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MASA 2018 Conference report 

Michael Harris 

The MASA conference 2018 hosted at St. Peters College was a very informative and practice 

shaping experience for myself and other maths teachers. I was primarily looking for ways in 

which to spark interest in students about mathematics, especially in areas where students are 

not typically engaged. I was looking for methods and strategies to make maths relevant to 

students relevancy and find ways to help students conceptualise areas of mathematical 

thinking and understanding that they would normally struggle with. I was also looking for ways 

to bridge maths between subjects, such as science, art, ICT and English. I wanted to explore 

how coding and digital elements were going to be integrated into the mathematics curriculum 

and how pedagogies are building towards digital futures. I was also curious to see just how 

experienced teachers taught maths to make it meaningfully and effectively. 

Highlights 

The first session for me was "Critical and Creative Thinking in Mathematics" by Sheree Arnold 

and was the highlight for me in regards to shaping practices and forming engaging lessons in 

maths. The turnout for the session was over capacity and was obviously a point of interest to 

many teachers. Sheree discussed and provided examples of using problem based learning 

approaches as a way to introduced new topics and bridge gap between critical thinking and 

creative thinking through analysing problems and creatively improving solutions to the 

problem. The approach allows for more than one entry point, method of solving and solution 

and because of this, most students should engage and develop. She built on this with the 

concept of non-Googleable questions, where students are made to solve problems that cannot 

be easily searched online. These can be created from authentic problems that are relevant to 

the students. Sheree used the example of coordinating the Pedal Prix team or organising the 

placement of stalls at a school fair to take the most money. Sheree also discuss the idea of 

"would you rather" maths questions, where students would have to justify their responses in 

full sentences to develop mathematics communication skills.  

There were a numerous session on algorithmic thinking and linking to coding which I had a 

great interest in for a potential future in mathematics education. What I saw was remarkable 

educators like David Hemer in the session "A coding analysis and data approach to 

mathematics", who worked on activities like developing a maths quiz using Python, which 

targeted a motivated and highly able group of students to utilise their knowledge of maths 

concepts and be able to put this into code. this was one of the ways I was looking for other 

educators to be bridging the gap between maths and ICT. An informative session by Isabella 
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Hoadley and Brian Lannen on algorithmic thinking had us make as many "Crazy Animals" as we 

could using the cutouts of 3 different animals from a book provided. Students could develop an 

algorithm to develop an efficient way to see the maximum number of animals without doubling 

up. I found this was a great method to introduce algorithmic thinking through problem solving, 

where all students could take part and engage in the task. they then built on this thinking and 

had us develop our own algorithms to sort the various qualrilaters from each other using the 

properties of shape.  

Nick Kyriazis' presentation on introducing linearity was another highlight of the conference 

where we were shown an engaging task based on cup snakes (stacking together cups to form a 

"snake" that spreads over a long distance.) The activity started off with a strong measurement 

and geometry component however this was then linked to linear algebra (y = mx + c) through 

measuring the cups and seeing how they grew once more were added. Nick demonstrated the 

potential to make one innocuous cup measuring activity link to a greater spectrum of maths 

with algebra, graphing and tabling. I used this activity with my own year 8 classes but adapted to be 

an introduction to measurement with the plan of following it up later when we start linear algebra.   

"Algebra as storytelling" with Mike Clapper displayed an effective way to introduce algebra. 

This approach helps to bridge the gap between numbers and operations like 4 x 5 = 20, which is 

what students are used to dealing with in mathematics, towards letters being used to 

substitute for numbers. This is a concept that in my personal practice I have observed students 

struggle with from upper primary through to some later secondary years. Mike showed how 

using something as fundamental and basic in maths as function machines in a meaningful way 

and early on can help students retain the concept of algebra. He communicated the importance 

of making the layout and labelling of an equation as unambiguous as possible, like telling 

students where to put the dividing line or where to put the multiplying number so they can 

build proficiency. From this they can develop a story, like a detective solving a case of "What 

happened to my number when it was cut in half and had 4 taken away?" These stories can 

stretch out to numerous operations to the point where students still developing their algebra 

skills can solve complex equations. 

One of the plenaries that stood out was from Dr.Ian Thompson. We got to see how we can 

effectively communicate with students and teach a lesson live while online using OneNote. 

There is also the ability to respond to student questions live so it is different to a live or 

recorded lecture, which is a growing method of teaching and learning on mediums like 

YouTube, or with sites like the Khan Academy. I can see this being an area of growth as more 

universities are moving towards online models and this familiarises students with such a 

format, as well as people wanting to access the best education available which may not be 
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possible given circumstances either because of distance, hospitalisation/illness, travel or even 

students seeking supplemental learning. 

Contribution to learning area 

At the time of the conference and offer of sponsorship I was going into a new contract from a 

year as a TRT so seeing how other teachers planned engaging lessons and units was a main 

focus. In the first few weeks I have been able to put into practice some things that I have 

learned from the MASA conference. I altered the cup snake task to be an introduction to 

measurement with the potential to revisit it when my classes start on linear algebra. I found 

this to be an engaging start to the topic with some students actually starting to think about how 

many cups it would take to reach from one side of the room to the other, or how many would 

we need to span the hallway. I have also been having students work on their justification skills 

for mathematical reasoning with some of the "would you rather" questions that I picked up 

from the Critical and Creative Thinking session, such as "Would you rather $20 off jeans of 20% 

off?". Students found this  to be challenging at first as mathematics as writing in sentences to 

justify choices is not typically done in secondary level mathematics. However they were able to 

discuss why they chose one option over another and from this I had them transcribe the points 

into writing.  

I will be sharing some of the knowledge gained from this conference at an upcoming STEM 

faculty meeting. The focus will be on the activities that I learned during the conference that I 

have done so far with my classes, like using the cup snake to introduce measurement and linear 

algebra and having students communicate their thinking through written sentences. I will also 

be discussing some things that I found useful that have not yet been able to put into practice in 

the few weeks since the conference. These will be exploring the options with problem based 

learning, non-Googleable questions and the growth area for crossing curriculum to better 

engage students.  

The resources that were shared with me at the conference will be put on the school shared 

drive for other teachers to access. There was a strong emphasis at the conference from 

individual teachers to institutions/associations to make more resources readily available and 

put them into meaningful use. 

 


