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Middle School: Math Troubles

PREPARE:
As you read the case, make notes:

1.	 WHO are the primary participants in the case? Describe them.

2.	 WHAT is taking place?

3.	 WHERE is the case taking place? Is the environment a factor?

4.	 WHEN is the case taking place? Is the timing a factor?

It is first period at Chesterfield 
Middle School, and Miss Eliza-
beth Barton is teaching the order 
of operations in seventh-grade 
prealgebra. Miss Barton has a 
diverse class in many respects, 
especially with regard to ability.

Lindsey struggles with math. 
She repeated first grade because 
of difficulties in both reading and 
math. Even though Lindsey was 
able to improve her skills with 
extensive private tutoring and does well in most subjects, she still is easily frustrated and 
often will not participate in math class. In other situations, Lindsey is very outgoing. She takes 
on leadership roles in group projects, designs sets for school plays, and is the seventh-grade 
vice president.

Sam, on the other hand, loves math and is very good at it. In math class, Sam is easily dis-
tracted, likes to finish work quickly to talk with friends, and seems to be a step ahead of the 
other students. When Miss Barton is reviewing problems with the class, Sam will ask about 
Problem 6 while Miss Barton and the class are on Problem 3. This behavior often annoys 
Miss Barton and breaks the other students’ concentration.

Today Miss Barton has assigned students to work on practice problems in groups of four and 
has begun moving around the room to monitor their progress.

“Did everyone try the first problem on the page?” Miss Barton asks as she approaches the 
first group.

Derek and Emma already have the question correctly done, while Lindsey and Jessica are 
still working. Miss Barton notices that the students seem to be working independently and 
are not helping each other. She had hoped that group work would help Lindsey with her 
math skills.

“Do you two have the answer yet?” Miss Barton asks. Lindsey doesn’t reply.

“Let me see what you’ve got there, Lindsey. That’s actually incorrect; you needed to multiply 
before you added those two numbers. Do you understand?”
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