Cohen (1990) piece:  Development of Generalizations

In Qualitative Inquiry

Consider these quotes from the Cohen piece:

1.
…In one lesson, the following [estimation] problem was presented: Estimate how many large paper clips would be required to span one edge of the teacher’s desk (Observation notes, 6, December 1988). Two students were enlisted to actually hold the clips so that students could see. The stood near the teacher’s desk, near enough to visually gauge its width in relation to the clips. But all other students remained at their tables, scattered around the room. None had any clips, and few could see the edge of the teacher’s desk that was in question, for it was a side edge, away from most of the class. So only two members of the class had real contact with the two key data sources in the problem —visible, palpable clips, and a clear view of the desk edge. As a consequence, only these two members of the class had any solid basis for deciding if their estimates were mathematically reasonable. …

…Not surprisingly, the [estimates subsequently made by all members of the class] lacked mathematical discrimination. Estimates that were close to three times the  actual answer, or one-third of it, were accepted by the class and the teacher as “reasonable.” Indeed, no answers were rejected as unreasonable, even though quite a few were off the mark. Nor were some estimates distinguished as more or less reasonable than others. Mrs. O asked the class what “reasonable“ meant, and one boy offered an appropriate answer, suggesting that the class had some previous contact with the idea.

2….Mrs. O seemed to understand the broad purpose of teaching and learning estimation (Interview, 6, December, 1988). However, this bit of teaching suggests that she did not have a firm grip on the mathematics in this estimation example. She taught as though she lacked the mathematical and pedagogical infrastructure—the knowledge of mathematics, and of the teaching and learning of mathematics—that would have helped her set up the idea so that the crucial mathematical data were available to students. 

3….The mixture of new mathematical ideas and materials with old mathematical knowledge and pedagogy permeated Mrs. O’s teaching. 

4….As Mrs. O revolutionized her math teaching, then, she worked with quite conventional materials: A teacher–centered conception of instructional discourse, a rigid approach to classroom management; and a traditional conception of mathematical knowledge. Yet she found a way to make what seemed [to her] to be a profound change in her math teaching….

