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The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics ([NCTM], 2014) 
identifies eight effective mathematics teaching practices that support 
ambitious mathematics teaching, and further highlights collaborating on 
instruction as an essential element of effective mathematics programs. 
Teachers can utilize learning walks as a way to learn together by 
observing each other’s teaching practices for shared focal aspects and 
then discussing the observation afterward. In an effort to continuously be 
improving mathematics instruction, the focal goal of the learning walks in 
this study was the effective mathematics teaching practice, “Implement 
tasks that promote reasoning and problem solving” (NCTM, 2014, p. 17). 

For this study, we analyzed the debriefing conversations from a small 
group of middle school teachers after completing learning walks in two 
colleagues’ math classrooms four times throughout a school year. We 
report on the focus of the debriefing conversations, and the ways in which 
these foci connect to the focal effective mathematics teaching practice.

• Teachers focused on classroom management and student 
engagement the majority of the time, and less on the task.

• The amount of time teachers’ discussed the focal effective 
mathematics teaching practice (tasks) did not seem to increase 
following the professional development session about that practice.

• Teachers reflected on teaching in most of the conversations.

• Overall, teachers spent little time discussing their observation goal: 
“Implement tasks that promote reasoning and problem solving” NCTM, 
2014, p. 17).

Research questions:
1. What is the focus of the debriefing conversations following a 

learning walk?
2. In what ways do these foci connect to the effective mathematics 

teaching practice “Implement tasks that promote reasoning and 
problem solving” (NCTM, 2014, p. 17)?

Participants: Eight seventh and eighth grade mathematics teachers in a 
local middle school.

• Teachers previously participated in a book study on NCTM’s (2014) 
Principles to Actions: Ensuring Mathematical Success for All.

• Observation goal: “Implement tasks that promote reasoning and 
problem solving” (NCTM, 2014).

Data Sample: Eight learning walks and debriefing conversations (Two 
before and two after a professional development session).

Methods: Conversations were divided into chunks based on topic 
change and coded using grounded theory open coding (Glaser,1978).

• Teachers who are not provided with an observational lens tended to 
notice and discuss surface elements of a classroom, such as 
classroom management or routine.

• It is important to have an observable focal aspect. We recognize now 
that “Implement tasks that promote reasoning and problem solving” 
occurs mainly in the planning therefore might have been difficult to 
observe. We believe practices such as “Posing purposeful questions” 
or “Facilitate meaningful mathematical discourse” may have been 
easier to observe and thus taken up more in the debriefing 
conversations (NCTM, 2014, p. 10).

• We hypothesize that the amount of time between the professional 
development and the next learning walk was too large to encourage 
teachers to carry the effective mathematics teaching practice over as 
an observational lens.

• Our next steps include investigating the initial data codes with inter-
rater reliability.
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Coding Themes

Task: high/low task, about the task, 
multiple entry-points, wonders about task.

Student Engagement: what 
students are doing, engagement, 
discourse, demonstrating understanding.

Teacher Implementation: 
purposeful questioning, funneling,
maintaining task, scaffolding, 
allow/encourage multiple entry points.

Classroom Management: 
grouping, classroom structure or 
arrangement, planning materials, daily 
routines/assignments (i.e. bell-ringer, 
homework).

Reflection: missed opportunities, 
changes, personal experiences, 
adaptations to make.
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