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Lisa Sauder

Mathclassbegins,and I ask my students questions,
trying to encourage dialogue or discourse as we at-
tempt to solve a problem. “Je ne comprends pas” (]
don’t understand”) and “Je ne sais pas comment dire”
(“I don’t know how to say”) are often the first com-
ments out of my students’ mouths.

I’'m frustrated. Mathematical discourse helps stu-
dents extend their thinking, link mathematical con-
cepts, and develop language skills and vocabulary
(Alberta Education 2007). However. as an elementary
French immersion teacher, I know that creating an
atmosphere that encourages mathematical discourse
can be challenging.

I often find myself rushing to the aid of my stu-
dents, giving them not only vocabulary but also
strategies. I habitually end up doing much of the work
for them, which has driven me to search for strategies
that will help me facilitate mathematical discourse in
my elementary French immersion classroom. Finding
strategies specific to French immersion is no easy
task, but much research has been done on the impor-
tance of mathematical discourse and on its character-
istics, as well as on second language acquisition
(SLA) (Hufferd-Ackles, Fuson and Sherin 2004,
Moschkovich 2012; Yackel and Cobb 1996). We will
examine these aspects as we consider how French
immersion teachers can promote mathematical dis-
course in the classroom.

According to the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM 1991, 34), discourse refers to
“the ways of representing, thinking, talking, agreeing
and disagreeing.” The NCTM's communication stan-
dards place importance on students being able to
organize their thinking through communication, to
communicate clearly and coherently (with the teacher
and with peers), and to evaluate the thinking and
strategies of their peers.'

Creating effective mathematical discourse in
a classroom setting requires skills and knowledge
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related to student learning and how to effectively
teach mathematics. This task can be complicated by
the fact that students in French immersion are learning
a second language and often lack the vocabulary and
confidence needed to participate in discourse.

Alberta Education’s (2014) Handbook for French
Immersion Administrators states that a successful
French immersion program includes ongoing devel-
opment of French-language skills. such as speaking
and listening, in all subject areas. Developing these
language skills in mathematics is not always a priority
for teachers because of the challenges it presents.
Discourse, however, is clearly an important part of
Alberta’s mathematics program of studies (Alberta
Education 2007). Three of the seven mathematical
processes outlined in the program of studies expect
students to “communicate in order to leam and ex-
press their understanding,” “connect mathematical
ideas to other concepts in mathematics” and “develop
and apply new mathematical knowledge through
problem solving™ (p 4). While French immersion
teachers may see the value of using discourse in
mathematics, it is not always something that comes
naturally to teachers and students.

The NCTM process standards recommend that
students communicate with each other, not just with
the teacher. Communicating with peers allows them
to organize and justify their thinking. The teacher’s
role as a facilitator means that he or she must guide
discourse and create meaningful opportunities for
students to share and justify their mathematical think-
ing. and students need to actively listen and respond
not only to the teacher but also to their peers.

There are, in fact. many strategies French immer-
sion teachers can use to promote mathematical dis-
course. First, they can help students connect mathe-
matical understanding to language, especially in the
SLA classroom. Second, it is imperative that social
and sociomathematical norms be established from
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