REPORT

Reggio-Inspired
Mathematical
Provocations
submitted by Janice Novakowski, in
collaboration with Louesa Byrne and
Lauren MacLean
Janice, Louesa (K&1 teacher at Thompson Elementary) and Lauren (K&1
teacher at Blair Elementary) are teachers in the Richmond School District. They
are involved in a collaborative project looking at ways that Reggio-inspired
practices inspire mathematical thinking, understanding and engagement.

D

rawing upon the philosophy of the early childhood schools of Reggio
Emilia, Italy, many schools in North America are adopting a “ReggioInspired” approach to learning. Central to the philosophy of Reggio Emilia
is the image of the child – viewing the child as capable and creative.
The philosophy’s other core beliefs include: connectedness to culture,
community and the environment and the idea that every child has at least
100 languages in which he or she can communicate.

Provocations are presented for students to draw them in and engage them
with materials and ideas. A provocation is beautifully presented and is
an invitation to explore, investigate, learn, represent and create. In North
America, we see similar invitations in a centres approach where open
exploration and investigation is the intent.
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Provocations, or invitations, inspire and invite students to explore,
investigate and learn. Provocations are intentional in their intended
purpose, such as being based on students’ interests, linked to curriculum
and for assessment for learning purposes. Provocations have an openness to them that allows for students to engage with the materials and the
mathematical content at their level of understanding.
The following are some examples of mathematical provocations that
have been presented to our Kindergarten and Grade 1 students in the
Richmond School District, after teachers participated in a professional
learning experience where they were introduced to the notion of Reggioinspired mathematics.

In this provocation, a labeled photograph with the task prompt is set on an
easel with the materials in baskets.
The mathematical focus of this provocation is counting 1-5 and one-toone correspondence with other possibilities involving patterning and
decomposing 5.
(inspired by a post on http://msbarbarasblog.blogspot.ca)

In this provocation, coloured gems are presented in bowls with an
example of a repeating pattern on display.
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Elementary Issue

The mathematical focus of this provocation is identifying, reproducing,
extending and creating repeating patterns. Other mathematical areas
include one-to-one correspondence and counting.

In this provocation, three containers are presented: one with small pebbles,
one with wooden numerals and one with wooden ten frames.
The mathematical focus of this provocation is counting, one-to-one
correspondence, representing numbers and relating numerals to quantity.

In this provocation, a basket of wooden geometric solids and another of
natural materials is presented with a picture book.
The mathematical focus of this provocation is working with threevertices.
The book used as inspiration for this provocation is Shaping Up Summer
by Lizann Flatt and Ashley Barron.
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In this provocation, a picture book and a nesting set of Matryoshka dolls
The mathematical focus of this provocation is comparing and ordering
objects, identifying measurable attributes, developing mathematical
vocabulary and cardinal number terms.
The picture book that inspired this provocation is The Littlest Matryoshka
by Corine Demas Bliss and Kathyrn Brown.

In this provocation, containers of materials are presented with photographs
of students’ ways of making 7 with the question prompt, How many ways
can you make 7?
The mathematical focus of this provocation is decomposing quantity, partswhole relationships, subitizing, one-to-one correspondence and combining
quantities.
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In this provocation, a photo question prompt is provided alongside a
different ways could you count the petals?
The mathematical focus of this provocation is one-to-one correspondence,
counting, counting by 2’s, 5s etc, (skip counting), repeated addition with
possible extension to multiplication.
-------------Teachers working with the provocations in their classrooms have noted
high levels of interest, curiosity and creativity in mathematics and that
much mathematics has been uncovered during the students’ engagement
with the provocations.
Lauren MacLean (K&1 teacher at Blair Elementary) noted that her students
re-visited a bead patterning provocation “because of its open-endedness
– they were never expected to create the same thing but learning about
patterns was always the priority.”

Louesa Byrne (K&1 teacher at Thompson Elementary) also noted the
interest and engagement the students had with the materials. Her students
were “drawn to materials that were new, “beautiful”, and unexpected and
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mandelas, stacked rocks, patterns in nature, etc.)”. Louesa also observed
that her students easily found some way to engage and play with the
materials and that the varied materials appealed to the students’ natural
curiosities.

provocations and how that uncovered mathematical content for her
students:
“

”

mathematics centres in a Reggio-inspired manner include:
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“

#ZVTJOHMPPTFQBSUT OBUVSBMNBUFSJBMTBOEJNBHFSZ*UIJOLUIFDIJMESFOT
understanding of “what math is” was expanded.”

-----------------------------making learning visible. The documentation is for students, teachers,
parents and the broader community and documents the process of student
engagement and learning. Photographs, student artwork and quotes from
students are included in the documentation, often created as documentation
panels.
The image on the next page is a documentation panel, inspired by a
conversation with a student in Louesa Byrne’s K&1 classroom. The
question that emerged, What is a pattern? guided our mathematical inquiry.
Teachers in the Richmond School District will be continuing their
investigation of how Reggio-inspired practices can inspire mathematical
thinking and engage students in mathematical experiences in our primary
classrooms. We will be compiling an anthology of provocations as part of
our ongoing professional learning.
Please contact Janice Novakowski for more information:
jnovakowski@sd38.bc.ca
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An
invitation
many
different

to
create
patterns
can

patterns…How
you
make?

When working with the trays, students
naturally seemed to follow the shape
of the tray and create a repeating
pattern around the edge of the tray.
Riley had created a frame pattern in the middle of the
tray. When I asked her to tell me about her pattern, she
looked at it carefully and then replied, “I have an idea!”
and she moved the single purple gems out of their places
and replaced them with green gems. She exclaimed,
wasn’t a pattern, Riley explained: “Because it had two
purples on the top and bottom but only one here (points to
the sides).” So that isn’t a pattern?” I asked her and Riley
paused before answering, “I guess it could be. Hmm.”
We
wondered…What
is
a
pattern?
Blake overheard our discussion and suggested, “It’s
a pattern because you can go around and around.”
it have to go around
line?” and I moved
pattern. Riley read
and Blake added,

I wondered aloud, “Does
and around? What if it was in a
Riley’s frame pattern into linear
the pattern: “ABBABABBAB”
“Yep, it’s still a pattern!”

Resources:
The Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio Emilia Experience in
Transformation by Carolyn Edwards
Working in the Reggio Way by Julianne P. Wurm. Opal School in Portland
Oregon. http://opalschoolblog.typepad.com
Blog posts about this work in the Richmond School District:
http://blogs.sd38.bc.ca/sd38mathandscience/2013/09/28/mathematicalprovocations-in-k1-classrooms/
http://blogs.sd38.bc.ca/sd38mathandscience/2013/09/30/reggio-inspiredmathematics-professional-learning/
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http://blogs.sd38.bc.ca/sd38mathandscience/2013/10/24/counting-on-fall-mathstories/
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