
26 BUILDING THINKING CLASSROOMS IN MATHEMATICS

argued, address curriculum—but, again, only for those students who 
follow a particular solution path.

Students, as it turns out, want to think—and think deeply. My early 
efforts to build thinking classrooms through the use of highly engaging 
thinking tasks, card tricks, and numeracy tasks—and my cavalier 
attitude about curriculum—were actually hugely successful. Successful 

to the point where I could give a teacher a set of three tasks 
and, without any other changes, could dramatically increase 
both the number of students who were thinking and the 
number of minutes that were spent thinking. On top of that, 
students were enjoying and looking forward to mathematics 
and the next task, their self-confidence and self-efficacy 
increased, and they became better mathematical thinkers.

Students, as it 
turns out, want 
to think—and 
think deeply.

The trick was to maintain the positive effect, and positive affect, while 
turning our attention back to the reality of curriculum. To do this, I had 
one thread to follow—the thread that comes from the understanding 
that problem solving is what we do when we don’t know what to do. 
Curriculum tasks are typically the exact opposite of this. Curriculum 
tasks are often what students do when they know what to do—after 
they have been shown how. Asking a high school student to factor 
x2− 5x − 14 or an elementary student to solve 3.1 + 5.2 after they have 
been shown how promotes mimicking, not thinking. My observation 
of those initial 40 classrooms showed that this is exactly when and 
how curriculum tasks were most often used.

Figure 1.1 Students in an elementary classroom engage in a thinking task.
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