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Two activities carried out with small but diverse 
family learning group

Sharing ways of writing/saying numbers in 
different languages

Sharing ways of calculating addition sums



related work

“If I had to reduce all of educational psychology to just one 
principle, I would say this: The most important single factor 
influencing learning is what the learner already knows. 
Ascertain this and teach him *sic+ accordingly”       D.P.Ausubel
(1968) 

Javier Diez-Palomar: Dialogic Principles include ‘recognising
everyone’s knowledge’

Olive Fullerton (1995) ‘who wants to feel stupid all of the time’



Group Profile
Family learning group of 11 women, most of whom were mothers of young 

children

Numeracy levels
E1, E3, L1, L2, GCSE – quite diverse 

Dyslexic student – difficulty with reading and maths, but very creative, thinks in 
colours, as does her son

Schooling:  none;  traditional;  primary only;  higher;  secondary

From 7 countries (Albania, Turkey, Somalia, Afghanistan, Caribbean, England, 
Nigeria)

6 languages (Albanian, Turkish, Somalian, Arabic, English, Yoruba)



Early Activity
My first session with the group, but the second time they had 

met

I decided to look at their own language of numbers, as well as 
English, in an activity 

• To practice writing/saying the English words

• To share with the group their own language, giving value to 
their own knowledge 

• To look at the structure of numbers in different languages as 
a means of exploring ideas of place value

• To get to know some background information about the 
learners through the ensuing discussion



Working in pairs 
with someone who 
speaks a different 
language, fill in as 

much as you can of 
the sheet in English 

and your own 
languages

English

1

2

3

…

20

23

25

27

30

40

50

…

100

400

600

1000

Look at the way the 

numbers are written in 

English and each others 

language and see if you 

can see any patterns

Whole group discussion



my session reflections

Numbers in different languages worked really well –
good for participants to be the experts – they drew 
out lots of maths by looking at different language 
structures such as Yoruba using +, -, x  with 20 being 
used as a base, difference between fifteen, ten and 
five etc. Good discussion on the way language helps 
thinking – Somali women, who have no schooling, 
able to contribute orally.

This took much more time …..



Addition Methods

I wanted to explore different mental and paper & pen methods 
for doing the four operations – in the event we only had time 
for addition

I facilitated the discussion, prompting with increasingly difficult 
addition sums, free of context

Objectives

• Learn about numbers by considering different approaches

• Validate participants own methods, and that there are 
different approaches and methods

• Support childrens’ work in a similar way

• For me to learn about participants’ ways of thinking about 
numbers

• To explore some methods that might be used in school



 

 
Arithmetic 

 

Addition in different ways 
 
 
 
 
How would you work out 3 + 4 ? 
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Use fingers 

Count objects – e.g. 
matches, counters etc 

Draw strokes on a 
piece of paper 

Card games, e.g. 
animal snap 



 

 

How would you work out         14 + 27 
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2 7 
41 

 
14 = 10 + 4   
27 = 20 + 7 
        30 + 11 = 41 
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27 4 10 
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10 
30 + 11 = 41 
 



 
Arithmetic 

 

Addition in different ways 
 

 
 
 
How would you work out  
 
13 + 27 + 48 + 3 + 12  = 103   ? 
 
 
 
 
  

 
48 

 
 
 
 
 
 
In Schools they Use Number Bonds 
  1 + 9 = 10 
  2 + 8 = 10 etc 
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80 + 23 = 103 

48 
27 
13 
12 
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10 + 3 
20 + 7 
40 + 8 
  0 + 3 
10 + 2 
80 + 20 + 3 = 103 



my session reflections
Successful session that didn’t do all I’d planned! – elicited 

addition methods – good variety of contributions – C was 
using the more ‘modern’ efficient methods which she says 
she has developed for herself (e.g. adding tens first…), D 
would then repeat what C had done in a more formal way –
probably learnt from her kids at school 

- and then went straight to demonstrating grid and lattice (using 
nice ppt) – then asked people to try the lattice, even if they 
didn’t like the look of it – D and N said they preferred long 
multiplication but by the end Nola was a convert. Everyone 
seemed to enjoy the method and it was hard to get them to 
stop practicing – especially DN who, during her tutorial had 
said she was no good at maths, feared it because she’d had 
an authoritarian teacher. E said how much she was enjoying 
learning new methods of calculation.  



comments during course evaluation
‘Liked different ways to add up’ – ‘learned too much 

ways for maths’ – T

‘I learnd some thing new and many different ways of 
doing maths’ – A

‘I like sesion when we do it in diferent ways. For 
example multiplayin, addin.’ ‘I learnd dome language 
of the maths that I never heard before, and 
differtent ways that we doin. It.- A

Several people commented course was helping them to work 
with their children



What was gained as a teacher

• found out about

– their background 

– their previous maths education

– their way of seeing numbers

– some of their maths thinking (Turkish woman thought 
laterally, used methods which saw relationships between 
numbers)

– how numbers are constructed in different languages

– more ways to consider addition



participants found…
– there are many valid ways of calculating

– that their own methods were valid

– explored some of the methods and language used in 
schools

– ways numbers are constructed in different languages

– the way numbers are written in English

– about the structure of numbers

– they had their own knowledge to contribute

– lots of discussion – using language to describe maths 
processes and number construction


