
Building Deeper Understanding of Decimal Numbers 
 
  
 Background Essay  
 
 In this video series, we peek in on Steve Hinds as he models and discusses a series 

of functions lessons that are appropriate for intermediate and adult secondary math 
classrooms. The focus of the lessons is on functions as they are represented in the 
first quadrant (where all numbers are positive), and this includes both whole and 
decimal numbers (tenths and hundredths).  

 
 An adult numeracy teacher who wanted to use this series of functions lessons would 

need some reassurance that students have adequate understanding of decimal 
concepts, and an ability to do some basic computations with decimals.  

 
 Unfortunately, though, many adult learners have not been given adequate 

opportunities (when they were children, and again in our adult programs) to 
represent and reason about decimal numbers as fractions, in area models, on 
number lines, and in a variety of contexts. When decimal place value teaching does 
occur in adult numeracy classrooms, it usually focuses on superficially naming the 
places in numbers (e.g., “Which number is in the hundredths place in the number 
132.74?”)  

 
 Because of weaknesses in conventional teaching of decimal place value, adult 

numeracy students carry many misconceptions about decimal numbers. Many of 
these misconceptions stem from treating decimal numbers as whole numbers (e.g., 
seeing .4 as smaller than .38 because 4 is smaller than 38). This leads to frequent 
errors in interpreting decimal numbers, comparing decimal numbers, and computing 
with decimal numbers as a part of solving mathematical and realistic problems.  

 
 Instead of delaying work with functions until students have finished a rich series of 

decimals lessons, though, it is possible to conduct a few brief discussions around 
money and decimals that can give students enough decimal place value 
understanding that they can get started and have success with Steve’s functions 
activities. This video segment only includes the introduction where students will refer 
to tenths and hundredths using “dimes” and “pennies.” It does not include the 
discussion of operations that occurred a few minutes later.   

 
 It is important for anyone viewing this video to understand that this brief treatment of 

money and decimals absolutely does not replace the fuller teaching of decimal 
concepts and operations that are needed in adult numeracy classrooms. It is only to 
show that we do not need to wait until students have mastered everything about 
rational numbers before we do other rich work with algebraic reasoning, 
measurement, geometry, and data.  

 
 



 Questions for Discussion  
 
 Do you feel that students must master all computations involving fractions and 

decimals before doing substantial work with algebra, geometry, and data? Why? 
 
 Do your students make the mistake of treating decimal numbers as if they are whole 

numbers?  
 
 Do you see any connection between the way we teach students to compute with 

decimals, and their failure to develop a deep understanding about decimal number 
size? 

 
 
 


