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One sentence summary: 

Our interactions with Mathematical Literacy teachers and students in South Africa – in classrooms where students have gone from a position of failing mathematics to passing Mathematical Literacy – suggests that an approach to teaching based on the notion of ‘life skills’ may be useful in terms of promoting the kinds of competences and inclinations that definitions of mathematical literacy / numeracy / quantitative literacy around the world frequently involve.

In this paper, based on empirical research, we consider some aspects of how ‘doing life’ can be translated into Mathematical Literacy teaching and learning.
Developing literate uses of mathematics through ‘doing life’

Mathematical Literacy was introduced as a school subject in the higher secondary phase in South Africa in 2006. Current evidence points to this subject being taken by students with weak / failing mathematics histories. Our previous research suggests a ‘spectrum’ of agendas in the teaching Mathematical Literacy amongst educators (Graven & Venkat, 2007), with positive experiences amongst learners being related to shifts away from purely ‘mathematical’ agendas and towards agendas directed by the need to make sense of situations using mathematical tools and thinking. The most obvious indications of this kind of shift were related, in students’ reflections, to changes in the nature of tasks – often based on real-world ‘scenarios – and linked changes in the nature of classroom interaction – more discussion-based, less paced and less pressured, with more time for understanding (Venkat & Graven, 2007).

At one extreme of the agendas within this spectrum, we had teachers describing Mathematical Literacy as a subject related to ‘life skills’ or ‘life orientation’. Our classroom observations of one teacher infusing this ‘life skills’ orientation into her lessons – with substantial positive assessment and affective gains across her class – pointed to several interlinked aspects of the kinds of pedagogy and organisation figuring within this life skills-based approach. Within this discussion, we would like to focus particularly on issues related to the constraints and consequences of this teacher’s use of a ‘research project’ (akin to Galbraith’s (2007) ‘research activity’) based on the theme of litter around the school – in particular, the intertwining of mathematical and social aspects of learning, with both viewed as necessary to deal with life. Key aspects that we are focusing on include:
· a balanced emphasis, in teaching and assessment, on mathematical processes (e.g. negotiating, selecting and defining appropriate categories, making comparisons, interpreting and justifying), as well as mathematical products (e.g. pie charts, percentages, fractions)

· ongoing reference and discussion about whether the data collected could be ‘trusted’ 

· students were allowed to follow through on their decision making, even when this clearly caused disruption to some of the mathematical ‘goals’ that were embedded in the task design and assessment

· students’ were expected to take responsibility for interacting with school cleaners to collect data, and in some cases, to face the repercussions and renegotiations needed to deal with lost or inaccurate data

In the process of working in this way, we observed a class of previously failing learners working in confident, responsible and independent ways, encountering and negotiating mathematical discussions of concepts that are frequently closed out in more directive, mathematical product oriented classrooms.
