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Can I identify the calculation needed to solve a word problem?

Teaching guidance

Key vocabulary

problem, solution, calculate, calculation, operation, answer, method, explain, reasoning, count on/back, add, subtract, multiply, times, divide, share, group, sum, total, difference, plus, minus, How many more …?, How many fewer …?, How much less …?

Models and strategies

	Identify important words and numbers

Ella buys a 26p lolly. She pays with a 50p piece. How much change does she get? 

Ask children to highlight important words and numbers, to restate the situation in their own words, then to tell you the calculation needed to solve the problem.


	Draw a sketch
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	Represent the problem using equipment
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	Check that your answer sounds reasonable



	Tom is 114 cm tall.

Josh is 12 cm taller.

How tall is Josh?
	Sam writes:

114 – 12 = 102       Josh is 102 cm tall.

Does Sam’s answer make sense? Explain your answer.


Teaching tips

· Give children sets of mixed problems so that they have to read carefully to select the appropriate operation. 

· Ask them to identify the appropriate operation for each problem;

If you want children to practise a particular operation, ask them to solve only those problems that involve your chosen operation.

· A good activity is to ask children to classify a set of one-step word problems into those involving the same operation (they do not need to actually solve them). Together, talk about what is the same about the problems in each set. Use this to identify the key features of addition/subtraction/multiplication/division problems.

· Incorporate discussion time into problem-solving sessions so that children have to explain to each other how they identified the appropriate operation. It is better to spend time unpicking one or two problems rather than rushing through many problems. 

· Use strategies that help children to focus on the language used in a word problem:

· encourage children to underline/highlight important words and numbers;

· ask children to explain the problem in their own words;

· ask children to clarify what they have to find.

· The vocabulary in a word problem can give useful clues about the appropriate operation but this is not always straightforward.

· The phrases ‘more than’/‘less than’ occur in addition and subtraction problems.

· The word ‘altogether’ occurs in addition and multiplication problems.

· Ask questions to help children identify the appropriate operation.

· What is the biggest number in the problem? Will the answer be bigger or smaller than this? 

· In the problem, are there lots of things that are the same in some way? (Multiplication and division scenarios involve equal sets, for example several objects that cost the same or a large set that is shared out equally.)

· If children find it hard to identify the appropriate operation for a problem, encourage them to represent the problem with equipment or to draw a sketch of it.

· Once children have got an answer to the problem, ask them to give that answer as a whole sentence. They should then reflect on whether their answer sounds about right. (Often, if they have chosen the wrong operation, the answer will be of an inappropriate size.)

· Reinforce children’s understanding by asking them to write their own word problems, for example ask them to write a problem that matches a particular calculation.
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