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I was very sorry to hear recently that Derek Ball had 
passed away. I always really looked forward to 
talking to Derek at ATM conferences and attending 

his wonderful sessions. Derek was so playful with 
mathematics, full of fun and an inspirational thinker. 
One of the things I learned from him was how to have 
fun by being wrong about mathematical things when 
talking to children. This is something I can do very 
well, as I’m very good at being wrong about things! 
I noticed myself doing this recently, and it reminded 
me of Derek, who was a master at it.

My daughter had been reading, and said, “I’ve just 
finished chapter 12 and there are 23 chapters.”

I replied, “Oh, so you’re nearly a quarter of the way 
through!”

I believe this is the kind of thing that Derek would 
have said. No doubt he’d have had something better 
than this, but this was my attempt to imitate his style.

A more typical parental response, trying to ‘bring 
maths into the conversation’, might have been to ask 
the child, “So how many chapters do you have left to 
read?” This doesn’t feel fun or even very interesting. 
It’s relevant to the situation, I suppose, but feels like 
a demand to work something out. It places the adult 
as the asker and the child as the responder. It’s a bit 
too ‘teachery’.

By contrast, a deliberately wrong statement like this 
is a bit more of a provocation. I suppose it attempts 
to elevate the discussion, by bringing fractions into 
the conversation, taking it beyond counting. It offers 
an example of the kind of correct statement that 
could be made. But it gives space for the child to 
get something right and the adult keeps out of the 
spotlight. The adult is always the fool, who has to be 
corrected by the child. This feels the right way round.

Her: “A quarter? It must be more than a quarter!”

Me: “Really?”

We ended up having an interesting discussion about 
whether 12 out of 23 is a bit less than a half or a bit 
more than a half, and trying to see this in different 
ways. The numbers seemed fortuitous, with 23 
happening to be 1 less than twice 12. But I nearly 
always find in situations like this that the numbers 
that arise turn out to have some helpful, convenient 
relationship. Mathematics is so full of relationships, 
perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised by this. It’s as 
if, when you’re being silly with mathematics, there 
will always be some interesting relationship that will 
bubble to the surface. You don’t have to force it or try 
to plan ahead to make it happen – it just emerges.

Children generally enjoy it when adults say ridiculous 
things. Teachers sometimes tell their students that 
“It doesn’t matter if you get the wrong answer”. But I 
find that children generally do care very much about 
things being right. They won’t let it go if you say 
something absurd. They may roll their eyes at you, 
but they’ll also want to put you right and make sure 
you appreciate your error.

I find that young children, at least, are always like this. 
As they get older, they sometimes seem to become 
more like adults – a bit world-weary. They ‘pick their 
battles’ and ‘let things go’. “It isn’t worth arguing”, they 
might say. They have perhaps become used to being 
told things that make little sense, and they lose their 
faith that the world – or mathematics – is supposed 
to be coherent. Perhaps they are less often treated 
playfully and expected to ‘be the adult’.
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Colin Foster recalls some of the wisdom of Derek Ball in conversations at ATM conferences.



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.  

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 exception to the above is for the original author(s) who retain individual copyright.

Mathematics Teaching does not seek to conform to an ‘official’ view on the teaching of 

mathematics, whatever that may be. The editorial board wishes to encourage contributors to 

express their personal views on the teaching and learning of mathematics. 

ATM is an association of teachers in which everyone has a contribution to make, experiences and insights to share. 

Whether practical, political, philosophical or speculative, we are looking for articles which reflect on the practice of 

teaching mathematics. We aim to publish articles that will be of interest to the breadth of our membership, from the 

Foundation Stage to Higher and Further Education; as well as a balance between those derived from research and 

from practical experience. Submitted articles are accepted for publication based on their clarity, topicality, the extent to 

which they reflect upon knowledge and understanding of mathematics teaching and learning, and their contribution to 

inspiring further development and research.  

ATM is a not for profit professional teaching association. The majority of funding used to produce and 

prepare the MT journal is procured through our membership subscriptions. 

Join ATM at any time and receive twelve months of membership, 

including instant access to member discounts and resources. 

Spread the cost and pay in ten monthly instalments. 

Membership Includes: 

 Five copies of the ATM journal Mathematics Teaching (MT)

 A 25% discount on all shop items

 Considerable discounts at the hugely popular annual ATM conference

 Electronic access to thousands of online MT journal articles

 Access to all online member-only resources

 Professional support and enrichment – being part of a community where ideas are generated and shared

 Regular ATM e-newsletters, containing current news and activities

 A network of local branches offering regular meetings

 Accreditation - ATM is proud to offer members the opportunity to apply for the CMathTeach Designation, making

ATM membership the route to Charted Mathematics Teaching status

 Influence and having a voice - eligibility to vote on resolutions that shape the direction of ATM

www.atm.org.uk
www.atm.org.uk/join
www.atm.org.uk/join
https://www.atm.org.uk/Mathematics-Teaching-Journal-Archive

	Copyright page.pdf
	MT Copyright page.pdf
	MT26805
	COPYRIGHT 2019





