
 

 
 

Welcome fellow Recovering Traditionalists to Episode 63.  Today I 
am Admitting When I’m Wrong.  

 
Welcome to Build Math Minds the podcast, where fidelity to your 
students is greater than fidelity to your textbook. I'm your host, 
Christina Tondevold, the recovering traditionalist and 
BuildMathMinds.com Founder, where my mission is to change the 
way we teach elementary math to our kiddos. Are you ready to start 
building math minds and not just creating calculators? Let's get 
started. 

  
 

Last week over on my vlog TheRecoveringTraditionalist.com, I talked 
about Teaching After The Coronavirus Shutdown.  One of the things I recommended in that video was not using your 
textbook when you start teaching next year.  Anytime I say things about not using a textbook I always get pushback.  Yes 
there is research to show that fidelity to textbooks breeds good test scores, but it also breeds kids who hate math and 
whole list of things that I could go on and on about.  
 
However, I need to admit that I am wrong because it really isn’t the textbook that I don’t like and that is causing all those 
things….it’s how we use that textbook.  We’ve all seen it.  Maybe you’ve even been that teacher.  I know I was.  I think 
back to how I taught before I learned about Cognitively Guided Instruction and how kids develop their math 
understandings.  I approached and used my textbook way differently before that than how I used my textbook after. 
 
The textbook didn’t change. My knowledge about how to build students’ understanding did and that impacted how I used 
the activities that were in my textbook. 
 
But it isn’t just the activities in the textbook.  It’s all activities that we need to be mindful about how we put them to use in 
our classroom.  I was reminded of this as I was re-reading through the book Teaching Student-Centered Mathematics: 
Developmentally Appropriate Instruction for Grades 3-5 by John Van de Walle, Karen Karp, LouAnn Lovin, and Jennifer 
Bay-Williams.  
 
Even though I was reading the 3rd-5th grade version, there is also a PreK-2 and a 6th-8th grade version and all of them 
have the same Chapter 1 about Teaching for Understanding.  In that chapter I was reminded about an article by Richard 
Skemp from 1978 that brought about the idea of teaching for Relational Understanding (which helps kids build 
relationships between math concepts and really understand why a concept works) or teaching for Instrumental 
Understanding (which gets kids to learn a concept but it is in isolation and is only getting kids to produce an answer to a 
problem).  
 
I’ll do a podcast about that article later, but in the chapter in Teaching Student-Centered Mathematics, they describe a 
lesson where a 4th grade teacher is trying to help kids understand multi-digit multiplication and the difference in the 
lesson when a teacher is building Relational Understanding and when the teacher is building Instrumental Understanding. 
I’m not going to go into detail about the examples, if you have the book you can read the examples on pages 6-9 (and 
remember each grade band book has examples that pertain to their age and content). 
 
What I want to talk about was that neither example of the lessons was a lesson from a textbook. 
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They were both what people might consider a hands-on lesson, with kids drawing the area model on graph paper but how 
it was facilitated by the teacher was what made the difference.  
 
As I said I’ll do a separate podcast about Relational and Instrumental Understanding, but today I wanted to admit that 
maybe it isn’t the textbook that I want you to not use next school year.  
 
I really don’t care what you use for your lessons, but I DO want to encourage you to focus on building Relational 
Understanding and NOT Instrumental Understanding with your students next year.  You have so many kids that will be 
coming back to school with different abilities and mathematical understanding that trying to teach Instrumental 
Understanding makes mathematics seem overwhelming and isolated: there’s too much to teach in a given school year. 
 
But when you focus on trying to build Relational Understanding, you will see all those math concepts you need to teach 
next year as a connected web of understanding that you get to help kids build.  When you focus on building connections it 
seems less overwhelming, and makes mathematics more fun & engaging.  Kids start to see all the connections between 
the things they’ve learned in previous years with the things they are learning this year. 
 
I hope you don’t take away from this that I am bashing you as a teacher.  That is not my intent.  I’m calling this out 
because I know that I did it myself.  I followed my textbook lesson by lesson, teaching each concept as isolated skills and 
procedures that kids needed to master.  I did that because I personally didn’t know how math concepts were related.  I 
only had Instrumental Understanding of math, so I couldn’t build Relational Understanding for my students because I 
didn’t have it for myself.  
 
So as you start to think about what teaching math is going to look like next year it really isn’t about dumping your 
textbook.  It’s about looking at your textbook through a new lens.  I want you to focus on the major concepts at your grade 
level and work to build that Relational Understanding around those concepts.  I talked about this in the video I did about 
teaching after the shutdown, which I’ll link to at the show notes at buildmathminds.com/63  
 
Don't’ forget that i f you want to read those examples of Relational and Instrumental Understanding go get the Teaching 
Student-Centered Mathematics book for your grade level.  That book is the one I call my Math Bible.  It is full of general 
math teaching ideas, but also gives detailed information and activities about the math content kids need to understand at 
your grade level….and in a way that will help you build Relational Understanding and not Instrumental Understanding. 
 
I’ll link to the books over at buildmathminds.com/63 
 
Stay safe and stay mentally healthy. 
 
This episode is brought to you by the Build Math Minds Professional Development site. It's an online site full of PD 
videos designed specifically for elementary teachers to help you build your math mind so you can build the math 
minds of your students. If you are interested in getting in depth math PD at your fingertips become a member of 
Build Math Minds. Just go to buildmathminds.com/bmm. Depending upon when you're listening to this, enrollment 
might be open or you can join the wait list and get notified when it opens again. 
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