
Opportunity knocks! 
An engaging math 
discussion

— Kendra Preston-Brooks
Primary teacher

Barrhaven Public School
Ottawa, Ontario

My grade three class had been studying 
3-dimensional solids, identifying and comparing 

prisms and pyramids, among other things. I handed 
out the solids from a big bin, choosing prisms and 
pyramids from the large selection. Then one day I 
handed a cylinder to a student by accident. I went to 
take it back, telling her we were focusing on prisms 
and pyramids. She looked at me and said, “It’s a 
prism.” Opportunity knocks! So we came together 
and I set the task: Is a cylinder a prism? Support your 
answer. 

It was FABULOUS! The kids were focused and engaged. 
They were using paper and manipulatives,  reading 
anchor charts and creating checklists and T-charts. 
I could have cried. One student, who has a lot of 
trouble with language (expressive and receptive) 
reached this conclusion: “Prisms have rectangular 
sides. Cylinders don’t seem to have rectangular sides. 
But circles have more lines of symmetry than you can 
count. That must mean that circles have sides, even 
if you can’t see them because they are so small. That 
means a cylinder has rectangular sides so small you 
just can’t see them. And I can prove that by showing 
an octagonal prism - it is ALMOST round. If it had 
more sides, they’d be very small, and the shape 
would feel rounder.” I scribed for him, but he needed 

no prompting. At the very end of the class, one of the 
kids said, “Wait. If a cylinder is a prism..a cone must 
be a pyramid.” And you should have seen the the kids’ 
faces, when I showed them that even mathematicians 
don’t agree on whether a prism can be a cylinder. 

My work with Garfield Gini-Newman and TC² has 
validated so much of what I have been trying to do 
on instinct and has given me the tools and language I 
needed to approach critical thinking in my classroom 
more proactively. I now see critical thinking not as an 
add-on to my teaching, but as the central focus. I look 
forward to continuing my journey.
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