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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 “Reggio-

Inspired” 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. 

 REPO
RT
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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 open-

ness 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 Reggio-

inspired 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-to-

one 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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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 three-

GLPHQVLRQDO�VKDSHV�ZLWK�VSHFL¿F�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKHLU�DWWULEXWHV�±�HGJHV��IDFHV��
vertices.

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 

DUH�SUHVHQWHG�ZLWK�PLQL�FOLSERDUGV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�WR�UHFRUG�WKHLU�¿QGLQJV�

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, parts-

whole relationships, subitizing, one-to-one correspondence and combining 

quantities.
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In this provocation, a photo question prompt is provided alongside a 

FROOHFWLRQ�RI�ÀRZHUV��+RZ�PDQ\�SHWDOV�GRHV�HDFK�ÀRZHU�KDYH"�:KDW�
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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ZHUH�YHU\�FXULRXV�DQG�LQVSLUHG�E\�QDWXUDO�LPDJHV��ÀRZHU�SHWDOV��QDWXUH�
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.

/DXUHQ�UHÀHFWHG�RQ�WKH�FUHDWLYH�SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�
provocations and how that uncovered mathematical content for her 

students:

“,�HQMR\HG�XVLQJ�WKH�QDWXUDO�PDWHULDOV�DQG�KDYLQJ�WKH�RSHQ�HQGHG�DFWLYLWLHV�
EHFDXVH�LW�VXSSRUWHG�D�QHZ�W\SH�RI�PDWK�WKLQNLQJ�LQ�P\�FODVVURRP���
FUHDWLYH�SUREOHP�VROYLQJ��³+RZ�FDQ�,�VNLS�FRXQW�ZLWK�URFNV"´�³+RZ�FDQ�
,�PDNH�D�JURZLQJ�SDWWHUQ�ZLWK�PDWHULDOV�WKDW�,�FDQ�¿QG�RXWVLGH�LQ�WKH�
SOD\JURXQG"´�,�IRXQG�WKDW�,�FRXOG�UH�XVH�WKH�VDPH�OHVVRQ�DQG�VZLWFK�RXW�
WKH�PDWHULDOV�DQG�WKH�VWXGHQWV�ZRXOG�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�H[FLWHG�WR�OHDUQ�DQG�
H[SORUH�”

/RXHVD¶V�JHQHUDO�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�KHU�H[SHULHQFHV�ZLWK�DSSURDFKLQJ�
mathematics centres in a Reggio-inspired manner include:
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------------------------------

$�VLJQL¿FDQW�DVSHFW�RI�5HJJLR�VFKRROV�LV�WKH�UROH�RI�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�LQ�
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.

“8VLQJ�D�5HJJLR�LQVSLUHG�DSSURDFK�LQ�RXU�PDWK�FHQWUHV�VHHPHG�WR�KHOS�
WKH�VWXGHQWV�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�PDWK�LQ�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�DUHDV�RI�OLIH��
,QWURGXFLQJ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�DQG�GHVLJQ�WDVNV�KHOSHG�WKH�VWXGHQWV�WR�¿QG�PDWK�LQ�
WKHLU�RWKHU�FODVVURRP�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�PDNH�FRQQHFWLRQV�WR�WKHLU�KRPH�OLIH�DV�
ZHOO�´ 

,�IRXQG�WKDW�WKHVH�FHQWUHV��ZLWK�VHOI�GLUHFWLRQ�DQG�IUHH�H[SORUDWLRQ�WLPH��JDYH�
PH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�REVHUYH�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�LQWHUHVWV��VWUDWHJLHV��VWUHQJWKV�
DQG�QHHGV�LQ�D�ORZ�ULVN�DQG�KLJKO\�HQJDJLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��%DVHG�RQ�P\�
REVHUYDWLRQV�GXULQJ�WKHVH�FHQWUHV�,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�GHWHUPLQH�ZKDW�PLQL�OHVVRQV�
ZHUH�QHHGHG��ZKR�FRXOG�EH�D�PHQWRU��ZKDW�ZDV�PRVW�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�WKH�
VWXGHQWV�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�ZHUH�UHDG\�WR�PRYH�RQ�IURP��

understanding of “what math is” was expanded.”

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 to create patterns…How 

many different patterns can 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, 

³QRZ�LW¶V�D�SDWWHUQ�´�:KHQ�,�DVNHG�KHU�ZK\�WKH�¿UVW�RQH�
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.”

I wondered aloud, “Does 

it have to go around and around? What if it was in a 

line?” and I moved Riley’s frame pattern into linear 

pattern. Riley read the pattern: “ABBABABBAB” 

and Blake added, “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/mathematical-  

provocations-in-k1-classrooms/

http://blogs.sd38.bc.ca/sd38mathandscience/2013/09/30/reggio-inspired-  

mathematics-professional-learning/

http://blogs.sd38.bc.ca/sd38mathandscience/2013/10/24/counting-on-fall-math-

stories/


