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Mathematics is a language of its own, and students need to learn to communi-
cate effectively through both the written and spoken word. Conversely, com-
munication is also an important part of learning mathematics. By articulating
and justifying their mathematical ideas, and listening to and making sense of
the ideas of others, students develop and refine their conceptual understand-
ing. Yet few tertiary mathematics courses provide students with explicit oppor-
tunities, encouragement and support in developing effective communication
skills.
In this talk I will discuss assessment and classroom strategies designed to elicit
exploratory thinking, encourage revision, and support growth in oral presenta-
tion and mathematical writing skills. This approach has been developed over
five years in ‘Developing Mathematical Thinking’, a course designed for pre-
service maths teachers at the University of South Australia.
The major assessment item in this course requires students to communicate
the results of an in-depth investigation of a self-selected topic via a written re-
port and an oral presentation. I will describe a structure that supports each
student in choosing a topic, writing a draft report, providing peer critique, re-
vising work in response to feedback, and preparing a high-quality final report.
Student competence and confidence with oral communication is progressively
developed through weekly mini-talks which gradually increase in length, and
audience familiarity and size. Each week focuses on different skills such as de-
livery, body language, organisation, and visual aids. Guided peer feedback and
self-reflection help students continually improve.
Focusing on both ‘learning to communicate’ and ‘communicating to learn’ by
having students talk about their evolving mathematical ideas while also learn-
ing to communicate mathematically has turned out to be a powerful strategy to
propel their mathematical development.


