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Introduction


This book has been a few years in the making. Partly because I am a mathematics teacher, not a language arts teacher – writing does not come naturally to me! And partly because six years ago I honestly had no idea that I was onto something this incredible.

I came across the rekenrek one day when our new math curriculum was released and I was a math mentor for my school board. In the list of recommended math manipulatives was this item called the rekenrek, which of course my school board ordered as part of the roll-out incentive for teachers. The boxes arrived and I was asked to look into this new tool and do a five-minute demonstration for the other mentors and a few teachers to explain how to use it. Well, let me tell you that six years ago there was very little research or information about this compact beaded item. It does not come with a manual or a booklet. It was a bit like parenting: I had to learn as I went along through trial and error.

I found a few links online, a few Pinterest pictures and a few activities embedded in PDFs. I downloaded everything into a nice little file folder and then tried the activities. I chose one that seemed interactive and decided that it would be my initial presentation. It was okay, nothing impressive. The teachers were engaged and attempted the game. No one was really thrilled about this new manipulative (myself included) but we had ordered class sets for schools and I was determined to figure out a way to use them in classrooms so they were not a waste of money. I couldn’t answer their questions which included inquires like, “What grade is this for?”; “What other things can we use this for?”; “Is it only for games?”; “What makes this necessary for me to have in my class?”; “Are there any other math benefits?”

If I do not know the answer, then I do not lie. I told the group how little info there was out there on how to use the rekenrek, but I assured them that I would find a way and put together a workshop for classroom teachers interested in it. I was certainly no expert back then. I am not really sure if anyone was – except Adrian Treffers, who invented it…and proved impossible to contact. Believe me I have tried. I really wanted to interview him about this mathematics tool because I am now his biggest fan – so much so that I was inspired to write this book!

I first came up with the idea to write this book because I was receiving many requests to present at schools and I thought it would be easier to simply type up my workshop and make handouts for teachers. As my handouts got longer and my knowledge increased, I realized that I was onto something. I had more than just a few ideas for the rekenrek. I had built up a list of almost 20 reasons why you should use a rekenrek. I was developing so many new uses for it that a teacher friend said to me, “Amy, you should write a book about this – it’s great. Teachers love it!” And so about three years later, I am fortunate to have a publishing company that believes in me and wants to make this dream come true.

I am writing this book in a format that I personally look for in a useful teacher resource: not too long; clear, concise and inspiring enough for readers to try the new ideas the next day in class. I want it to be easy to follow and easy to navigate. It has to demonstrate a simple change in practice to stay up with current trends. This is not a book on theory. However, it is based on what the latest research is telling us.

It is vital that you feel confident with this manipulative. It is not difficult, but it must be taught properly. You need to understand that this is not a “Do as I say” or “Do as I do” tool. It’s a tool to explore and explain. It is a “Show what you know” and “How do you know?” tool.

This book is written to teach you – the teacher – how to use the rekenrek and how to navigate through some difficult concepts with it. You will then see how it allows students to quickly and easily show their thinking and their understanding. Seeing + Doing = Understanding.

This tool will allow you to differentiate the learning and meet the student where they are. I have students who go home with homework and tell their parents that it is much easier with a rekenrek. I allow students to have access to one during my math class even if many of them are able to complete the task without it and are ready for just the symbolic representation. It is a tool for all children, not just those who are struggling. It is the best way for students to show what they know.

When a child has an opportunity to use the rekenrek and explain their thought process, there is nothing more gratifying for me as a teacher than to hear another student say, “Oh I see it now!” or “Now I understand!” When you have one or two students in your class that make those same magical comments, it goes to show that all the time you invested in the rekenrek was worth it. Teachers make a difference in the lives of children one day at a time, one subject at a time, one child at a time. My ultimate dream is to be able to travel the world and spread the news of this simple, mess-free, versatile, incredible tool to as many teachers as possible so that it reaches as many students as possible. I wish I had known about the rekenrek at the beginning of my career so that I could have taught mathematics using this hands-on, minds-on tool.

I continue to be amazed by the rekenrek; and believe me when I say it truly will change your teaching of mathematics. You will undoubtedly come up with ideas and come across ways to solidify student understanding that I have not encountered. If and when that happens, I want to hear from you. I love success stories. I love to hear that you have experienced the same excitement for this tool that I have. I love the enthusiasm students develop, the light bulbs that go on, the frustrations turning into success and confidence. These are the reasons why I teach.

I was trying to keep the intro short. You want to get to the good stuff. I want you to read and then see how this resource can be useful for you in your elementary mathematics classroom tomorrow! That is a common reaction whenever I do a workshop on this tool. Once teachers try this, they are sold! My experience has been that this math tool inspires teachers to try it literally the very next day. And then there are the success stories: the “aha!” moments in class, increased math talks and clearer understanding – all while having mess-free, hands-on learning with a concrete tool. What could be better? Let’s get you started.
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