
do not use the metric system.  I have sometimes wondered 
if the USA’s lackluster mathematics performance in recent 
years is connected to this.  What have we missed out on by 
not having a system of measurement that is based on the 
Base-10 Number System? 

What I know for sure is that for students 
to be successful in secondary math they 
need to be flexible with the base-10    
number system, having multiple strategies 
to compose & decompose numbers.  This 
is not just the job of the elementary math 
teacher, this is all of our jobs.  What am I 
doing in my classroom this week to build 
my students numeracy skills?  My favorite 
way of doing this is with Number/Math 
Talks &/or using Number/Problem Strings.   

If you have not already, read the pictured 
books by Pamela Weber Harris or Cathy 
Humphries, put them on your reading list 
asap.  This is a game-changer. 

OK—most of the photos are silly, but let’s take a   

breather for something sappy.  I adore how this photo 

shows the care fathers take for their children, even at 

the cost of getting wet in the rain.  As teachers we all 

know that parents are the single greatest influence on 

our students.  They are our best advocates for helping us 

help their students learn mathematics. 

This reminder is for all of us to spend more time   com-

municating with parents/guardians.  Ignore what makes 

this difficult and do it anyway.  We need parents and 

parents are craving  information on how to better sup-

port their students.   

Communication can be 

individual or group 

emails, phone calls, 

texts...etc.  Catch your 

students doing well & 

let their families know 

about it. 

One of the best changes I have ever made in my   

classroom that resulted in way more students         

contributing to class discussions was to use COLOR 

with intention in everything I create. Often students 

with limited academic vocabularies don’t talk because 

they don’t have an access point for starting to de-

scribe their thinking.   

For example, in the problem below, a student is much 

more likely to say. “the GREEN one does not belong 

because….” vs. saying, “the upper right one…” or, “the 

2nd one” - even if I number 

the choices.  There is     

something about color that 

helps students communicate 

what they think.  I challenge 

you to use color with          

intention. 

“This is the type of guy they write math problems about.” 

In the last several years I’ve started to notice how unrealis-

tic so many of the contexts I’ve used in 

math problems are.  We can do better. 

The challenge of these photos is for us 

to find contexts that connect to our  

students lives or their natural curiosity. 

My favorite context this year was a   

student loan project connected to    

exponential equations and logarithms.   

I loved that I could connect math with 

decisions my Juniors will make about 

paying for college soon.   

It is so easy to find meaningful contexts 

nowadays with all the resources online 

(& my favorite, Twitter).  Google ‘3-act 

lessons’ for a place to start.  Use search 

engines connected to math blogs like 

this one: www.fishing4tech.com/

mtbos.html . Join the online #MTBoS 

community. 
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I don’t think the owner of this truck thought through a plan 

before strapping in the ATV. I wish I could see video of 

what happened next. I laugh just imagining the results. This 

photo reminds me that we need to teach and give space 

for teaching student skills (in  addition to the math con-

cepts we teach).  I want to remember to… 

 Give space for students to think ahead & make a plan 

by giving regular private think time—even 1 or 2 

minutes will make a huge difference. 

 Give students tasks without structuring the pathway so 

much that they don’t practice skills of planning ahead. 

Too much scaffolding will handicap them in the future. 

 Give opportunities for the class to brainstorm possible 

solution paths BEFORE we put pencil to paper.  I want 

to do more “Contemplate then Calculate” (google this 

phrase for resources from David Wees) & spend time 

thinking before the race to solve begins.  
 Value thoughtful planning by acknowl-

edging it when I see students doing it.  I 

want to name the behaviors I want to see 

more of. 

Remember that your students are human 
beings.  When students have an explosion 

don’t take it personally.  If your calculator is stolen or 
a student swears at you—it is almost never about you.  
Our students’ emotions and actions in our     class-
rooms are almost always about more than what is  
going on during the 55 minutes of math class.  Don’t 
go home and let these events ruin your evening. 

When explosions happen—when you feel like you’ve 

been kicked in the rear, use this as motivation to 
schedule a 1-on-1 meeting with this student. Do this 
without an audience and when both of you are not 
emotional—you will learn a lot.   

Also, prevent student explosions 
by once a week going through a 
list of all students and making a 
list of students you are             
concerned about. Follow through 
and connect with them. 

Disney’s Logic states that it is totally cool for Donald Duck 

to have no pants on a daily basis, that is UNLESS he does 

not have a shirt and then Donald needs to cover himself 

up.  Crazy.  Silly.   

As teachers sometimes we view our student’s logic in the 

same way we see Disney's logic— just plain silly.  We see 

our students laughing and talking to their peers in the   

hallways and in their groups.  Students appear to be feeling 

good about themselves in the school setting.  Then we ask 

them a question in class and they freeze up.  OR...we ask 

students to present in front of class and normally            

gregarious students become mute.  Why?   

