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Word Problems? 

No Problem!

Effective Strategies for 

Solving Math Word Problems
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Webinar Tips

Close all 

programs 

& browsers to 

maximize 

bandwidth

Exit & re-enter 

the webinar if you 

experience an 

audio or video lag

Use the Questions 

feature for 

technical 

assistance (and to 

ask a question!)

The recording, 

slide deck & 

certificate will 

be sent by email 

tomorrow
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Meet Your Presenter

Dr. Sarah R. Powell
Associate Professor

Department of Special Education

The University of Texas at Austin

@sarahpowellphd

Introduce yourself 

in the chat!
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What’s on Today’s Agenda

• Review two ineffective word-problem practices and why not to use them

• Learn about the importance of an attack strategy when working through 

word problems

• Dive into common word-problem structures that help students see 

consistency with word-problem solving

• See how to incorporate an attack strategy and a focus on structure in 

your math instruction
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Instructional Platform

INSTRUCTIONAL DELIVERY

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES

Explicit instruction

Multiple 

representations

Precise language

Fluency building

Problem solving 

instruction
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What skills are necessary to solve this 

problem?
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Problem-Solving Difficulties

Identifying relevant information

Ignoring irrelevant information

Interpreting charts and graphs

Identifying appropriate operation(s)

Performing the computation(s)

Reading the problem

Understanding the vocabulary

What are additional areas 

of difficulty we should 

add to this list?
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TWO INEFFECTIVE STRATEGIES
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1. Keywords tied to operations
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Lincoln had 8 pencils fewer than Roscoe. If 

Lincoln had 18 pencils, how many pencils did 

Roscoe have?

Lincoln had 8 pencils fewer than Roscoe. If 

Roscoe had 18 pencils, how many pencils did 

Lincoln have?
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What are the key words?
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But, do not tie a keyword to a specific operation!

Keywords are 

important to 

identify and 

understand

Keywords are the 

mathematical vocabulary that 

help an students understand 

what the story is about and 

what they need to do

Talk about 

keywords 

("What does 

more than tell 

you about?")
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2. Presenting problems by operation
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ATTACK STRATEGY
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Have an attack strategy

RIDE

Read the problem.

Identify the relevant information.

Determine the operation and unit for 

the answer.

Enter the correct numbers and calculate, then 

check the answer.

RIDGES

Read the problem.

I know statement.

Draw a picture.

Goal statement.

Equation development.

Solve the equation.
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Have an attack strategy

STAR

Stop and read the problem 

carefully.

Think about your plan and the 

strategy you will use.

Act. Follow your plan and solve 

the problem.

Review your answer.

RICE

Read and record the 

problem.

Illustrate your thinking.

Compute.

Explain your thinking.
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Have an attack strategy

SUPER

Slowly read the story problem twice.

Underline the question and circle the numbers you need.

Picture it. Draw the scenario to show what is happening.

Explain the problem with a number sentence.

Rewrite the answer in a sentence.

SHINES

Slowly and carefully read the problem.

Highlight or underline key information.

Identify the question by drawing a circle around it.

Now solve the problem. Show your work.

Examine your work for precision, accuracy, and clarity.

Share your answer by writing a sentence.
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Have an attack strategy

SOLVE

Study the problem.

Organize the facts.

Line up the plan.

Verify the plan with computation.

Examine the answer.

R-CUBES

Read the problem.

Circle key numbers.

Underline the question.

Box action words.

Evaluate steps.

Solve and check.
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Have an attack strategy
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Share your favorite attack strategy.
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COMMON WORD-PROBLEM STRUCTURES
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Teach word-problem schemas

Equal Groups

Ratios/Proportions

Comparison

Change

Total

Difference
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Parts put together into a total

Daniela saw 3 canoes and 8 kayaks. How many 

boats did Daniela see?

Daniela saw 11 boats. If 3 of the boats were 

canoes, how many were kayaks?

Daniela saw 11 boats. 8 of the boats were kayaks, 

how many were canoes?

Total

Total

Part

Part
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“Are parts put together for a total?”

Total
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Total
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Total

What’s a student-friendly 

definition of a Total problem?

What’s an example Total 

problem?
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Greater and lesser amounts compared for a difference

Adrianna has 10 pencils. Tracy has 4 pencils. How 

many more pencils does Adrianna have? (How many 

fewer?)

Adrianna has 6 more pencils than Tracy. If Tracy has 4

pencils, how many does Adrianna have?

