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Dear SCOPE readers,  

 

 I have greatly enjoyed working as your editor for the past five years, but 

now I am moving on to focus on my role as Chair-Elect of the Curriculum Studies 

network. I’d like to introduce our incoming editor, Matthew Reames. Matthew is 

working toward his Ph.D. in Mathematics Education at the University of Virginia, 

and holds a Master’s Degree in Curriculum and Instruction and a B.A. in 
Engineering, with minors of Math and Chemistry. He has a wealth of teaching and 

editing experience, in both the United States and England. Matthew’s article 

emphasizes simple yet powerful ways to reinforce basic math facts and maximize 

math instructional time. Gifted learners need to reinforce the basic content and 

concepts of mathematics to continue to ―think like mathematicians‖ and this 

content is the foundation of a challenging mathematics curriculum. Next, we 

provide recommended resources for teachers and curriculum coordinators to 

transition to the Common Core Standards, including books, NAGC Webinars, and 

links. Finally, we highlight winners of NAGC’s 2012 Curriculum Awards.  

 

~Leighann Pennington, Newsletter Editor and Chair-Elect 

From the Editor 
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Dear Members, 

 I am so encouraged by the amount of member involvement we have had 

recently in our network. We want to say a big ―welcome‖ to our new incoming 

editor, Matthew Reames; this job is so important to our network. I also want to 

mention that this year we had one of the highest numbers of proposals for 

sessions in the upcoming NAGC Convention AND we also had the highest 

number of volunteers to review proposals. 

 We had a wonderful convention in November and it was through our 

network meeting that our members suggested that we begin to archive all of the 

Curriculum Studies award-winning units. We are going to be working on creating 

an online presence at NAGC to communicate about all of our winning units as well 

as how our members can connect with the authors or publishers of the units. 

 We want to continue to encourage our members to find a place to 

volunteer in our network, whether it is with proposal reviews, new member 

communication, or with the curriculum awards. We can’t do it without you! 

~ Jennifer Beasley, Chair 

From the Network Chair 

Finger Facts in the Classroom: A Simple Yet Complex 

Mathematics Instructional Method 

 ―Show me on your fingers the answer to four times two, subtract five.‖   

 This is a simple instruction for a teacher to give, and a fairly simple problem 

for many students to answer, but hiding behind this simple instruction is a powerful 

tool for the classroom.  I once worked in a school where the students arriving in 

my classroom for math were coming from several other classrooms in the building.  

This fact, combined with no bell to signal the exact time to change classes, meant 

that my students rarely arrived as a single group.  Instead, a few students would 

come in, get their materials ready, and prepare to start class.  By the time the first 

few students were ready to start, several more students would come in.  This 

process often took several minutes, was frequently noisy and, despite having a ―Do 

Now‖ problem on the board, generally delayed the start of the lesson by several 

minutes.    

 In hopes of changing how we spent these first few minutes in math, I 

started asking the students short questions they could calculate mentally and show 

the answers on their fingers.  This had several immediate benefits.  First, we began 

using every possible minute for math, not just the minutes the whole class was in 

Even high-ability 

children need frequent 

review of basic 

multiplication and 

division. 
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the room.  Second, this activity was a simple way to challenge the prevailing belief 

among the students in the school was that classes did not start until everyone was 

in the room.  Later-arriving students knew that the lesson has started and they 

would join in as soon as they were ready.  Rather than having to catch-up to a 

longer starting activity, students simply joined in at the next question.  These first 

few minutes were also spent quietly – students knew they had to come into the 

room as quietly as possible so that everyone could hear the questions.  Third, and 

perhaps most importantly, students were getting a short daily review of basic math 

facts.  Even high-ability children need frequent review of basic multiplication and 

division. 

 These short questions proved popular with the students I taught and I soon 

created a set of cards with these ―Finger Fact‖ questions.  Each card had ten 

questions – the first few questions were generally considered easier than the last 

few.  We could quickly go through a set of ten questions in the few minutes that 

would normally have been wasted. 

Sharing Problem-Solving Strategies 

 The questions, while seemingly simple, occasionally caused some raised 

eyebrows as students tried to figure out the answer.  For example, consider 7 ÷ 

3.5.  As 7 is a prime number, students rarely have an opportunity to divide 7 by 

anything other than 1 or 7 (or possibly 2).  For many students, 7 ÷ 3.5 seemed 

impossible at first.  For a question like this, I would ask a student showing me two 

fingers as the answer to explain how he or she figured it out.  This opportunity to 

explain and justify an answer gives a student a chance to talk through a problem 

while the other students potentially learn a new problem-solving strategy.  Having 

a student explain the answer to ―How many quarters are in two wholes?‖ or 

―What is one-third of 15?‖ can lead to an exciting mathematical discussion. 

This activity was a 

simple way to challenge 

the prevailing belief 

among the students in 

the school was that 

classes did not start until 

everyone was in the 

room.   

