STORYTELLING AND NUMERACY
A REPORT OF THE MASTER CLASS DELIVERED BY STEVE WAY ON 

MARCH 21ST AND 22ND, 2007
This report is intended as an aide to those who attended the Storytelling and Numeracy Master Class, and should be read alongside Steve Way’s handout, Poems Storytelling and Numeracy and Stories for Storytelling and Numeracy, all available in the Resources section of the Storytelling and Numeracy page.

Session one: introduction
Introduction

Steve Way introduced himself to the teachers and told the story of his journey from primary school teacher to professional storyteller and author of books and websites on teaching numeracy through stories.

Outline of the day: aims and objectives

He also outlined the aims and objectives of the day, explaining that during this Master Class the emphasis would be on the practical rather than the theoretical. That is, he would talk about the exercises, how they were devised and what were their purposes; then he would organise the teachers to perform the exercises as if they were a class of children. He said he felt that experiencing the activities, how they worked and developed, would be more useful to teachers than simply listening to him talking about them.

Internet resources

The first item of the day was a talk on using the internet as a resource for numeracy. Steve Way talked about the advantages of using the internet, the immediacy of the response and its role in engaging the children in the process of learning.

Count on maths site

He introduced the teachers to various websites suitable for use in the classroom, most notably the Count On Maths site, www.counton.org. This is an educational maths site which caters for all school age students, from Key Stage 1 to A-level. It contains resources for teachers, online games and exercises and, of course, stories. These stories are interactive and are excellent for use in the classroom. Steve Way’s own stories appear here. Other resources mentioned can be found in the handout available in the Resources section of the Storytelling and Numeracy page.

The wise wizz of woo

The Wise Wizz of Woo is one of Steve’s characters on the Count On Maths site. On the site, the Wizz introduces the concept of numbers, how they are formed and named and how they are ordered. For the first exercise of the day, Steve read one of the stories – how the numbers came to be – and organised the teachers to take part in an exercise based on it. The teachers had to form numbers with their bodies as best they could, an activity one can imagine children embracing enthusiastically. Then they had to sort numbers, again physically: and finally they formed groups to produce a solution to a ‘problem’ concerning the number ten and a party; the solution to be in the form of a story. The teachers’ stories are more risqué than would be expected from children, but the idea of fun answers is the same.

Shape

Next subject area is shape. Steve performed a story, All Shapes and Sizes, to which the teachers were invited to react as if they were a class of children, cheering and booing in the manner of a pantomime audience. Following this, there is another exercise. In groups of four, the teachers were asked to make solid shapes with their bodies and the other groups had to guess what the shape was. Again, the idea is to engage the children’s interest and to convey to them the concept of solidity in shape.

Session two
love quatrilateral
Steve introduced the second session with another comic poem, Love Quadrilateral, about 2-D shapes. He talked about using funny poems and stories to introduce new topics in numeracy. They can help the children assimilate new ideas and concepts by using familiar themes and characters, and can open up the topic for questions and remarks.

Grouping

This exercise is based on the story Mathew’s Guitar Gnoffs and is intended to explain the concept of grouping to children. To participate, the teachers were allocated a role as a note in the tonic sol-fa; that is, Do Reh Me Fa So La Te Do, as in the Sound of Music. They were lined up in order at first, and so when they each sounded their note they were singing a scale. Then they were rearranged as decided by the rest of the class.

As the participants were required to keep the same note, and to sing/sound it in each of the new arrangements, the class are effectively ‘composing’ music by rearranging the grouping.

Opus number one

After this, Steve read another story, Opus Number One, which required the teachers to move according to instructions contained in the story and eventually to end up singing the titular opus. Deliberate mistakes are part of the story, and in a classroom the children should be encouraged to spot these and point them out, giving their reasons and thus initiating a discussion on the ‘right’ order, how this is decided, when it changes and so on.
This is a time-consuming exercise, but worth doing as it introduces the children also to the connection between mathematics and music – recurring patterns and harmonics and so on.

Alternative uses

This was followed by a discussion of other ways of using this exercise and creating new activities based on the idea of using the children as units to illustrate various concepts, such as sets. The teachers were asked for suggestions on topics they thought might lend themselves to this type of activity, and formed into pairs and small groups to discuss it.

