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The morning of day one of the conference was a pleasurable if eye-opening experience. The 

unique surrounds offered by the grounds of St. Peter’s College are a distinctly calming and 

seductive environment. The walk through the beautiful playing fields to the conference were as 

enjoyable as the conference itself would turn out to be. 

 

The first order of events was a welcome and registration process that occurred in the “Trinity 

School Room”, the oldest continually operating classroom in Australia. This beautifully 

appointed historical room was only matched by the efficiency of the registration process. The 

feeling going into the event was one of excitement and anticipation. 

 

 
 

The welcome speech delivered by St. Peter’s College headmaster Tim Browning was good in 

that it reminded the teachers of the importance of mathematics in the lives of everyone alive. 

We were also asked to refocuse on the importance of not only crafting lessons that cater to 

those students we know exist in every mathematics class who struggle to grasp concepts and 

have to be helped along the way, but to remain cognisant of those students at the upper end of 

the class who grasp mathematical concepts and processes much more easily and quickly. It 

appears that the temptation to focus entirely on the bottom 25% of our students is a problem 

that abounds in schools at all levels. It was a refreshing experience to hear the leader of an elite 

educational institute reiterating to teachers the need to engaging materials and approaches in 

order to promote learning across the ability spectrum while still accessing the same curriculum.  
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Conference talks made by sponsors can be bland and boring, in this instance they were short 

and sweet. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for several of the workshop sessions 

which were not clearly labelled as sponsor presentations. While each workshop I attended 

offered an insight into something which could be valuable to the classroom teacher, there was 

still a sense of the sales pitch in those sessions which were clearly presented by company sales 

people. 

 

Plenary 1: Andrew Lorimer-Derham – Intentional Fun 
This session focused on generating maximum engagement in students by creating fun and 

relatable mathematics learning opportunities using the right tools and scenarios. This is right in 

my area of interest. I was always capable at mathematics but not necessarily engaged with it. 

My memories of school maths are generally of staid lessons where the teacher essentially 

worked through examples of mathematics problems with one solution method and then silence 

in the classroom as we were expected to work through problems in the textbook. The proposal 

made by Andrew is to bring fun and interesting ideas into the classroom to make students 

realise the power of maths in their lives. 

 

A good example of the power of mathematics presented by Andrew was of the rounding that 

occurs at supermarkets now that one and two cent coins have been removed from our currency. 

In his example, splitting the bills at the checkout could possibly result in a lifetime saving of 

$3000 dollars and possibly the odd black eye from disgruntled supermarket customers in the 

queues behind you. 

 

The key takeaways from the session are that: 

 Students tend to enter the maths class with low maths confidence and a low level of 

resilience when faced with maths problems 

 The correct answer matters less that the process and thinking used. 

 Students need exposure to dynamic problems in real life scenarios 

 Foundation level students understand difficult concepts like equality though the idea of 

fairness 

 We all as people will only take risks if we have a level of confidence that failure is not the 

end of the world 

 Make maths fun and generate the highest levels of engagement! 

 Gamification of maths can have a very positive effect on engagement as it reduces the 

stakes associated with failure. 

 

Workshop 2.5 – Why do we have to study this? – Alison Allen 
This is again a reflection of the importance of engagement and willingness to participate in 

mathematics learning. Learners who are generally weaker will be the most likely ones to posit 

the question “why do we have to learn this?” and they will generally do it in the hope of avoiding 

the work itself. 

 



Dominic May Mathematical Association SA 2018 Conference  
 

As teachers it is important that we adjust our pedagogies so they pitch concepts at the correct 

levels, we allow students to ask their own questions and that we are aware that the language of 

mathematics can make learning difficult. It is important to remember that the complicated and 

sometimes opaque language of mathematics makes an already intimidating subject, to some 

students, even more frightening. 

 

It is important for students to see how maths is used by adults every day. Model how you used 

maths outside your workplace, measuring a garden for laying new turf for example. Using footy 

statistics is a real-life way of bringing maths into everyday contexts for the students. Set up 

scenarios for students to realise that maths is a tool-box for problem solving. Incorporate more 

Fermi type problems where students can use logic rather than necessarily specific mathematical 

processes to find an answer. 

