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Evidence in the documents

Manipulatives come in a variety of forms; they can range from the obvious such as base 10 blocks to the not so obvious, beans and playing cards. Research tends to suggest that, for the most part, manipulatives aid in the understanding of mathematical concepts that are abstract and harder for students to comprehend. One common example would be the use of manipulatives to teach fractions.  The Atlantic curriculum documents are full of examples where the use of manipulatives can be employed.  Types of manipulatives, how they can be employed and examples of expected student solutions are all very well represented in the Atlantic Curriculum.  The use of manipulatives in the early to late elementary grades seems to be a widely accepted practice and this is supported by the large amount of manipulative representation in the curriculum documents.  However, their usage and their representation in the documents tend to fade as the ninth grade approaches.  The documents do emphasize the importance of the use of manipulatives and visual representations to deepen a student’s knowledge and understanding of concepts they normally find difficult. Manipulatives afford students the opportunity to represent concepts and ideas in a multiply of ways.  Not explicitly mentioned in the document but embedded within, is that fact that manipulatives are a great way to engage students in the math classroom and is a great way for students to become familiar with and use the language of mathematics. In turn, students communicate their ideas and understanding of concepts in the language of mathematics.
Expectations

One of the main expectations with manipulatives is that, teachers are using them as a learning tool and allowing students to physically use manipulatives.  In the Atlantic curriculum mathematic outcomes students are expected to model solutions to various problems concretely.  The intended interpretation of outcomes that ask students to model problems concretely is that they will use a form of manipulative to do this.  The assumptions are that teachers are providing students with this opportunity.  Although many mathematics curriculum documents suggest the use of manipulatives while trying to get students to meet the intended outcomes, there is not a whole lot of information on how much time a teacher should spend using manipulatives with any given outcome.  This again is open to interpretation by all teachers because every student in any given classroom will learn at different rates.  Time guidelines, in this sense, can often be more constrictive then helpful for a teacher.  What is being suggested here is that a teacher is given a guideline as to how much time would be beneficial for a student to spend on employing the use of manipulatives to deepen understanding.  There is also the expectation that teachers themselves are efficient and fluent using the manipulatives that they are expecting their students to use.  A big expectation for an endpoint, after students have sufficiently conquered a topic or theme, is that through the use of manipulatives in aiding to solve problems students have broken down the common procedural thinking process and have moved to a conceptual thought process.
Remaining Questions

With the use of manipulatives in a classroom many of the questions and concerns are usually focused on classroom management instead of being focused on how to put manipulatives to better use.  Many teachers will resist the use of manipulatives because they are concerned that they will become more of a distraction instead of a learning tool.  This is an attitude that needs to be changed.  Another question that was raised is; why does the use of manipulatives seem to fade as the move up through the grades?  Manipulatives in all their forms are a good learning tool and a good supplement to instructional practices regardless of age or grade. 
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