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Using mixed-effects regression, we analyzed teachers’ responses to a multimedia survey of 
instructional practices in posing proof problems in geometry. Teachers described and rated for 
appropriateness three different ways of involving students in deciding what to prove, including 
one in which the teacher chooses the givens and the conclusion to prove, and two others that 
expand the students’ role in different degrees. While teachers recognized the former as 
normative, their ratings identified an alternative as more appropriate, having more positive 
value, and less negative value than the normative one. This alternative has students propose the 
givens or the conclusion to prove, and it allows the teacher to control the complexity of 
instruction by endorsing one proposal before students are to write the proof.  
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Proof plays many roles in mathematics; among them is that of being a method for the 
discovery of new knowledge (de Villiers, 1990; Lakatos, 1976). Inasmuch as mathematical 
knowledge is usually represented in the form of conditional propositions (i.e., a conclusion is 
claimed as necessarily true if certain conditions or hypotheses are taken to be true), the creation 
of this mathematical knowledge involves both conjecturing a conclusion that can be asserted as 
true and hypothesizing the conditions that need to be assumed for that conclusion to be 
necessitated. A conclusion may be intuited as something that is only sometimes true, and one 
might search for what conditions might make the conclusion is necessarily true. At times, less 
conditions might also be sufficient to claim the same conclusion, while at other times less 
conditions may only allow one to make a weaker claim. In all of that, one exercises logical 
deduction as the process of making a valid inference based on two or more true premises, yet one 
does more than that: As Lakatos (1976) explained, one engages in a heuristic process of finding 
out what could be reasonably true. But, while this is part and parcel of mathematical work and 
quite relevant to making and critiquing mathematical arguments and modeling with mathematics 
as expected by the Standards for Mathematical Practice (Common Core State Standards 
Initiative, 2010), students rarely have opportunities to engage in such work in school 
(Stylianides, 2009).  Why would those opportunities be scarce? How could such opportunities be 
created?  

Our work examines those questions from the perspective of the teacher’s management of the 
complex work of having students do proofs. Our goal in this to show that, from the teacher’s 
perspective, there is a way in which the students’ share of work could be expanded without 
compromising the teacher’s capacity to manage the work. We document below how the literature 
has taken care of both curricular and learning perspectives on this matter. Yet, understanding 
whether opportunities like that are viable also requires consideration of the demands that such 
work places on the teacher. 
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Review of Literature 
The mathematical work that students do in classrooms can be understood using frameworks 

associated with the instructional triangle (Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, 2003; Herbst & Chazan, 
2012). Students’ interaction with content happens especially in the context of problems and 
tasks. The choice of such problems is made by the teacher, whose work involves having students 
do work that puts them in interaction with target content.  

Prior research has looked at the nature of the proof tasks that are afforded to students. 
Herbst’s (2002) historical research showed that while a wide variety of opportunities for students 
to do original proofs emerged in the third quarter of the 19th century, some including the search 
for reasoned conjectures described above, the proof exercises in use by the early 1910’s already 
consisted of separated sets of given and prove statements provided to students.  Though efforts 
have increased to provide more opportunities to reason and prove in a variety of ways, such as 
with reform-based curricula, studying one such project Stylianides (2009) found that 
opportunities to find patterns and pose conjectures were low compared to opportunities to engage 
students in providing rationales. In an analysis of six secondary geometry textbooks, Otten, 
Gilbertson, Males, and Clark (2014) found that only between 5% and 20% of problems involved 
the construction of a proof, and most of those involved proving general or particular claims 
rather than constructing conjectures. In contrast, in a study of grade 8 Japanese geometry 
textbooks, Fujita and Jones (2014) found a significant portion of exercises providing 
opportunities for students to conjecture and discover properties. These exploratory problems 
typically came at the beginning of a lesson, so that by the time students prove or justify at the 
end of the lesson, they had already explored and investigated the facts on their own. Cirillo and 
Herbst (2012) have proposed some alternative problems that could be used to engage students in 
an expanded scope of work, where they could either produce the conclusion of a set of givens, or 
the givens needed to prove a particular conclusion. We surmise that the viability of these proof 
problems hinges on more than having such proof problems though. In particular, one might 
wonder whether students are able to do such work.  

