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few minutes, she would then go over. After a few of these she would 
assign homework out of the textbook, a student workbook, or a 
handout, and the students would work on this for the rest of the class. 
In short—it was a typical math class and a typical math lesson. Oh, 
and it was May—six weeks before the end of the school year.

With that information in hand, how do you think her first attempt at 
using a problem-solving task like this with her students went? Yup—it 
was a disaster. As soon as Jane asked the students to solve the question 
on the board, a forest of hands went up and Jane started moving. She 
was going from student to student, from pair to pair, helping students 
who had questions about what they were supposed to do, if they 
were doing it right, and if this was the correct answer. Rather quickly, 
students became discouraged and began giving up, and now Jane was 
spending as much time encouraging students to keep going as she was 
helping the students who were still working.

Meanwhile, I was sitting in the back of the room, in my designated 
desk—not talking to the students and definitely not talking to Jane. 
The whole time I was watching this train wreck I was thinking that 
this was it—Jane was going to throw me out of her class, and that 
would be it for our brief, but spectacularly miserable, collaboration.

After about 25 minutes, Jane shifted gears and got the students onto a 
different activity, and she came up to me and said, “Give me another 
one.” I was both shocked and impressed. There was more to Jane 

Figure i.1 Students in a traditional classroom work on a task.
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