What we easily ask of students, they often view as torture. 

It is important for us to remember how hard it is for our 

students to fail in front of their peers.  This fear is the un-

spoken elephant in the room and often results in uncharac-

teristic behavior. When students react in ways that don’t 

match what we know of them, I encourage us to slow down 

and view the situation through their eyes.  

I have seen these multiple pictures of cats over and over again 

each time I’ve visited my favorite local coffee shop (cleverly 

named ‘The Coffee Shoppe’ in NE Mpls). These photos are on the 

wall in the bathroom.  (I know it is weird to take photos in     

bathrooms).  You need to know that I hate cats.  I am allergic, so I 

think my hatred stems from this.  My first time seeing these   

photos I thought, ‘who would put annoying cats on their wall?

yuck!’  A couple of years later these cats have grown on me.  I 

now think some of them are kind of cute.  This collection of cats 

sends a powerful message for our classroom—that there is    

power in repeated messages. 

What we (teachers) say, what we don’t say, what we do and 

what we don’t do over and over in our classrooms are the      

messages about math our students will remember the most 

when they leave us.  There is power in our repeated messages to 

students.  My questions to teachers are: What messages are you 

sending repeatedly & are you OK with these messages?  What 

messages about mathematics do you want your students to leave 

your classroom with?  Brainstorm your top 5 things and then 

figure out how you are going to repeatedly give this message to 

students through your words, but more importantly your actions.   
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How crazy is it that this statue of William Wallace titled 

‘Freedom’ is surrounded by a locked gate?  This is one time 

Alanis Morissette could have used her lyrics “Isn’t it Iron-

ic?” correctly.   

Every school & teacher I know says, “we value diversity.”  

We say, “We want to hear every voice,” and, “We want all 

students to feel comfortable & safe in our schools.”  We 

speak the correct words, but do our actions support this?  

Do our actions show that we value equity? 

Everyday there are things schools/teachers say and don’t 

say, things that we do and don’t do that send clear messag-

es-and at times contradictory messages-to our students.  

Our inaction often speaks more loudly than our action.  

We know that our students of color continue to say that 

we, the adults, have a lot more work to do for our schools 

to truly be safe learning environments for all students.   

I encourage you to reflect on your personal ‘fences’ 

you’ve constructed that get in the way of what you say 

you value.    

I attended Middle and High School in the 

80’s.  During that era the people pictured 

were the coolest of the cool.  When I see how awkward this 

photo is now it reminds me to reflect on two things: 

 The time teens of the 80’s put into teasing, curling 

and hairspraying our hair now seems like a silly 

waste of time.  What am I putting too much energy 

into right now that will be seen as ineffective and out

-of-date in a couple years?  I need to remember to 

put my energies into things that are long-lasting.   

 No matter how hard I try, I will never look cool to my 

current students.  There is no need to even try to 

talk or look like they talk and look.  Focus on     

knowing your students, not imitating them. 

 BONUS Thought:  This picture does have some real 

use in our current classrooms.  Check out the     

amazing ‘MULLET RATIO” Math lessons found online.  

       http://mrvaudrey.com/tag/mullet-ratio/  

Day 31’s message is me imploring you to take 

time to reflect so you can be fully present in 

your mathematics classroom.  Don’t blame the 

current distractions of the day for why you can 

not do this, there have always been distractions.  

In the words of the great Ferris Bueller, "Life 

moves pretty fast. If you don't stop and look 

around for a while, you could miss it."  Be a 

mathematics teachers only because you are           

passionate about 

both math and 

your students.  See 

the beauty that is 

in your classroom 

everyday. 

Look closely at the top of this photo.  You will see little duck feet. 

In my head I see those feet going 50 mph.  Imagine seeing this 

same photo above water.  Imagine a duck beautifully gliding 

across the water.  This duck represents our students that we see 

in our classrooms every day.   

Below the surface of the water we know that there is lots we 

don’t see.  We know that students that seem to have it all to-

gether are furiously moving their feet back and forth in an 

attempt to look unfazed to the rest of the world.  Under the sur-

face there is stress, angst and more effort to do well then we 

would ever suspect.   

I like this photo because it reminds me that not only are our stu-

dents working hard below the surface but that they also have 

HUGE pressures and problems (represented by the shark) that 

we know nothing about.  I want to remember to continue to have 

empathy and compassion for my students.  If they do not do their 

homework, there may be a reason for this that I don’t know  I 

want to remember that in the 17.5 hours they are not in school, 

there is a lot going on with them.  A favorite quote that is often 

used as someone's email tagline is “Be Kind, for everyone you 

meet is fighting a hard battle.”.  Good words.  