Fractions

The most popular suggestion for using this form of physical activity was to illustrate fractions. The teachers themselves worked out how you could use the children to explain fractions, and devised exercises involving moving children from one place to another to represent the division of a whole (the class/a group) into halves, quarters, thirds and so on. 

The process of moving around and figuring out what the children should do lead to a discussion about the nature of teaching and the desirability of enabling the children to discover information for themselves.

Session three

Fractious fractions

For this exercise the teachers were arranged into two groups, Fractions and Percentages, and were required to argue the case for the use of their particular form. Each group drew up arguments for their side, and against the other side, and one group was chosen to present their ‘case’ as if in a courtroom. The other side then got the opportunity to refute the accusations and to put their own case.

In the Master Class all of the teachers were on one side or another but in a classroom it will work better if there is a neutral audience or ‘jury’ whose role is to judge the cases put forward by each side.

The object of the exercise is for the children to figure out for themselves the advantages and disadvantages of each method of representation, and to discover the similarities (and equivalencies) between the two forms.

Extending the activity

The next step would be to involve the decimals, either in a three-handed situation, or by picking one of the others to argue against. This activity can be tailored to the age of the children and the extent of their knowledge and interests. Again, it could also be adapted to other topics, and the enquiry could be extended by allowing the jury to put questions to both sides.

Poem

Steve read a funny poem, Fractions, Percentages and Decimals, to demonstrate another method of introducing equivalencies to children. As with all stories and poems mentioned in this report, this is available on the Storytelling and Numeracy page, in the Resources section.

Averages

Steve performed another story to illustrate the meaning of ‘average’, and the similarities and differences between the mean, the mode and the median; when you would use each and when they would not be suitable. As always, the story is intended as an instigator of further exploration of the topic, and the teachers were invited to make suggestions as to what questions might be raised.

Hot seating

This is an activity which may be used either to explore a topic or to revisit one already covered. The method of Hot Seating is known to most teachers and is often used in drama, and perhaps history. However, Steve suggests that it is equally effective in the teaching of numeracy, when used judiciously.

In brief, the method consists of designating a chair, preferably one at the front of the class which can be seen clearly by everyone, as the Hot Seat. Whenever the teacher, or anyone else, sits on that chair they are assuming a role and will stay in character for as long as they stay in the Hot Seat. The rest of the class ask questions and the Hot Seater answers as the character. 

Ground rules

In this case, the teacher could be anything related to the mathematics curriculum. Ground rules should be set – the children must take turns, only questions are allowed, no commenting on others’ questions – but the teacher may then play around with the form as they wish. There could be a game of ‘twenty questions’ with the children guessing what the teacher is supposed to be, for instance.

It is suggested that the teacher takes the Hot Seat at first, but once the method is familiar the students could take the seat in turn. This would be an excellent method of revision, as those in the Hot Seat will need to know their subject thoroughly.

Suggestions

The teachers formed groups to discuss what topics could be covered and to suggest roles to play in the Hot Seat. Then a short session of each was acted out, with a different teacher taking the Hot Seat on each. The examples suggested were:

1. The teacher to take the role of an unspecified shape (2D or 3D, depending on the class) and the students to ask questions and try to guess the shape.

2. The teacher to be a decimal point.

3. The teacher to be a negative number.

Excuses, excuses

For this, the teachers were asked to make up an excuse as to why they have not done their homework. The excuse could be as creative and outlandish as they like, the only requirement is that it must include a mathematical reason. Steve reads out a few examples and then the teachers are given time to come up with their own. Once these stories had been read out, the reason behind the exercise was discussed. The teachers concluded that these were: to get the children to think about maths in general; to encourage them to think ‘outside the box’/lateral thinking; to engage them; to add some fun to maths lessons.

Stories and questions

Steve ended the Master Class by going over same of the stories he recommends for various age groups - these can be found in the Resources section on the Storytelling and Numeracy page – and by reiterating the advantages of using story in the numeracy classroom. He asked for questions and comments; many of these centred on the idea that as children get older and the maths more complicated it becomes more difficult to incorporate story into numeracy teaching. 

Certain City

Then as a finale he performed what he says is his favourite story, Certain City, which introduces the concept of probability in the guise of a cowboy tale. This is for older children, perhaps at Primary 7.
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