
Disrupting Math Instruction    

That Doesn’t Work

From Telling to Thinking: 
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What happens when math classrooms are 

designed so students do the thinking, 

instead of following steps?
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Add. 
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Add. 3

8

2

8

Add the top, copy the bottom. 
So, 3 + 2 = 5, keep the 8.

Both fractions are eighths. So, we 
have three eighths and two eighths. 

Together, that’s five eighths.
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Why Math Matters Right Now

• Math achievement shows 
slow nationwide recovery.

• Students who fell behind 
struggle to reengage.

• Strong math instruction 
supports long-term success.
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Four CornersThe proper way to install toilet paper is always 
OVER, never under!

Agree

Strongly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Agree

Disagree

Edtech should do the thinking for students when 
they get stuck.



“The goal of teaching is not to 

put a thought in a student’s 

mind. The goal of teaching is to 

empower a student's mind to 

generate thought.”  Dr. Tim Hudson



Think of a skill you learned that 

you can STILL do today! 

WALK & THINK



10 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc. Privileged and Confidential.

Support when needed, independence when ready

AUTHENTIC LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Purposeful Struggle

Productive Struggle

✓ Deeper Understanding
✓ Grit
✓ Resilience
✓ Long Term Success
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What does authentic learning mean?
Real-world problems that matter to students, tied to 

their lives and curiosity.

What does it look like? Sound like?
Students wrestling with open questions, collaborating, 

and explaining their thinking.

Is it the same for all students?
No, tasks flex to meet each learner where they are.

AUTHENTIC LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Purposeful tasks lead to productive struggle, which leads to lasting learning.
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PRODUCTIVE STRUGGLE

❖ Shape classroom culture intentionally

❖ Celebrate effort over right answers

❖ Select the right tasks 

❖  Question instead of tell

Edutopia video – How Productive Struggle Fires Up Learners

Article from Science of Learning on youCubed – Supporting Teachers 

in Developing Productive Classrooms

It’s not just “making students work hard.

It consists of:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEaJ_VASrR0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEaJ_VASrR0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEaJ_VASrR0
https://www.youcubed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Hecht-et-al-Article-on-Mindset-Culture.pdf
https://www.youcubed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Hecht-et-al-Article-on-Mindset-Culture.pdf
https://www.youcubed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Hecht-et-al-Article-on-Mindset-Culture.pdf
https://www.youcubed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Hecht-et-al-Article-on-Mindset-Culture.pdf
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❖ Conceptual understanding

❖ Critical thinking & applying strategies

❖ Application & fluency

LEARNING PROGRESSION

When learning something 
new, which stage do you 
spend the most time in? 
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Productive struggle should be with the math, not 

the learning tool.

LEARNING PROGRESSION

❖ Conceptual understanding

❖ Critical thinking & applying strategies

❖ Application & fluency

How do you know when a student 
has true conceptual understanding 

versus surface-level recall?
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LEARNING PROGRESSION

How do you encourage students to 
compare and choose strategies 
rather than default to one?

Task selection is key when determining what will promote critical 

thinking and moving students to apply essential strategies. 

❖ Conceptual understanding

❖ Critical thinking & applying strategies

❖ Application & fluency
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Real fluency is not blind application of a strategy; it is thinking of the 

numbers and the situation to apply what makes mathematical sense.

LEARNING PROGRESSION

❖ Conceptual understanding

❖ Critical thinking & applying strategies

❖ Application & fluency

How do you help students 
transfer learning from one 

context to another?
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What if students had a resource that:  

✓ Encouraged productive struggle in a purposeful way

✓ Adapted to what each student understands

✓ Supported the learning progression from sense-making to strategy 

to fluency

✓ Offered tasks that required real thinking

✓ Helped students build confidence through effort and success

✓ Created consistent opportunities for long-term understanding

What would that mean for teachers? 

How would that impact students?
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Design Elements to Support Thinking

Context
• Creates purpose and engagement through meaningful situations

• Fairness, challenge, and curiosity spark student thinking

Manipulatives
• Students act, explore, and discover ideas for themselves

• Scales authentic “lightbulb” moments every learner deserves

Hints
• Just-in-time clarity that preserves thinking

• Supports explicit instruction without replacing reasoning

Intentional Numbers
• Numbers shape strategy opportunities, adapt to the learner

• Standards are the floor, not the ceiling

Digital learning experiences should surface student thinking and strengthen the learning progression.
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• Apply strategies accurately, 

efficiently, & flexibly

• Mental math may be required

Procedural 
Skills & Fluency

• Develop strategic thinking

• Apply multiple strategies

Finding Structure & 
Relationships

Conceptual 

Understanding

• Sense making and exploration

• Open-ended investigation

Intentional lesson design and progression
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Explore DreamBox Math!!!

Click here to Explore 
DreamBox Math 

https://www.discoveryeducation.com/solutions/math/dreambox-math/
https://www.discoveryeducation.com/solutions/math/dreambox-math/
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Impact 
SUCCESSFUL 

Outcomes

Full-Subject 
Aligned, 

RIGOROUS

Strengthens 
SCHOOL to 

HOME 

Connection

Balance 
Concepts AND 

Fluency

SPANISH 
Language 
Support

Teachers & 

Students Track 

Learning 

TOGETHER

ALWAYS 
Assessing

Supports ALL 
Students

Aligned with 
YOUR 
State 

Standards

POWERED by Thinking.

EMPOWERING Educators.

BUILT for IMPACT.
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DENSI 2026: Powering Progress

Move teaching forward | Practical, classroom-ready strategies educators can use 

right away to support student engagement, innovation, and growth.

Strengthen your impact with Discovery Education | Learn new ways to use DE tools 

more deeply, creatively, and confidently to amplify teaching and learning.

Connect with educators who get it | Join a passionate, supportive community of 

educators to share ideas, spark inspiration, and learn together - no travel required.

Stay ahead of what’s next in education | Explore timely topics shaping today’s 

classrooms, with guidance from trusted voices and experienced practitioners.

Join educators from across the country for hands-on learning, inspiring conversations, and practical strategies you can 

take straight back to your classroom.  

July 14 & 15, 2026 | 10:00 – 3:00 PM ET

Register at the QR code or link below:
https://bit.ly/4xzcBOE



Thank You
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