
Resisting the Temptation to Be Too Helpful 
 
 Background Essay  
  
 People become teachers because they want to help students learn. It may seem 

strange to suggest, then, that teachers can actually be too helpful. Out of an earnest 
desire to help students along, teachers often wind up doing the thinking for students. 
They do this by telling students about the mathematical relationships or by 
introducing short cuts or other strategies that students do not understand. It may 
seem in the moment like these are helpful and time saving interventions, but often 
they are not. The deepest and most durable understanding develops when students 
are given the space and time to wrestle with problems and make their own 
realizations, connections, and generalizations.  

 
 As you engage with students when they are working on a task, think about how little 

direct assistance you can give them so that they are still able to make their own way 
to the solution. This does not mean teachers should sit in the corner and do nothing 
during a class session. On the contrary, teachers should circulate and question 
students vigorously about their thinking and the strategies they use or abandon. 
When students articulate their thinking individually and 
in small groups, new ideas will arise.  

 
 In this video, we peek in on Steve Hinds as he 

discusses interventions that teachers might use when a 
student makes an error in determining a missing input 
number in a function table. [The table is shown in the 
figure at the right, and the input/output pair under 
discussion is highlighted.] 

 
 This function table is one of the first that students face 

in Steve’s series of functions lessons, when they are 
just beginning to figure out simple function rules from 
tables of values, and use function rules to complete 
tables of values. Rather than explicitly teaching a 
strategy for determining the input when given an 
output, this situation is given to students “cold.” 

 
 Students are generally able to determine the rule for 

this function (subtract 4), and use that rule to determine 
that the output is 16 when the input is 20. When they 
reach the final row, however, some students will apply 
the rule to the output of 50 and place a 46 in the input 
box.  

 
 As Steve explains in this video, teachers often want to 

tell students in this situation that they should do the “opposite” of the rule, or “add 4.” 



Teachers are making what they may believe is an important connection to inverse 
operations (and may even try to teach a mini-lesson about inverse operations), but 
this is an unnecessary “side trip”, and risks destabilizing students who are at the 
very early stages of applying function rules. This is an example of “telling” students a 
strategy that makes sense to the teacher (who knows a lot more than students do 
about how functions work), but that is not developmentally appropriate at the 
moment it may be introduced to students. Simply, students do not need any formal 
understanding of inverse operations to solve this and similar problems. 

 
 A participant in the video suggests another teacher-centered approach that can be 

very tempting. Teachers might frame the problem for students by saying, “What 
number, when I subtract 4, gives me 50?” The problem here is that this has done all 
the work for the students. It is better to avoid framing problems for students. That is 
exactly what they need to figure out for themselves.  

 
 When a teacher circulates and sees 46 in the input column, then, there are several 

ways to gently guide students to a correct understanding without being overly 
helpful. 

 
 One of the simplest and best approaches when you see a student who has an input 

of 46 is to ask students to compare their work in pairs. Most student pairs will 
resolve differences in their input numbers on their own. Make certain when you do 
this that you circle back and ask any students who originally had 46 if they changed 
anything and why. This will help you to assess whether the student actually gained 
some understanding, or if they simply copied another student’s answer. 

 
 If you decide you want to engage with a student or student pair around an input of 

46, do not focus your attention on this value right away. This signals to students that 
answers are the most important thing. Instead, ask the student(s) to talk about how 
they determined the rule for the table of values, and then how that rule works for the 
first few input/output pairs. Keep a flat affect (do not signal that there is a problem), 
as you ask them to talk about how the rule works for each of the final two rows. In 
most cases, they will discover their own error. When they notice that 46 is incorrect, 
you should not tell them what to do. Simply walk away and let them figure it out 
themselves. Sometimes, the best thing a teacher can do for a student is to walk 
away.  

 
 Another possible approach (partly suggested by a participant in the video) is to ask 

students to observe the first four input/output pairs, and to explain any patterns they 
see. Having students identify and articulate patterns (e.g., observing that the input 
numbers are all larger than the output numbers) is an important mathematical task in 
itself, and in this case it can help them to judge the reasonableness of their values in 
the final two rows. Note that you should cover the final two rows with your hand 
when asking them to identify a pattern because the 46 will deviate from the pattern.  

 
 



 Questions for Discussion  
 
Do you give students hints or suggested strategies even though they might be able 
to find their way to a solution without this type of direct assistance? 
 
Does limited classroom time impact how much you feel you can allow students to 
grapple with new ideas?  
 

 