 

Plenary 2 – Professor Martin Westwell – The changing demands on 

mathematics education 
With his usual engaging style Martin outlined the challenges facing teachers in the modern 

education paradigm. No longer is it enough for students to be presented with a quite of skills 

which can be rote learned of regurgitated verbatim in a static and unchanging workplace. In the 

new paradigm, we are already seeing that those who are most likely to succeed are those 

people with skills who somehow know what to try when faced with a new problem never 

encountered before. The students today who are likely to be best suited to the future workspace 

are those who can combine high social skills with their high mathematics skills. 

 

While there has traditionally been a focus on creating students with high technical competence 

in mathematics processes and high general mathematics test results it is felt that this will no 

longer be enough to succeed in the modern, dynamic, world. We need to, as teachers, cultivate 

strategic competence as well as technical competence to create students who can try things 

that might work. This can only be achieved through use of maths in unrehearsed scenarios and 

learning maths in unfamiliar ways. 

 

Generate an attitude of productive struggle to alter the sometimes-underlying attitude of maths 

as hard or painful. Bring the fun in to allow students to appreciate maths as something to 

engage in rather than avoid. 
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Plenary 3 – Dr Ian Thomson – Using Technology in the Classroom 
In my experience, there are a range of attitudes in primary schools towards the incorporation of 

technology into the teaching of mathematics. These range from, not using it at all to we use it to 

reinforce or check learning in our students. I understand that funding and budgeting limitations 

can hinder optimum use of technology in the classroom and learning but as teachers it is 

important to be aware what technologies are being used and that are available outside our small 

insulated bubble. It is the reality in modern education that independent schools have moved 

quicker to the uptake of student held technology. In these schools, no doubt, there will be a 

range of effectiveness of utilising technology to assist mathematics learning. The question is, in 

my mind, how much are we disadvantaging students by not using these tools optimally. 

 

Ian covered three main areas of technology-based maths learning, digital ink, online learning 

and coding in mathematics. As primary teachers, it is important to be cognisant of the 

possibilities presented by technologies in our classrooms. Lack of knowledge or confidence in 

the teacher should not be the factor that determines whether every student is given the optimal 

education. Coding is one such critical skill that many schools have yet to fully engage with. 

Products like Scratch are ideal, unbreakable, coding tools for introducing primary aged students 

to the fundamentals of programming. The knowledge required by the teacher of the specifics of 

the tool are quite low, the level of engagement naturally embedded within the tool and a 

collaborative learning environment will probably allow the group to overcome problems 

encountered in the digital classroom tool. 
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Scratch 

 

Takeaways 
The importance of a flexible student with a set of mathematics skills and social competencies 

are seemingly destined to be the highest goals for teachers of maths. It is no longer enough for 

students to trudge into our classes and be force fed the curriculum and walk out into a static 

industrial workforce. Artificial intelligence is changing the prospects for our students. Robots are 

increasingly penetrating the repeatable job sectors, meaning that today’s students need to be 

able to undertake things that AI and robots cannot. Flexible thinking and communication skills 

are going to be the highly sought-after traits in the next generation of workers. Our job as 

teachers is to create classrooms where these traits can prosper. 

 

Despite the fear that many of us as teachers have, we need to create mathematics lessons 

where collaboration and group learning can thrive, we cannot afford, for our student’s futures 

sakes, to avoid introducing coding and similar skills to our students. This needs to be our focus, 

sometimes in-spite of our fear of technology. Remember, we expect our students to work their 

way out of the learning pit, we should be prepared to put ourselves in that place too.   

 

I will challenge myself and my colleagues to move their mathematics teaching practices towards 

the latest best practices, as outlined in each of the sessions reviewed above. One of my goals 

since entering the profession has been to try to keep mathematics as fun as possible. I know 

that when my class is working together on solving problems and logic puzzles and are 

sometimes noisy and boisterous they can appear, to the outsider, not to be learning. I realise 

that the goal of engagement and excitement about mathematics is more important that a quiet 
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ordered classroom. I now have more tools and confidence to try to hold the line on this 

approach to mathematics as a curriculum area of vital importance. 

 


