Teaching Mental Computation
Strategies in Early Mathematics
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Interviewer: How much do the shoes and the shirt cost?

Interview 1

Mitchell (age 7): It's too big. | can’t do it.

Interview 2 (eight weeks later)

Mitchell: Take 1 off the 6; add it to 99; that makes 100.
One hundred plus 35 equals 135.

Mental computation—that is,
calculating in the head—is a relatively
new topic in mathematics curricula
for primary-age children (e.g., National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics
[NCTM] 2000; Queensland Studies
Authority 2004). It is an important

skill because it enables children to
learn more deeply how numbers work,
make decisions about procedures, and
create strategies for calculating (Varol
& Farran 2007; Vershaffel et al. 2007),
thus promoting number sense—a well-
developed understanding of number
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(Maclellan 2001). The importance of
enhancing children’s math reasoning
processes and ability to represent,
communicate, and connect ideas
cannot be overestimated. NAEYC and
NCTM (2002) suggest that these are
components of high-quality mathemat-
ics education for young children.
When teaching mental computation,
the emphasis should be on children
developing their own strategies by
explaring, discussing, and justifying
their thinking and solutions. For some
teachers, this requires a shift in beliefs
and attitudes about what and how to
teach mathematics in primary grades.
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Teachers need support to make these
shifts.

With this in mind, I worked with Pam
and Sue, two primary grade teachers,
to help them improve their practice

“and introduce this new topic—mental

computation—in their classrooms.
Pam and Sue taught 6-, 7-, and 8-year-
olds at a Brisbane (Australia) elemen-
tary school. This article describes how
these teachers engaged children in
developing strategic thinking skills in
math, applying research to their class-
room practice in order to do so.

What we did

In the first 10-week term (of a
four-term year), I gave Pam and Sue
research literature about mental com-
putation (learn more in the research
section that follows). The three of us
interviewed the children individually
to identify the mental computation
strategies (if any) they already used—
for example, calculating 26 + 19 as
26+20-1.

Second term, we developed a cur-
riculum based on research and the
children’s current knowledge about
math. In the classrooms, Pam and
Sue taught the children and I assisted

The importance of enhancing children’s math reason-
ing processes and ability to represent, communicate,
and connect ideas cannot be overestimated.
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understand children’s explanations of

their strategies. However, there is little m
common terminology for identifying

38 58 60 63

52-28:52-2=50,50-6=44,44-20=24 38 +25:38+20=58058+2=60,60+3=63

mental computation strategies in the
literature. For instance, among three 38 +25:38 +20=58,58 +2=60,60+3=63
ways to compute 37 + 28,
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