
The n kg
chicken
Tony Cotton
I was visiting a secondary school in
Nottingham to observe one of my
students. As I glanced round the room one
student seemed detached from the rest
of the group – literally (she was sitting
on her own at the back) and through a
lack of engagement with what the rest of
the class where doing. So I sat next to
her; we’ll call her Simone.

She engaged with me immediately:
“I’m not supposed to be in this group –
I’ve been sent down here for messing
about.”

She was working her way through a
booklet that the rest of her peers in her
‘normal’ group were following, so I asked
her what she was doing. “It’s stupid –
look, I’ve got to work out how long to
cook a chicken that weighs n kg. What’s
a chicken that weighs n kg?”

I looked at the page – it told us that
we had to cook chickens for 20 minutes
per kg + 20 minutes.

So I asked Simone, “How long would
you have to cook a 3 kg chicken for?”
Simone looked at me frustrated, tutted
very loudly and the following conversa-
tion ensued:
Simone “It isn’t a 3 kg chicken – it’s an n

kg chicken!”
Tony “But say it was 3 kg; how long

would you cook it for?”
Simone “Well that’s easy – 1 hour 20

minutes.”
Tony “OK – and how long would you

cook a 5 kg chicken for?”
Simone (increasingly frustrated) “It isn’t a 5

kg chicken – it’s an n kg chicken!”
Tony (trying to remain calm, aware of

irritated glances from the rest of the
class) No – but say it was 5kg.

Simone (very quickly) 2 hours.
Tony So how are you working it out?
Simone You just add up the 20 minutes

for each kg and then add on an
extra one.

Tony So how many 20s for 3 kg?
Simone 3 and another one.
Tony And for 5?
Simone 5 and another one.
Tony (writing) So if I wrote n lots of 20

and another 20 like this: n × 20
+ 20, what does that mean?

Simone Well I suppose that’s the answer –
but there isn’t such a thing as an n
kg chicken.

I left later wondering how often we
give tasks to mathematics learners that
they can already do but the task somehow
manages to convince them that maths is
hard and confusing and worst of all
doesn’t make any sense in their real
world. So thanks, Simone, for teaching
me that there is no such thing as an n kg
chicken.

Tony Cotton is Principal Lecturer in
Primary Education at Nottingham Trent
University.
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I was working with my Y8 class this week
on straight line graphs. I was asking pupils
to invent examples of equations that
would give straight line graphs and say
how they would look. To check, I was
entering them into a graph-plotting
program so we could see on the screen if
they were right. To be honest it was
getting a little dull.

Then as I tried to type y = x I
accidentally bumped the x key again and
got y = xx and before I’d noticed I’d
pressed enter and a parabola appeared on
the screen. Suddenly everyone woke up!
I said something like “Oops, made a
mistake there” and quickly deleted the

second x and pressed enter again, but it
was too late.

“What happened there?!” someone
asked. And then there were more
questions, of the “What if you put xxx?”
kind and I found myself saying, “This is
really supposed to be a lesson on straight
line graphs”. But I couldn’t ignore the
mathematical questions that were being
asked or the energy that had been
produced by my slip.

The incident reminded me of the
power of a surprise. A lesson where
everything is kept well-ordered with
well-defined preordained learning objec-
tives (‘one idea per lesson’) can be stulti-

fying. A lesson where nothing ever
proceeds except by small incremental
steps is very likely to be boring.

Postscript
I don’t think I’d recently thought of 
y = x2 as y = xx. The pupils had worked
out by now that ‘the number in front of x
is the gradient’ and they could see for
this equation that that number wasn’t a
constant but was x. So as x increases, the
‘number in front of x’ (which is x) also
increases. So the gradient increases as x
increases and that’s what makes the
graph curve upwards. But actually I know
from calculus that the gradient isn’t x but
2x, and it took me a bit of thought to
realise why that is.

Colin Foster edits MT and teaches at
King Henry VIII School, Coventry.

My accidental parabola
Colin Foster

© ATM 2007 • No reproduction except for academic purposes • copyright@atm.org.uk for permissions



 
 

The attached document has been downloaded or otherwise acquired from the website of the 
Association of Teachers of Mathematics (ATM) at www.atm.org.uk 

Legitimate uses of this document include printing of one copy for personal use, reasonable 
duplication for academic and educational purposes. It may not be used for any other purpose in 
any way that may be deleterious to the work, aims, principles or ends of ATM. 

Neither the original electronic or digital version nor this paper version, no matter by whom or in 
what form it is reproduced, may be re-published, transmitted electronically or digitally, projected 
or otherwise used outside the above standard copyright permissions. The electronic or digital version may not be uploaded to a 
website or other server. In addition to the evident watermark the files are digitally watermarked such that they can be found on 
the Internet wherever they may be posted. 

Any copies of this document MUST be accompanied by a copy of this page in its entirety. 

If you want to reproduce this document beyond the restricted permissions here, then application MUST be made for EXPRESS 
permission to copyright@atm.org.uk 

 
The work that went into the research, production and preparation of 
this document has to be supported somehow. 
ATM receives its financing from only two principle sources: 
membership subscriptions and sales of books, software and other 
resources. 

 
Membership of the ATM will help you through  

 
• Six issues per year of a professional journal, which focus on the learning and teaching of 
maths. Ideas for the classroom, personal experiences and shared thoughts about 
developing learners’ understanding. 

• Professional development courses tailored to your needs. Agree the content with us and 
we do the rest.  

• Easter conference, which brings together teachers interested in learning and teaching mathematics, with excellent 
speakers and workshops and seminars led by experienced facilitators.  

• Regular e-newsletters keeping you up to date with developments in the learning and teaching of mathematics. 
• Generous discounts on a wide range of publications and software. 
• A network of mathematics educators around the United Kingdom to share good practice or ask advice. 
• Active campaigning. The ATM campaigns at all levels towards: encouraging increased understanding and enjoyment 
of mathematics; encouraging increased understanding of how people learn mathematics; encouraging the sharing 
and evaluation of teaching and learning strategies and practices; promoting the exploration of new ideas and 
possibilities and initiating and contributing to discussion of and developments in mathematics education at all 
levels.                                                                                                                                                                   

• Representation on national bodies helping to formulate policy in mathematics education. 
• Software demonstrations by arrangement.   
 
Personal members get the following additional benefits:  
 
• Access to a members only part of the popular ATM website giving you access to sample materials and up to date 
information.  

• Advice on resources, curriculum development and current research relating to mathematics education.  
• Optional membership of a working group being inspired by working with other colleagues on a specific project. 
• Special rates at the annual conference 
• Information about current legislation relating to your job.  
• Tax deductible personal subscription, making it even better value  
 
Additional benefits 
 
The ATM is constantly looking to improve the benefits for members. Please visit www.atm.org.uk regularly for new 
details. 
 

LINK: www.atm.org.uk/join/index.html 

© ATM 2007 • No reproduction except for academic purposes • copyright@atm.org.uk for permissions