Finger Facts Card 
1 

    

4 + 3 7 

18 ÷ 2 9 

Half of 12 6 

7 ÷ 3.5 2 

The largest square number you can show with your fingers 9 

The largest factor of 15 you can show with your fingers 5 

15 – 20 + 6 1 

-10 + 15 – 2 3 

40 ÷ 8 then subtract 1 4 

100 – 50 + 10 then divide by 6 10 
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Thinking and Speaking like Mathematicians  

 Through these questions, students and the class as a whole experienced the 

language of mathematics. Instead of simply asking ―What is 7 – 3?‖ I could ask 

―What is 3 less than 7?‖ or ―What number do you take from 7 to get 4?‖  I could 

incorporate mathematics vocabulary that otherwise might not enter into everyday 

conversation, but is nonetheless important for students to know: ―What is the 

square root of the number of sides in a nonagon?‖  This requires students to not 

only know about polygons but also remember squares and square roots.  Students 

who have forgotten how many sides are in a nonagon of or what a square number 

is are able to get a quick reminder. 

 

Conclusion 

 Spending a few minutes each day on these questions is quick and easy.  It 

requires no materials to pass out or collect - all each student needs is his or her 

fingers (though using a mini-whiteboard and marker is a simple modification for 

students who may require it).  Answering these questions on their fingers provides 

immediate feedback for the teacher as well as the students.  Because the answers 

to each question must be shown on their fingers, students know that each answer 

will be an integer (no fractions and no decimals) between 1 and 10.  If a student 

calculates an answer as a fraction or a number not between 1 and 10, he or she 

must recalculate.  I often saw students tentatively show an answer the first time I 

read the question, check his or her answer as I re-read the question, and then 

either change the answer or smile and confidently show the correct number of 

fingers. 

 Another benefit to using these Finger Facts is that they are very adaptable.  

I have used this activity successfully with children in second grade through seventh 

grade.  While I would probably not ask a second-grader: ―What is two to the 

power of three minus two squared?‖ I could certainly ask that same student ―What 

is double the number of sides in a triangle?‖  The flexibility of Finger Facts allows 

teachers to tailor the questions to the ability of the specific students.  It also allows 

students to write questions of their own (which can often be more difficult that 

students think!) to be included in the set of cards.   

 Finger Facts are a useful, flexible tool for teachers to have at their disposal.  

Whether used daily as a review of basic facts or used in those odd minutes 

between other activities, asking these questions is quick and straightforward.  And 

crucially, students are hearing and using the language of mathematics. 

This opportunity to 

explain and justify an 

answer gives a student a 

chance to talk through a 

problem while the other 

students potentially learn 

a new problem-solving 

strategy.  
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Link to NAGC website about Common Core: 

http://www.nagc.org/CommonCoreStateStandards.aspx  

Using the Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts With 

Gifted and Advanced Learners  

Edited by Joyce Van Tassel Baska, Ed.D. 

 Using the Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts With 

Gifted and Advanced Learners provides teachers and administrators examples and 

strategies to implement the new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) with 

advanced learners at all stages of development in K–12 schools. The book 

describes—and demonstrates with specific examples from the CCSS—what 

effective differentiated activities in English language arts look like for top learners. It 

shares how educators can provide both rigor and relevance within the new 

standards as they translate them into meaningful experiences for gifted and 

advanced learners. 

https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?

productID=NGC42157&CurrIndex=8  

 

Using the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics With Gifted and 

Advanced Learners 

Edited by Susan K. Johnsen, Ph.D., Linda J. Sheffield, Ph.D. 

 Using the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics With Gifted and 

Advanced Learners provides teachers and administrators examples and strategies 

to implement the new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) with advanced 

learners at all stages of development in K–12 schools. The book describes—and 

demonstrates with specific examples from the CCSS—what effective differentiated 

activities in mathematics look like for top learners. It shares how educators can 

provide rigor within the new standards to allow students to demonstrate higher 

level thinking, reasoning, problem solving, passion, and inventiveness in 

mathematics. By doing so, students will develop the skills, habits of mind, and 

attitudes toward learning needed to reach high levels of competency and creative 

production in mathematics fields. 

https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?

productID=NGC42158  

Common Core Standards Resources: Books  

http://www.nagc.org/CommonCoreStateStandards.aspx
https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?productID=NGC42157&CurrIndex=8
https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?productID=NGC42157&CurrIndex=8
https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?productID=NGC42158
https://www.nagc.org/NAGC2/NGCShopper/ProductDetails.aspx?productID=NGC42158
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Common Core Standards Resources: NAGC Webinars  

Excerpt from NAGC e-newsletter: 

 

Be Conversant in Common Core 

 

We are midway through the Winter 2013 WOW Series: Common Core 

Conversations with presenters providing ―great resources to be incorporated into 

practice and into curriculum development.‖ Participants have enjoyed the 

increased interaction with each other and the presenters and are finding the 

content very useful and inspiring with ―lots of strategies that teachers can put to 

use and share with other teachers and students.‖ 

 

There’s still time to register for the remaining WOWs in March. We also plan to 

sell a package of the series recordings. 