The second vertex in the instructional triangle is the student whose interactions with the 
content happen particularly in the context of their work on tasks. The literature on students 
thinking and learning reveals students’ potential but also their difficulties with proof. 
Investigations on students’ thinking have revealed that students, even at the elementary level, are 
capable of constructing arguments and proofs (Ball & Bass, 2003; Lampert, 1992; Reid, 2002).  
Teaching experiments (Norton, 2008) and classroom observations (Ellis, 2007) suggest students 
can be engaged in making reasoned conjectures. Yet, research has also shown that students 
sometimes take properties to be true on account of intuition and experience, not seeing the need 
for proof (Chazan, 1993). This might suggest that problems in which students have to figure out 
what might be true, might not so easily lend themselves to engaging them in proving. 

The third vertex in the instructional triangle is the teacher. One way to inquire on the 
viability of engaging students in better proof problems might hinge on inspecting what teachers 
know about proof. Knuth (2002a) found that while secondary teachers acknowledged different 
important purposes of proof, they failed to recognize proof as a tool for learning mathematics. 
They also had difficulty knowing what constitutes a robust proof, failing to recognizing non-
proofs and making judgements based on the form of an argument instead of the soundness of the 
reasoning.  In a study of the mathematical knowledge for teaching (MKT) needed to teach proof, 
Steele & Rogers (2012) illustrated how secondary teachers’ understanding of proof affected the 
way the teacher positioned students - namely as creators, “but only in the sense that they 
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provided reasons for a set of predetermined steps” (p. 175). Teachers’ attitudes towards students’ 
ability to do proofs also play a role in what proving opportunities are presented to students. We 
aim to investigate ways to promote the creation of these opportunities for students in a way that 
teachers deem appropriate.  

While the literature has been progressively relying on more classroom data, it has been 
common to frame issues of proving in the classroom in terms of having or not having resources, 
be those resources curricula, abilities, attitudes, or knowledge.  In our work we have been 
interested in addressing the problem of students’ share of work from a perspective centered on 
the complexity of the management of classroom instruction. While a teacher may or may not 
have resources with which to deal with such complexity, they are likely to have means to 
appraise that complexity and to relate to different practices that might differ amongst themselves 
by the amount of such complexity. We identify one complexity associated with expanding the 
work of students in proving here, then we describe how we studied it. 

If we start from the nature of the task, we could wonder how teachers might relate to the 
possibility that students might come up with the proposition to be proved. One first complexity 
has to do with framing the problem. A teacher is likely to need to do more than identifying the 
goal of the task (to prove a proposition); some specifics of the thematic territory for the 
proposition to be proved may need to be identified. For this reason, Cirillo & Herbst (2012) 
proposed problems that expected students to provide the givens or the conclusion, but providing 
some of those resources. A second complexity draws on Doyle’s (1986) characterization of 
classrooms as complex environments partly on account of the simultaneity of events. This 
complexity points to the number of possible responses that could ensue if the teacher asked 
students to propose what could be the givens or the conclusion to prove: If students had to come 
up with givens, many students could come up with many different sets of givens. A discussion of 
which set of givens makes the proposition stronger could be desirable; but managing such 
discussion might make the work of the teacher harder, especially if students invested themselves 
in proving different propositions that ended up not all being equally valuable. This work might 
be especially difficult to manage in classrooms where the norm may be one of accepting a 
variety of solutions to problems.  

Based on prior exploratory work (e.g., Aaron & Herbst, 2017), we conjectured that teachers 
can appreciate having problems in which the students’ scope of work on proofs extends beyond 
deductive reasoning, to conjecturing a conclusion or hypothesizing the givens. We also 
conjectured that teachers would perceive the need to manage the complexity of the multiple 
responses and would appreciate the opportunity to collect the students’ thoughts and endorse the 
proposition whose proof will be written. While such work may still maintain something of a 
separation between conjecturing and proving (Aaron & Herbst, 2017), it may make it 
manageable for a teacher to engage students in doing work that is more authentic than current 
work on proof.  

Method 
We studied this question using three sets of scenario-based instruments, all related to the 

hypothesized norm that in proof problems the teacher is responsible for providing the givens and 
the prove statement, for which we had collected empirical evidence in a pilot study (Herbst, 
Aaron, Dimmel, & Erickson, 2013). Each instrument consisted of four item sets and each item 
set included a scenario of instruction, represented using a storyboard, and questions about the 
actions in the scenario: Participants were asked to describe what they saw happening, then to rate 
the appropriateness of the teaching they saw. One set of scenarios (DP-C) included only episodes 
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of doing proofs in which the teacher took responsibility for providing the givens and prove 
statement (as expected by the hypothesized norm). A second set of scenarios (DP-GP) included 
only episodes where the teacher allowed the students to come up with the givens or the prove 
statement (a breach of the hypothesized norm). And a third set of scenarios (DP-TSGP) where 
the teacher again allowed students to propose the givens or the prove statement but also endorsed 
one of those proposals as the proposition for the whole class to prove.  

