
A Grade 5 Classroom : 
Organizing for Problem Solving 

J.M. Krywolt 
Park Meadows E lementary School ,  Leth bridge 

How do teachers g e t  s t a r t ed in teach ing s tudents to solve prohlems ? How can 
t he husy teacher keep the  problem s o l v i ng mod e l  be f o r e  the s t uden t s ?  One me t ho d  
t ha t  h a s  prov e n  suc c e s s ful i s  ou t l i ned bel ow .  

A good beg i n n i ng i s  based on es t ab l i sh ing a pos i t ive c l a s s r oom a tmos phere 
f rom day on e .  Stud e n t s  mus t  feel com fo r t ab l e , rece ive po s i t ive reinfo rcement ,  
and have oppo r t un i t i es  t o  be succe s s ful . Rou t i nes and expe c t a t ions m u s t  he es
t ab l i s hed earl y .  Con tent  and i n i t i a l  problem s o l vi ng expe ri ences should he rel
a t ive l y  easy in order to deve l op conf idence and es tab l i sh a pos i t ive a t t i tude . 
Bonu s ac t iv i t ies  can be i nc luded to chal lenge the high achiev e rs . 

Begin the year hy " b a i t ing " s tude n t s  wi th a se l e c t ion of highl y  mo t iv a t i ng 
p roblems and ac t ivi t i e s  ( abou t  two or three a week) . They can be placed on the 
o ve rh ead , and all should be short at t ent ion-ge t t ing problems that stude nt s e n
j oy .  Af t e r  a few of these , mos t s tu d e n t s  beg i n  asking , " When can we do more 
problems ? "  
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It  is at this point that "Proble m  of the Week" corner is initiated. This is 
most successful when stude nts have been " captured" hy the initial problems and, 
i n  turn, reque st more on a regular basis. It becomes the ir corner and, wi th a 
little guidance, they  build the entire prog ram in the form of a contest. 

A new problem is posted each Monday. Stude nts are allowed to enter a solu
tion that day, but are only permitted one entry. The entries are checked that 
e ve ning ,  and correct en tries rece ive five points. On day two (Tuesday), eve ry
one else can enter again. The corre ct solutions on this day are worth four 
points. On Wednesday, three points can be awarded; on Thursday, two points; and 
on Friday, one point. After 1 0  weeks, prizes and certificates are awarded , and 
a new round begins. 

Although optional, about two-thirds of the class participates regularly. 
Select problems to complement class work that week or to demonstrate or practice 
a particular strategy. 

The first two or three prohlems are relative ly easy, and most stude nts earn 
three or more points. A good selection of bonus problems is necessary to chal
lenge those who have solved the problem of the we ek on the first d ays. Having a 
panel of students hring in , make up, or select bonus proble ms is worthwhile . 

Once the problem of the week program has bee n  established, group stude nts 
into teams of four, and prese nt the ge ne ral frame work for problem solving 
(Polya's model). Since there are four steps involved, it is relative ly easy to 
direct students to create a wall display similar to that shown in Figure 2. 

Introduce problems that are solved by using certain strategies. Attach 
these strateg ies to the appropriate step. As new strategies are discove red, 

FIG URE 2. 

Steps to Success 
Look Back ! 

Carry Out  
the P lan  

M a ke a P l an  

U nderstand  
the  Prob lem 

2 9  



FIG URE 3. 

Look Back !  

Steps to Success 

Carry Out 
the Plan 

Hake a Plan 

I • Re tel 1 the 
Problem and 

Understand the I •  Organized Answer 
Problem List or Table 

l • Use Simpler 
Problems 

2 ,  Guess and 2 .  Make and 
l • Ask Ques tion Test  Solve Similar 

2 .  Draw a Problems 

2 .  Re state the Diagram 3 .  Work 
Problem Backwards 

3 .  Identify 3 .  Choose 
Key Words Operation 

4 .  Act It Out 

they are added, and the lists grow throu ghout the year. Posting them serves as 
a reminder a nd reinforces the strategies learned. 

Try to provide problem solving lessons that teach specific strategies on a 
regular basis during the school year. The emphasis is placed on the strategies 
themselves rather than the final answer. Providing a variety of meaningful and 
interesting problems in an atmosphere of success and having students work in 
small groups are integral to having a successful program. Getting your stud ents 
involved in the problems, encouraging them to create their own, and maintaining 
your enthusiasm also helps to maintain that successful program. 

Joe Kry1-mlt teaches Grade 5 in Park Meadows Elementary School in Lethbridge. 
Currently ,  Mr. Krywol t serves as director of the r1athemat ics Council of The Al
berta Teachers' Association. 
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