
The Standard Problem of the Week (POW) Write-Up 

Introduction 

Problems of the Week (POWs) are an important part of the Grade 10 Mathematics program at High Tech High North 
County.  They are intended to give you experience in carrying out extended investigations of complex problems, and they 
may or may not relate to any other projects or class activities that we are doing. As you will discover, these problems take 
much more time than most of the other types of problems or class activities that we do. You should begin work on these 
problems as soon as you get them. They take much more time than an ordinary assignment. You may benefit from 
working on a POW a little bit every day, leaving it for a while, and then coming back to it.  

POWs also give you the chance to write about the mathematics that you are doing. You will be expected to fully and 
completely explain your thinking about the problem and communicate this explanation in a way that can be understood by 
your teachers and peers. As with all math communication, this can be with words, formulas, diagrams, graphs, and 
sometimes even models or demonstrations.  As the year progresses and you become more familiar with the Habits of a 
Mathematician, you will also be expected to include explanations of the habits you used while working on the problem. 
Your write-up is also the basis (preparation) for your class presentation. 

The Write-Ups and Reflections for POWs follow a very simple outline: 

1. Problem Statement 
2. Process Description and Solution 
3. Extensions and Further Exploration 
4. Reflection 

Expectations for each of these sections are provided below. 

1. Problem Statement 

State the problem clearly in your own words (do not copy the description on the handout).  Your problem statement 
should be clear enough that someone unfamiliar with the problem could understand what you are being asked to do (so 
they too could attempt the exact same problem).  If the problem handout used a diagram, your description should use a 
similar diagram. 

2. Process Description and Solution 

Describe what you did in attempting to solve the problem and get to a solution.  Use your notes as a reminder of what you 
did.  Be sure to include everything you tried, even things that didn’t work or seemed like a waste of time. If you received 
assistance with the problem, explain what the assistance was and how it helped. You may attach your notes (or a 
photocopy of your notes to your write-up if you wish, but remember that your write-up is something very different than 
the notes you took while doing the problem. If you solved the problem, state your solution as clearly as you can.  Be sure 
there is an explanation as to how you know your solution is correct (be as convincing as you can!).   

3. Extensions and Further Exploration 

Invent an extension or variation to the problem; that is, describe a related problem that you are curious about. Provide an 
explanation of how you might approach this problem you created.  Questions to consider: 

• How would you adapt the approach used for the original problem? 
• Is a whole new approach needed?  Why or why not? 

You do not have to completely solve your new problem, but you must give an explanation as to how it might be solved. 



 

4. Reflection 

Write a reflection on this problem.  This reflection is open-ended in the sense you can write about whatever you want, 
provided it relates to your experience with the problem.  You may choose to focus on a particular success or strength 
(perhaps elaborating more on the Habits of a Mathematician) or perhaps you might reflect on what you found particularly 
challenging, which could include the write-up itself.  You can also reflect on what you learned by doing this problem, or 
you can write about what questions you still have about problems of this type. Whenever possible, be sure to reflect back 
and forward; that is, discuss how your experience will influence or affect you as a mathematician going forward.   

Grading 

Your grade for your POW will be based on the following: 

1. Problem Statement:  It is expected that you fully understand what the problem is asking and be able to describe 
the problem in your own words.  Your description must be sufficiently long and detailed so that anyone not 
familiar with the problem could read your description and be able to attempt to solve it. 

2. Process Description and Solution:  It is expected that you provide evidence that you attempted an exploration of 
the problem.  This does not necessarily mean that you obtained a correct solution or even an incorrect solution: it 
means that you tried to use the Habits of Mathematician to make progress and that if you got stuck, you got help 
in order to make more progress.  Evidence of your mathematical thinking is also expected in your write-up: be 
sure to explain your mathematical ideas. 

3. Documentation (the actual write-up): Your write-up is expected to be an example of beautiful work that fully 
explains all of your effort, thinking, and exploration on this problem.  Your work should be well-organized and 
there should be visuals (diagrams, photos, tables, graphs, …) when a visual would help explain your thinking. 

4. Habits of a Mathematician: The habits are important in solving mathematical problems that you may not have 
encountered before.  For each problem, you are being asked to think about the habits and how you might have 
used them in attempting to solve the problem.   

5. Reflection: A genuine and meaningful reflection on your effort is expected. You are always encouraged to remain 
positive with your reflection: be sure to highlight your strengths and things that went really well!  It is expected 
that your reflection explains how you plan to use what you learned from this POW to continue to grgow as a 
mathematician. 

Consult the “Problems of the Week (POWs) as Beautiful Work: Grading Rubric” for details on how each of the above 
five items will be graded. 


