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How does Number Talks Impact Elementary Students Abilities to Write About Math? 
 
Introduction 
The implementation of Number Talks during Math instruction allows teachers to provide 
students with the language skills needed to write about Mathematics. 
 
Rationale 
Since 1995 the United States has been a participant in the Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS), an examination constructed to observe trends in mathematics and 
science achievements among fourth and eighth graders (U.S. Department of Education 1).  As of 
2015, 95% of United States fourth grade students performed at the low benchmark in Math (U.S. 
Department of Education 14).  In July of 2017, the New Mexico Public Education Department 
(NMPED) released the 2017 Student Assessment Results.  This report revealed that Albuquerque 
Public Schools performance in Math showed little to no growth since the 2014-2015 school year 
(NMPED 7).  This was something I also saw when reviewing my school’s Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment results.  More 
specifically, I noticed a trend across the third, fourth and fifth grade levels; mathematical 
reasoning was an area of difficulty across the board. 
 
Literature Review Highlights 

� Number Talks is a type of whole group instruction focused on developing efficient, 
flexible, and accurate computation strategies.  However, at the core, Number Talks is a 
vehicle for developing students’ abilities to converse and discuss math (Parrish). 

� According to Common Core State Standards (CCSS), mathematical reasoning is a 
student’s ability to derive an answer to a math problem, justify why they got their answer, 
and communicate their thinking to others (Freeman, et al. 284). 

� Many of the CCSS Standards for Mathematical Practice (SMP) focus on students’ 
mathematical proficiency in communicating.  For instance, SMP3, “construct viable 
arguments and critique the reasoning of others,” expresses that student are to solve a 
problem, justify why they got their answer, and communicate their understanding to 
others (Freeman, et al. 284). 

� Being able to problem solve and communicate in Math begins and ends with literacy.  
When teaching Mathematics, teachers must address reading and writing (Brozo & Crain 
12). 

� The development of oracy must occur before expecting our students to effectively 
communicate through writing.  Because speech is a regular activity, it is a common 
misconception that it requires no specific teaching.  However, Latham (61) said, without 
furthering a child’s ability to speak and listen they will be limited in reading and writing. 

� Freeman et al. (282) said, “.... writing in mathematics...is about communicating ideas 
with clarity and an appropriate level of detail to make these ideas understandable and 
traceable.” 

 
Research Design 
At my school, I have been working with the fourth-grade team of teachers to collect data on the 
implementation of Number Talks and how it impacts students’ writing about Math.  Starting in 
January of 2018, my team and I created and administered a Number Talks pre-assessment; and in 
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mid-April 2018, the post-assessment was given.  For consistency, the post-assessment was the 
exactly the same as the pre-assessment.  These assessments included two one step word 
problems, one addition and one subtraction. 
 

1. Tickets went on sale for a concert.  A total of 1,200 tickets were 
for sale.  324 were sold during the first week of sales.  How many 
tickets are left? 

 
2. Brad drove 576 miles on Sunday.  On Monday, he drove 78 
more miles.  How many miles did Brad drive altogether? 

 
Along with solving the problems and showing their work, students were also given the task of 
explaining their thinking.  My main focus was on the students’ written responses.  The 
expectation was that students could clearly justify why they chose to solve using addition or 
subtraction. 
Following the pre-assessment, the implementation of Number Talks began.  Four classrooms 
participated, with a total of 63 students.  58 students were in fourth-grade receiving General 
Education Math services, and 5 students were in a self-contained fifth-grade classroom receiving 
Special Education services in math.  Across the four classrooms, number talks were conducted 
an average of 3 days a week, and took around 10 minutes of instructional time.  All teachers used 
Parrish’s (2010) Number Talks structure. 
 

 
 
Findings 
To score the pre-assessment, I used Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) Performance Levels, 
which is a four-level rubric: 4 - student exceeds expectations, 3 - Student meets expectations, 2 - 
student is approaching or nearing expectations, 1 - student is experiencing difficulty.  In Figure 1 
you can see how the students performed on the pre-assessment, and Figure 2 shows the results of 
the post-assessment.  Upon reviewing the results of the data collected, I saw an increase in 
students’ abilities to write about math.  
 
Recommendations 
Research shows that the use of Number Talks has a positive impact on students’ abilities to write 
about Math.  Moving forward, it is my recommendation that my school adopt the use of Number 
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Figure 1: Number Talks Pre-
Assessment Student Scores
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Assessment Student Scores
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Talks so we can take more data. Currently, my team and I are scheduled to conduct a Number 
Talks Professional Development (PD) session at our elementary school. 
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