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NOTES FROM THE FIELD

COVID and the Importance of Casual Interactions
in Mathematics Classrooms

Sian Zelbo
The Brearley School
Stern College for Women, Yeshiva University

This year presented unimaginable obstacles to learning,
some obvious and others more subtle. Even when stu-
dents have good Wi-Fi, working devices, and the oppor-
tunity to learn in person—which most of my students
have—there are barriers to learning that leave students
feeling isolated, overwhelmed, and unmotivated. The
most significant obstacle in my teaching, the physical
distancing in the classroom, taught me how students
learn. It has clarified the centrality of social interactions
to mathematical learning.

In the times before COVID, I walked around and
peeked over students’ shoulders as they worked together
on problems. I nudged them along at times by asking
questions or providing hints. In graduate school, I learned
that these casual interactions among students and teach-
ers were at the heart of students’ learning experiences.
Through these interactions, students construct mathemat-
ical knowledge. Researchers have known for a long time
that mathematical learning is active and social. Now we
have stark evidence of the profound truth of this obser-
vation. These casual interactions in the classroom happen
when students notice each other’s work, overhear each
other’s conversations and talk to their neighbors. The
interactions expose students to new ideas and new math-
ematical representations, and they spark creativity. Stu-
dents also often disagree or come to different conclusions,
which challenges them to justify their views. Casual in-
teractions also allow students to try out ideas without

committing to them fully. Students may take an intellec-
tual risk by asking a question, showing scratchwork to a
teacher, or offering a tentative idea to a neighbor.

This year, by contrast, students are tiny islands in the
classroom. They are evenly distanced from each other
and their teacher, sometimes with a plexiglass screen be-
tween them. There are no casual interactions. Every com-
munication requires a deliberate, visibly raised hand and
a commitment to enunciate clearly through a mask. The
distancing creates a buffer that slows down the normal
exchange of ideas and discourages risk-taking. Because
of the effort required to speak to the other members of
the classroom, only the most confident students volun-
teer, and they express only fully-formed ideas. It is not
apparent, but the distancing discourages risk-taking
even on paper. A student might use scratch paper to
work out a problem in normal times, knowing that they
would recycle the paper at the end of class. If the teacher
saw incorrect work on a student's scratch paper, there
was no problem. It was just an idea, just a draft. Now,
there are no casual glances at a piece of work. Now, with
every document communicated digitally, every piece of
work feels more important, more permanent. Students
hesitate to take a guess.

As difficult as the year has been, I am grateful for the
wisdom and clarity it has given me and look forward to
the opportunity to huddle and do math problems with
my students once again.
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