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Walkthroughs: Teaching Problem Solving
Purpose
Instructional leaders can use this tool to frame observational walkthroughs of elementary and middle school math classes.
Materials
Practice Guide, Improving Mathematical Problem Solving in Grades 4 Through 8, pp. 64-66. 
Media
Effective Problem-Solving Instruction, multimedia overview. This summary describes recommendations on using visual representations, multiple problem-solving strategies, and relevant math concepts and notation. (8:56 min)

The Components of Problem Solving, expert interview. John Woodward outlines the IES Panel’s recommendations related to problem solving. (5:45 min) 

Supporting Teachers’ Conceptual Understanding, audio interview. In this interview from the Developing Effective Fractions Instruction topic, instructional facilitator Jonathan Wray describes how his district uses walkthroughs as one element of a multi-faceted professional development plan for mathematics. (4:54 min)

Topic
Improving Mathematical Problem Solving in Grades 4 Through 8

Practice
Problem-Solving Instruction
Walkthroughs: Teaching Problem Solving
Using the Tool

Walkthroughs are an increasingly popular strategy for gathering information about what is and isn’t working in a school. When used frequently, the focused 5- to 15-minute classroom visits can provide snapshots of instruction; open dialogue among teachers, coaches, and administrators; and provide for planning future professional development activities.
Geared toward observation of problem-solving instruction and learning, the included checklist provides specific research-supported “look-for” items to guide walkthroughs. Each walkthrough would likely focus on only a few items as selected to inform identified objectives or themes. A blank form is also included.
	“Look-fors”
	Observed
	Not Observed
	Notes

	Teachers’ Practices

	Lesson focuses on problems with multiple correct answers or solution approaches.
	
	
	

	Teacher models problem solving through thinkalouds.
	
	
	

	Teacher provides or references problem-solving task lists or guiding questions.
	
	
	

	Teacher encourages students to explain their reasoning in problem solving.
	
	 
	

	Teacher poses questions to students to generalize ideas in a problem context.
	
	
	

	Teacher uses relevant visual representations to make problems’ key math concepts explicit.
	
	
	

	Teacher guides students through using, comparing, and analyzing different solutions.
	
	
	

	Teacher builds on students’ understanding to develop skills and concepts.
	
	
	

	Teacher encourages students to communicate their reasoning to others.
	
	
	

	Teacher challenges students by extending a problem for deeper mathematical understanding.
	
	
	

	Teacher introduces mathematical and algebraic notation into problem-solving discussion.
	
	
	

	Students’ Activities

	Students identify what a problem is really asking before diving into problem solving.
	
	
	

	Students work together in pairs/small groups to solve and discuss problems.
	
	
	

	Students use visual representations to understand problem components and their relationships.
	
	
	

	Students question others in their group about strategies being used.
	
	
	

	Students analyze solutions as a class.
	
	
	

	Students restate other students’ methods.
	
	
	

	Students monitor their work to see if a solution is reasonable for the problem.
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