Open responses to all scenarios were coded in two different ways. On the one hand, they 
were coded for whether or not they contained evidence that the respondent recognized the 
teacher’s enactment of the norm (in the DP-C case) or its breach (in the DP-GP and DP-TSGP 
cases). On the other hand, each of those descriptions were coded for the presence of positive 
appraisals as well as negative appraisals of what the teacher was doing in the scenario (relying on 
Martin & White’s, 2005, appraisal theory). All those coding operations had moderate interrater 
reliability.  Three measures were derived from such codes, which we call norm recognition 
(INR), positive appraisal (PA), and negative appraisal (NA), all of them ranging from 0 to 4 in 
each instrument. Additionally, participants rated each scenario for appropriateness (AT) on a 
scale 1-6, with 1 being very inappropriate and 6 very appropriate.   

Our conjectures included that (1) scores on INR(GP) and INR(TSGP) would both be larger 
than INR (C), indicating that participants noticed that both sets of scenarios breached the norm, 
but (2) AT(TSGP) would be larger than both AT(GP) and AT(C), which would be consistent 
with the conjecture that teachers preferred to expand the students’ scope of work if the diversity 
of student proposals could be made more manageable. Appraisal scores were predicted to 
provide additional evidence: We conjectured that (3) PA(TSGP) would be larger than PA(GP) 
and PA(C) while (4) NA (TSGP) would be smaller than NA(GP) and NA(C). These conjectures 
would align with the interpretation that teachers would see value in expanding the students’ share 
of labor in proof problems if the complexities that ensued from such expansion could be 
managed. We tested these conjectures running mixed effects regression models. 

Data 
Data comes from a nationally distributed sample of U.S. high school mathematics teachers. 

Instruments were administered in 2015-2016 through the LessonSketch (www.lessonsketch.org) 
online platform, where they could peruse scenarios and answer questions. There were 525 
participants who completed at least one of the three instruments, and 347 participants who 
completed all three instruments. Most of the participants who completed all three instruments 
were white (86%) and female (61%), which is similar to the demographics of secondary high 
school teachers in the US. On average, participants had been teaching secondary mathematics for 
14.7 years (SD = 8.69, min = 1, max = 40).  

Results 
Descriptives are shown in Table 1. Of the 525 participants who completed the DP-C 

instrument, 83.4% (n = 438) recognized the compliance of the norm at least in one scenario. Of 
those recognizers 40.4% (n = 177) provided at least one positive appraisal for this compliance, 
while 33.3% (n = 146) provided at least one negative appraisal of the compliance (both groups 
are not necessarily disjoint as any one recognition statement could be accompanied both by 
positive and negative appraisals). The mean positive appraisal scores was 1.24 (SD = 0.53) and 
the mean negative appraisal score was 1.17 (0.43), where both measures have a possible range 0-
4. In comparison, of the 395 participants who completed the DP-GP instrument, 363 (91.9%) 
recognized a breach of the norm. Of those recognizers 53.2% (n = 193) positively appraised this 
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breach, yielding a mean positive appraisal of the breach score of 1.51 (0.75); also 53.2 %  
(n = 193) of recognizers appraised the breach of the norm negatively, yielding a mean negative 
appraisal of the breach score of 1.83 (0.98). Finally, of the 495 participants who completed the 
DP-TSGP, 444 (89.7%) recognized a breach of the norm. Of those recognizers, 53.2% (n = 236) 
positively appraised the breach, yielding a mean positive appraisal of the breach score of 1.61 
(0.82); of the recognizers, also 30.6% negatively appraised the breach, yielding a mean negative 
appraisal score of 1.53 (0.75). These descriptives suggest that people noticed the breach of the 
norm more saliently than its compliance (DP-C:83.4% < DP-GP:91.9%, DP-TSGP: 89.7%), they 
saw more positive as well as more negative issues with merely expanding the scope of work of 
the students. But when considering the possibility that the teacher might control that expansion 
by sanctioning the proposition to be proved, positive appraisals increased and negative appraisals 
decreased to a level comparable to the negative appraisals of complying with the norm. 

