
Teacher Clarity  
in the Mathematics Classroom 

 



• What Matters Most  

• What is Teacher Clarity? 

• Learning Intentions 

• High-Yield Routines as Bell Ringers 

• Rate Lessons for Teacher Clarity 

 



Think about an entire day in the life of 
a student learning mathematics. 

 
Let’s think through it together and see 

what’s missing. 



1. Journal Entry – may be related to the lesson, may not 
2. Check homework from day before 
3. Do “Day 1” of Daily Math Review (5 unrelated skills) 
4. Review and Check whole Group (mini-lesson if needed) 
5. Teacher reads objective from the board 
6. Get out books.  “I do, we do, you do” 
7. Go over answers to check 
8. Assign homework 
9. Go to Computer Lab and work on some other unrelated 

math skills 
10. Go to RTI (if needed) to work on remedial skills 
11. Attend after school LEAP tutoring and work on other 

math skills 



 

What’s missing is teacher clarity. 



What Matters Most in  
Mathematics Instruction: 

  

• focused on the right content 
• focused on the component of rigor called for in 

the standards 
• provides ample opportunities to do the math 
• provides ample opportunities to talk about the 

math 



Conceptual 
Understanding 

Procedural 
Skill/Fluency 

Application 

Understand 
Reason 
Explain 

Interpret 

Fluency 
Count 

Read/Write 
Evaluate 

Word Problems 
Real-World Scenarios 
Multi-step Problems 

3 Aspects of RIGOR 

 
 



What Matters Most in  
Mathematics Instruction: 

  

• focused on the right content 
• focused on the component of rigor called for in 

the standards 
• provides ample opportunities to do the math 
• provides ample opportunities to talk about the 

math 





Teacher Clarity = 0.75 



Metacognition = 0.69 



What is Teacher Clarity? 

• Clarity of Organization such that structured lessons are 
linked to the objectives and outcomes of learning. 
 

• Clarity of Explanation such that explanations are accurate 
and students can understand them. 
 

• Clarity of Examples and Guided Practice such that the 
examples are illustrative and illuminating, and students 
gradually move to independence.  
 

• Clarity of Assessment of Student Learning such that the 
teacher is regularly seeking out and acting upon feedback 
from students’ verbal or written responses. 
 



Learning Intentions  
+  

Success Criteria  
+  

Checking for Understanding  
=  

Teacher Clarity 



Let’s start with Learning Intentions… 

Let’s watch a video about Learning 
Intentions in the Elementary Classroom. 

https://resources.corwin.com/VL-
mathematics/student-resources/chapter-2  

https://resources.corwin.com/VL-mathematics/student-resources/chapter-2
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Here are some examples of Learning Intentions… 

• Add two fractions with like denominators by 
modeling on a number line 
 

• Multiply the length times the width of a rectangle to 
find the area 
 

• Know that a ten is really just a group of ten ones 



Learning Intentions Partner Activity 
Learning intentions should be intentionally inviting to students. 

Rewrite the learning intention  below to make it 
more inviting for students.  An example is provided. 

Not So Inviting 
Learning Intentions 

More inviting 
Learning Intentions 

We have a test on 
Friday, so we need to 
review place value. 

I was thinking about our work together, and I noticed that many of us 
still need to think about place value. We should spend some time 
today reviewing place value so that we all know how to determine 
which number is greater.  

By the end of the 
lesson, you will be 
able to add fractions 
with unlike 
denominators, using 
fraction strips. 



Let’s talk about bell work… 

• What are some bell ringer activities that you 
do in your classrooms? 

 
• What is the purpose of the bell ringer you use? 
 
• How does the work prepare students for the 

new learning they are about to acquire? 



• They allow for a greater focus on learning. 
 
• They help students and teachers build crucial mathematical 

thinking habits. 
 

• They provide all learners with access to the use of the math 
practices. 

NCTM’s High-Yield 
Routines 



• K-2 students - Provide opportunities for them to 
discuss with partners or group members.  As they are 
ready to do so, have them write down their answers 
in a journal or on a white board.  You might wish to 
provide them with sentence frames or starters. 
 

• 3-5 students – Require them to write down their 
answers in a journal or on a white board, and then 
discuss with partners or group members.   

Recommended Uses: 



The Routines 

1. Today’s Number 

2. Mystery Number 

3. Alike and Different 

4. Number Lines 

5. Quick Images 

6. Guess My Rule 

7. How Do You Know? 



 Alike and Different 

 
Choose two numbers from below and 

tell how they are alike and how they 
are different. 

 

1.NBT.B.3   

 

 

25, 52, 16, 61 
 



Alike and Different 

 
Tell how  

  

5 inches  and  5 feet  
  

are alike and how they are 
different. 

 

2.MD.A.1   
 



Alike and Different 

 
Choose two measuring tools from 

below and tell how they are alike and 
how they are different. 

 

ruler 
measuring 

tape 

meter  
stick 

2.MD.A.1   

 



Alike and Different 

Select two fractions from below 
to compare and contrast. 

 

             
𝟐

𝟗
   

𝟐

𝟓
    

𝟏

𝟐
    

𝟏

𝟓
    

𝟏

𝟗
 

 
Write in your math journal how the 

two fractions are alike and how they 
are different. 

3.NF 
4.NF 
5.NF  

 



Number Lines 

 

What fraction is indicated by 
the red dot? 

 

3.NF 
4.NF 
5.NF  

 



Number Lines 

 

Locate 1 on the number line.  
Label the point.  Be as exact as 

possible.  

3.NF 
4.NF 
5.NF  

 



How Do You Know?  

 
How do you know that the red ribbon 

is two inches longer than the gold 
ribbon? 

 

in. 

2.MD.A.4   
 



How Do You Know?  

3. 

  
 

 

How do you know that 
this is a quadrilateral? 

 



How Do You Know?  

2. 

3.   
 

 
How do you 

know that this 
shows three 

fourths? 
 



How Do You Know?  

4. 

   
 

 
How do you 

know that this 
shows five 
fourths? 

 



Choose a standard from your grade level  
and develop an  

Alike and Different,  
Number Line, or  

How Do You Know? Routine  
that can be used as a bell ringer. 

Let’s practice creating our own.  



Read over the lesson plans in the folder on your 
table to determine the level of teacher clarity 

illustrated by each.   
 

Rate the lessons using the scale below. 

Looking for Teacher Clarity… 

Strong Teacher Clarity 
Learning intentions are clear 

and all activities align to them. 

Lacks Teacher Clarity 
Learning intentions are unclear 
and contains various irrelavent 

activities. 

1              2                 3                 4              5      



Teachers should  
 

• establish learning intentions that connect to prior knowledge, 
are engaging and inviting, and contain both content and 
mathematical practices. 
 

• make the learning intentions explicit at some point in the 
lesson and reference them to mark progress toward them. 
 

• have success criteria that can be used to motivate students and 
help them to develop the habit of self-assessing. 

 

Take-aways: 



• John Hattie, Doug Fisher, and Nancy Frey. 2017. Visible Learning for Mathematics. 
Thousand Oaks, CA:  Corwin. 
 

• National Council of Teachers of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM). 2014. Principles to 
Action: Ensuring Mathematical Success for All. Reston, VA: NCTM.  
 

• Ann McCoy, Joann Barnett, and Emily Combs. 2013. High-Yield Routines. Reston, VA: 
NCTM. 
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