Tracy has 6 fewer pencils than Adrianna. Adrianna has 

10 pencils. How many pencils does Tracy have?

Difference

Difference

Greater 

amount

Lesser 

amount



www.corelearn.com35

“Are parts put together for a total?”

“Are amounts compared for a difference?”

Total

Difference
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G – L = D
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Difference
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Difference

What’s a student-friendly 

definition of a Difference 

problem?

What’s an example Difference 

problem?
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An amount that increases or decreases

Nickole had 6 notebooks. Then, she bought 3

notebooks. How many notebooks does Nickole have 

now?

Nickole had 6 notebooks. Then, she bought a few 

more notebooks. Now, Nickole has 9 notebooks. How 

many notebooks did she buy?

Nickole had some notebooks. Then, she bought 3

notebooks. Now, Nickole has 9 notebooks. How many 

notebooks did she have to start with?

Change

End 

amount

Change 

amount

Start 

amount
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An amount that increases or decreases

Samantha baked 20 cookies. Then, she ate 3 of the 

cookies. How many cookies does Samantha have 

now?

Samantha baked 20 cookies. Then, she ate some of 

the cookies. Now, she has 17 cookies. How many 

cookies did Samantha eat?

Samantha baked some cookies. She ate 3 of the 

cookies and has 17 cookies left. How many cookies 

did Samantha bake?

Change

End 

amount

Change 

amount

Start 

amount
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“Are parts put together for a total?”

“Are amounts compared for a difference?”

“Does an amount increase or decrease?”

Total

Change

Difference
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ST +/– C = E
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Change
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Change

What’s a student-friendly 

definition of a Change problem?

What’s an example Change 

problem?



www.corelearn.com45

Total

P1 + P2 + P3 + P4 = T

Which schema?
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Change

ST – C + C = E

Which schema?
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Teach word-problem schemas

Equal Groups

Ratios/Proportions

Comparison

Change

Total

Difference
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Groups multiplied by number in each group for a product

Toni has 2 boxes of crayons. There are 24 crayons in each box. 
How many crayons does Toni have altogether? 

Toni has 48 crayons. They want to share them equally 2 boxes. 
How many crayons will Toni put in each box?

Toni has 48 crayons. They put them into boxes with 24 crayons 
each. How many boxes did Toni use?

Equal Groups

Groups

Number in 

each group

Product
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“Are there groups with an equal number in 

each group?”

Equal Groups



www.corelearn.com54

GR × N = P

Equal Groups
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Equal Groups
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Equal Groups

What’s a student-friendly 

definition of an Equal Groups 

problem?

What’s an example Equal Groups 

problem?
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Set multiplied by a number of times for a product

Brooke ran for 6 minutes. Shaleeni ran 4 times longer than 

Brooke. How many minutes did Shaleeni run?  

Comparison

Set

Number of 

times

Product
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“Are there groups with an equal number in 

each group?”

Equal Groups

“Is a set compared a number of times?”

Comparison
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S × T = P

Comparison
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Comparison
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Comparison

What’s a student-friendly 

definition of a Comparison 

problem?

What’s an example Comparison 

problem?
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Teach word-problem schemas

Equal Groups

Ratios/Proportions

Comparison

Change

Total

Difference
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https://intensiveintervention.org/intensive-intervention-math-course

https://intensiveintervention.org/intensive-intervention-math-course
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https://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Math-Middle-School-Students/dp/1598572741

https://www.inclusionintexas.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=2155039&type=d&pREC_ID=2169859

https://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Math-Middle-School-Students/dp/1598572741
https://www.inclusionintexas.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=2155039&type=d&pREC_ID=2169859
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Meet Your Presenter

Dr. Sarah R. Powell
Associate Professor

Department of Special Education

The University of Texas at Austin

@sarahpowellphd

What’s something you 

learned today?
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Deepen Your Knowledge of Evidence-Based 

Instructional Practices for Teaching Fractions

• Two online courses:

• Fraction Meaning, Equivalence, Addition, and Subtraction — Next course starts 

January 20

• Multiplication and Division with Fractions — Next course starts February 24

• Complete highly engaging modules on your own time during the course dates.

• 16 hours of professional learning credit

Learn more and register at www.corelearn.com/online-math-academy
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Questions?

Get in Touch with CORE!

info@corelearn.com
888.249.6155

Consortium on Reaching Excellence in Education                           @COREInc