A similar tendency could be observed with the appropriateness rating scores. We examined 
differences in how participants responded to a breach or compliance scenario with ratings toward 
the low or high end of the appropriateness scale with participants who completed all three 
instruments and recognized the DP-GP norm (n = 343). When asked to rate the appropriateness 
of the teaching showed in the DP-C scenarios, average scores were 4.42(SD = 0.65, n = 343), 
while those average appropriateness scores were 4.56 (SD = 0.94, n = 343) for the scenarios that 
breached the norm by asking students to provide the givens or the prove statement. The average 
appropriateness score went up to 4.83 (SD = 0.70, n = 343) in the case of the DP-TSGP scenarios 
where in addition to expanding the students’ share of work, the teacher at some point sanctioned 
the proposition that students would prove.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of recognizers and appraisers for each instrument 
Instrument Obs Recognizers Appraisers Mean SD Min Max % Appraisers 

DP-C 525 438 POS:  177 1.24 0.53 1 4 40.41% 

NEG: 146 1.17 0.43 1 3 33.33% 

DP-GP 395 363     POS: 193 1.51 0.75 1 4 53.17% 

NEG: 193 1.83 0.98 1 4 53.17% 

DP-TSGP 495 444 POS: 236 1.61 0.82 1 4 53.15% 

NEG: 136 1.53 0.75 1 4 30.63% 
 

To ascertain the significance of the differences in AT, PA, and NA scores across different 
instruments, we calculated a set of mixed effect regression models. Given that each participant 
responded to multiple instruments, average appropriateness (AT), positive appraisal (PA), and 
negative appraisal (NA) that come from the same participant are not independent. Therefore, we 
conducted mixed effect linear regression models that could account for this non-independence 
among the scores. In the models, the categorical variable indicating a type of instrument was 
entered as a fixed effect and the variable indicating a participant’s ID was entered as a random 
effect. The analyses were conducted using the STATA statistical software with the sample of 
participants who responded all three instruments and recognized the DP-GP norm (n = 343).  
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Table 2. Mixed effects linear regressions of scores on a type of instrument 
  Appropriateness (AT) 

B(SE) 
Positive Appraisal (PA) 

B(SE) 
Negative Appraisal (NA) 

B(SE) 

Fixed effects       

    DP-C -0.41 (0.05)*** -0.24 (0.07)** 0.17 (0.07)* 

        DP-GP -0.27 (0.05)*** -0.38 (0.071)*** -0.03 (0.07) 

    Constant 4.83 (0.042)*** 2.84 (0.06)*** 2.04 (0.06)*** 

Random effects       

Constant 0.19 (0.03) 0.52 (0.065) 0.37 (0.06) 

Residual 0.40 (0.02) 0.86 (0.05) 0.90 (0.05) 

N 343 343 343 
Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
*reference instrument group: DP-TSGP 
 

As shown in Table 2 (the reference group is DP-TSGP), results generally support our 
conjectures. AT (appropriateness) for TSGP is higher than both AT(DP-GP) and AT(DP-C), AT 
is significantly lower for DP-C by about 0.41 and DP-GP by about 0.27 (in a scale 0 ~ 6). In 
addition, the variation associated with the participants explains about 32% of the total deviations 
from the predicted AT that are not due to a type of instrument. Similarly, PA is significantly 
lower for DP-C and DP-GP by about 0.24 and 0.38 (in a scale 0 ~ 4) than for TSGP, 
respectively. The participants random effect comprise about 38% of the total residual variance. 
NA for DP-TSGP yields significantly higher score than NA for DP-C, but it is not significantly 
different from NA for DP-GP. For the NA score, the participants random effect explains 
approximately 29% of the total residual variance. 

Conclusion 
The data suggests that teachers do recognize the norm that the teacher will provide the givens 

and the prove for proof problems, yet they do not appraise it as better than some of the 
alternatives presented. Instead, alternatives in which the teacher expands students’ role by 
inviting them to propose the givens or the statement to prove are appraised as more highly 
positive. Apprehension for these kinds of proof problems is apparent in the fact that negative 
appraisals of these alternative kinds of problems are still higher than for the habitual proof 
problems and not significantly higher than the negative appraisals for instances of doing proofs 
in which students are free to prove whatever they decide. An important implication for practice 
of these results is that it suggests that inservice teacher education could focus on helping teachers 
anticipate what students could propose in response to problems such as those proposed by Cirillo 
and Herbst (2012) and in practicing how to bring the class to a consensus on what statement they 
all should be working on. 
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