Classroom Norms

Establishing classroom norms requires dedication, consistency, and efficiency from the teacher. This is especially important in a mathematics classroom, where certain students may experience math anxiety, or lack confidence in their math abilities. The first idea that comes to mind when hearing the term “classroom norms” is the mutual understanding between the teacher and the students concerning appropriate behavior during a lesson. This paper will work to highlight important classroom norms as well as examples of how these norms are demonstrated in a classroom.

Classroom norms set appropriate guidelines for students in order to make the most out of their time in the classroom. This is a process that must begin on the first day of school (Gilbert & Gilbert, 2002, p.523). Classroom norms eventually lead to efficiency, as the teacher will not need to constantly stop a lesson to correct poor behavior. Gilbert and Gilbert state that classroom norms aim to “to establish a learning community of students and teachers in which everyone's talents are both needed and valued” (p.523). By establishing classroom norms, each student is able to feel not only comfortable in the classroom, which is an essential component of learning, but also accepted and wanted in the classroom, ideas that go beyond simply feeling comfortable. 

Teachers may find certain issues or challenges while attempting to establish classroom norms. One particular issue in a mathematics classroom is establishing a classroom where both males and females feel equal and appreciated for their individual abilities. This problem begins outside the classroom, in societal gender norms which generally agree that males are better than females at math and science (Gilbert & Gilbert, 2002, p. 524). A teacher can work to contest these issues of gender stereotyping by, most importantly, ridding his/herself of any gender stereotypes he/she might have (p.525). By doing this, the teacher exhibits a behavior that can become the standard for the classroom. Gilbert and Gilbert also suggest that teachers can introduce important women throughout history, especially in regards to their accomplishments in math and science (p.525). 

Patterns and Partitioning

Classroom norms are implemented in the video segments on the Patterns and Partitioning website. The videos show the teacher encouraging interaction and mathematical communication between students. She states, “The important thing is to understand what your friends say.” The classroom featured in the videos appears to be inviting. Students have a good rapport with the teacher and each other and they feel comfortable speaking in front of the class. Many even go up to the board and explain their reasoning. One could assume that this behavior is indicative of their age group, which seems to exhibit less self-conscious or inhibited tendencies, but also shows the teacher’s hard work to establish this welcoming environment in her classroom, as she is in constant control and her students each have a chance to participate.
The goal of the Patterns and Partitioning approach is to develop student thinking strategies not limited to counting, but rather “ways of thinking about, and constructing relationships between, numbers, rather than merely methods for producing correct answers” (Cobb & Merkel, 1989).  As the students develop thinking strategies, they are increasingly able to understand more advanced mathematical concepts.  We can see that the teacher encourages students to explain their thought process, guiding them to understand their reasoning.
One thing that was particularly interesting in these videos was the way in which students spoke during the lessons. Boys and girls were equally likely to raise their hands and be called on by the teacher. However, when asking for volunteers to come to the front of the room to demonstrate the double-decker bus scenario, the teacher called on all girls. Perhaps the teacher could have done a better job by using both girls and boys to discourage gender stereotypes. Regardless, every student was encouraged to share their thoughts and discuss their theories with each other. The teacher pointed out that they could agree or disagree and wanted to make sure that everyone understood what was being talked about. This open forum not only allowed the teacher to monitor student understanding, it also encouraged exploration and placed some accountability on the students. Never did the teacher say “that’s right” or “that’s wrong”; she simply stepped back and allowed the students the time they needed to express their ideas.  

The best practices for a teacher are to set the stage for an environment that promotes problem-solving with good protocol established early in the year. When students, having different answers, can work together and work toward a consensus, they have gleaned useful skills. Additionally, when students learn how to express agreement or why they may not support what another student has said or done, that social development has long term application. 

Conclusion

Classroom interaction should be focusing on the methods for problem-solving. It is critical that the teacher understands the depth of problem-solving and puts the concepts into play where students can learn through experience and not just be required to practice the concepts without modeling. When he/she is able to demonstrate problem-solving spontaneously and with ease, the students will be able to replicate the behavior as well. Additionally, when a teacher can help students work well in partnerships, she not only does herself a favor but offers a wealth of skill development for the children, too. 

Helping guide students toward cooperative learning, where they are able to work together, starting early is an incredibly important feature a teacher can integrate into the classroom norms. The application toward math is real but can also apply to other situations that students may encounter later in life, such as playing team sports, working on a group science project, or working together on a math problem in a group.
Mathematical tools allow us to celebrate the process, not just the result.  Furthermore, our belief that hands-on learning can lead to life-long understandings, through the use of mathematical tools, was emphasized.  The success of mathematical tools is often taken for granted and attributed to the tools themselves, as opposed to those parties using the tools.  Throughout this paper, we have shown that the tools would be useless if not for the teacher’s careful selection and implementation, and the children’s choices and actions on how to utilize them.  We believe the implementation of mathematical tools is an important aspect of teaching mathematics to students and now feel that we have a solid grasp on how to use them properly in our own future classrooms.  
Classroom discourse begins with our educators. Teachers hold the ropes in leading discourse, and it’s important for them to set up a proper environment so students can exchange conversation comfortably. With the successful use of discussion between teachers and students, proper understanding of classroom interactions will make way for teachers to use assessment strategies and determine the success of the students.
