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An Alternative Method:

Using Novels In Mathematics to Teach the Concepts

In the Fall 2010 semester, I enrolled in an education departmental honors course

that focused on teaching literature. As a math major, this course seemed fairly irrelevant

to my future aspirations, but, along with another student, we used the course as an

independent study that focused on literature and math. For the course, I read countless

books to do with math and created two resource guides for math novels, one being The

Number Devil by Hans Magnus Enzensberger (1997). The Number Devil is a

mathematical adventure novel about a boy, Robert, who does not like math at all. He

begins to dream about the number devil who explains various math concepts to him.

Throughout the novel, Robert gains a better understanding of math and grows to enjoy it.

As my classmate and I made this resource guide, we realized the guide could actually be

used in a classroom to teach math concepts in a different way.

The Math "Problem"

Math is a stereotypically disliked subject for various reasons, few of which make

sense to me as a math enthusiast. Many find math to be boring, useless, and difficult to

understand. People tend to not like what they don't understand so, naturally, if someone

does not understand math then they will not enjoy it. This lack of understanding could

possibly be due to the way in which math has traditionally been taught, in using a

textbook and repeated practice of problems. Nonetheless, knowing how disliked math is

by so many, I wanted to think of how to teach math in a way that is more enjoyable and

more understandable.
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What Teacher Education Tells Us: In many cases, it is difficult to learn math concepts

only by reading the textbook. The teacher needs to use some other form of instruction

other than the textbook to help the students understand the concepts. It is important for

students to be taught at their appropriate developmental level. If students are taught

above or below their developmental level, they will either be very confused or very

bored, neither of which we want as a teacher (Powell, 2011). Vygotsky (1978) refers to

this as the zone of proximal development or ZPD. McLeod (2010) defines the ZPD

concept as, "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined

through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable

peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86 as cited in McLeod, 2010). Students taught in their ZPD

will be able to achieve the tasks they are given, will be more engaged, and will learn.

Teaching a student in their ZPD will help them better understand difficult concepts while,

on the other hand, students taught outside their ZPD will be less likely to understand and

succeed.

Students are more likely to understand a new, difficult concept if it is presented or

taught to them in a way that engages them. An engaging approach will keep their interest

and attention. With the attention and interest of students, it is much easier to teach math

concepts as well as challenge the students, helping them further deepen their understand

of those concepts. Many teachers simply teach from the textbook. Most textbooks are

not very exciting and do not allow for much student engagement. This results in

inattentive students who do not learn or do not fully understand concepts that are

presented to them. I find it difficult to help students find content from a textbook


