Table 10.1 Overcoming Challenges to Teaching Word Problems
Problem-solving step

Potential challenges

Supports and instruction to
address the challenge

1. Read the problem

Underdeveloped reading
skills

Use read-aloud of text by a
person or technology

2. Understand the problem

Underdeveloped
language skills; limited
background knowledge;
underdeveloped numeracy
skills

Use familiar themes; write
problem with considerate
text; use numbers student
understands (e.g., < 10)

3. Translate the problem
into a mathematical
structure

Underdeveloped math
skills; lack of reasoning
skills

Use a graphic organizer;
use systematic instruction
to teach student to translate
from word problem into the
graphic organizer

4. Solve the problem

Underdeveloped math
skills

Use virtual or concrete
manipulatives; teach to
use a calculator; use a task
analysis to teach step-bystep computation

5.  Generalize to a real-life
context

Difficulty in generalizing
across materials and
settings

Use real-life story problems
and real-life manipulatives
in classroom; set up context
to solve a similar problem
in another activity during
the day (e.g., purchasing,
job task, cooking)
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problems can gradually increase in complexity as students build problem-solving
and related conceptual and computational skills. Accommodations for reading
comprehension, such as picture supports and read-alouds, provide access to word
problems and instructional supports. Table 10.2 provides guidelines to consider
when writing or adapting word problems for students with moderate and severe
disabilities which may enhance their success and decrease prompt dependence at
the problem translation phase.
The problem-integration phase requires executive functioning skills of planning
and holding information in working memory. Support in the integration phase of
algebraic problem solving makes the integral parts of the word problem salient
and provides structure for translating them into a mathematical structure. For
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