 

March 13: Creativity and Complexity in Math and Science 

 

March 20: Selecting Literature for Gifted Learners in Light of the Common Core 

State Standards 

 

March 27: Educating Primary Gifted Students: Analyzing Nonfiction Books with a 

Focus on Higher-Level Skill Development 

 

Participants are also offered a bonus session--a special recording from NAGC’s 

59th Annual Convention not available for purchase on the LLC. Hear from 

Common Core book authors and experts, Susan Johnsen, Baylor University, 

Waco, TX, and Joyce VanTassel-Baska, College of William & Mary, Williamsburg, 

VA, about what every gifted educator needs to know about designing and 

delivering excellent programs for high-ability learners including the use of the 

Common Core State Standards to advance student development. 

“Creativity is contagious, 

pass it on”  

– Albert Einstein  

Join Us in Indianapolis! 

The 60th Annual NAGC Convention will be held in Indianapolis, Indiana, 

November 7-10, 2013.  For more information, check www.nagc.org.  

http://www.nagc.org/
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Congratulations to our 2012 Award Winners! What a diverse array of strong 

curriculum to challenge and enrich our gifted learners. Read on to find out more 

about why these units are so exemplary.  

 

Circus: An Integrated Curriculum Unit  

Grades Pk-3 

Authors: Ellen Hoeneck & Shannon Jones 

 From Human Rights to language arts, math, creativity, and the arts, there is 

something here for everyone. It is also well aligned with standards, including NAGC 

standards. This unit includes a multitude of activities that address affective needs, 

skills, and higher-level thinking. While this is designed for GT students, many of 

these activities could provide challenge in the traditional classroom 

 

Hull House: Living Democracy in the Progressive Era  

Grades 4-8  

Authors: Anne Horak, Shelagh Gallagher, & Dana Plowden 

 The objectives are aligned to state/national standards and focus on student 

learning and incorporating concepts, principles, cognitive skills, methodologies, and 

dispositions within a field of study. Instructional strategies require students to apply 

concepts and methodologies to address a real world problem 

 

Exploring Shapes in Space: Geometry and the Frogonauts 

Authors: Kathy Gavin, Tutita Casa, Suzanne Chapin, & Linda Jenson Sheffield.  

Teacher Support Materials developed by Janine Firmender & Catherine Osiecki 

 Developing abstraction, complexity, and depth are all strengths in this unit. 

Think Beyond questions and journaling address the learning needs of those at a high 

readiness level. Different learning styles are supported in the unit – including 

kinesthetic and opportunities to develop visual spatial reasoning 

 

In the Mind’s Eye: Truth vs. Perception  

Grades 4-8 

Authors: Tamra Stambaugh & Emily Mofield 

 The unit is both interesting and well-designed for creating high level 

opportunities for student learning and uses a variety of texts from print to online 

sources, bridging understanding across multiple forms of media literacy. Many 

student samples are included which clearly indicated advanced learning in both 

written and graphic responses. Great authentic assessments, including pre/post 

tests & rubrics.  

NAGC Curriculum Award Winners 2012 
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A Freudian Analysis of Literature  

Grades 4-8  

Author: Kenneth Smith 

 An intriguing unit with a lot of potential to develop critical and creative 

thinking and use literature as a vehicle to learn about the world. The variety of 

resources and multiple types of questions are thoughtful and engaging. The 

sophisticated nature of the unit and its psychological perspective are strengths of 

this unit. The discussion, blog and final also require personal interpretation and/or 

varying levels of expertise. 

 

Helping Gardeners Grow 

Pk-3  

Authors: Ellen Merritt, Cathering Brighton, Tonya Moon, Christine Trinter, Rachel 

Boren, Kristen Whitlock, Kristofer Wiley, & Peter Malcom 

 This unit covers basic concepts in a very hands-on way to help general 

education primary students understand the growing cycle and the effects of 

drought on plants. The link between real-world is evident throughout the unit of 

study – problem based learning. Students even created rain gauges! 

 

The Magic of Everyday Things  

Grades Pk-3 

Authors: Tracy Merrit, Carolyn Callahan, Amy Azano, Sarah Oh, Marguerite 

Brunner, & Melina Moran 

 This unit includes periodic formative assessment; including conferencing and 

student work. The student assignments are varied and include creativity and are 

often open-ended. The unit is organized and easy to use. It has icons that identify 

important elements and it has teacher suggestions for implementation. 

 

Utopia: A Language Arts Unit for High Ability Students Grades 7-9 

Authors: Mary Ann Yedinak and the College of William and Mary 

 The objectives are at a high level as evidenced in the rich content with 

which students engage – including college level short stories and high school level 

Utopia novels. Through discussion, journaling and writing assignments, students 

examine the deeper layer beneath the initial meaning, learning to question 

assumptions & make connections. There are many types of assessments and the 

unit includes self-assessment components with a rubric. Many opportunities for 

rich discussion as well as creative assignments like ―Designing the Perfect Room.‖ 

 

In our next edition, we’ll share tips on how to revise your unit to enter the 

Curriculum Awards! 

“The right circumstances 

sometimes happen of their 

own accord, slyly, without 

fanfare, without warning. 

Layman's alchemy. . . . The 

magic of everyday things.” 

 

― Joanne Harris,  

Blackberry Wine  
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