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Topic: MATH! “Applied Problems”

Encourage Students to Draw to Clarify Understanding

Making a drawing of an applied, or ‘word’, problem is one easy heuristic tool that students
can use to help them to find the solution. An additional benefit of the drawing strategy is
that it can reveal to the teacher any student misunderstandings about how to set up or
solve the word problem. To introduce students to the drawing strategy, the teacher hands
out a worksheet containing at least six word problems. The teacher explains to students
that making a picture of a word problem sometimes makes that problem clearer and easier
to solve. The teacher and students then independently create drawings of each of the
problems on the worksheet. Next, the students show their drawings for each problem,
explaining each drawing and how it relates to the word problem. The teacher also
participates, explaining his or her drawings to the class or group. Then students are
directed independently to make drawings as an intermediate problem-solving step when they
are faced with challenging word problems. NOTE: This strategy appears to be more
effective when used in later, rather than earlier, elementary grades.

Improving Performance Through a 4-Step Problem-Solving Approach

Students can consistently perform better on applied math problems if they follow an
efficient 4-step plan of understanding the problem, devising a plan, carrying out the plan,
and looking back. (1) UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEM. To fully grasp the problem, the student
may restate the problem in his or her own words, note key information, and identify missing
information. (2) DEVISE A PLAN. In mapping out a strategy to solve the problem, the
student may make a table, draw a diagram, or translate the verbal problem into an equation.
(3) CARRY OUT THE PLAN. The student implements the steps in the plan, showing work and
checking work for each step. (4) LOOK BACK. The student checks the results. If the
answer is written as an equation, the student puts the results in words and checks whether
the answer addresses the question posed in the original word problem.

Have a great week!
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