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Abstract

The study investigated a group of mathematics in-service teachers’ conceptions ofproblems and
problem solving in the subject. Such conceptions were premised to have a mediatory role on the
teachers’ pre-disposition to implement problem solving strategies in their instructional practices.
It was motivated by the observation that problem solving was not being implemented effectively
in mathematics instructional situations in most schools.

The study subjects were 34 mathematics in-service teachers enrolled for the Bachelor of
Education degree at Midlands State University in Zimbabwe in 2006. The research instrument
was a questionnaire designed to find out what they perceived to be mathematics problems and
problem solving. Data was collected during their residential tutorial session in August 2006.

The results indicated that the teachers had a view of mathematics problems which was limited
to the standard drill exercises and translation tasks which are common in most mathematics
textbooks. Such tasks were also rated as having a lot of mathematics content, were useful in
teaching, and would be used very often in the subject’s instruction. This was found to be a
view which was likely to militate against effective implementation of problem solving as an
instructional mode.

The study recommended the re-examination of mathematics teacher preparation courses so that
they make problem solving a more central and critical component of the programme. Availing
literature on problem solving to school libraries and mathematics departments could also motivate
teachers to utilise this instructional strategy. In-service workshops for practising teachers could
be adopted mainly for advocacy purposes.
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Introduction

Problem solving is an innovative instructional practice which is receiving a lot of attention and
advocacy in mathematics education today (Lee and Kim, 2005; Judy Anderson, 1998; Kaino
and Yagiang Liu, 2004). It is a teaching strategy in which learners solve mathematical problems
for which they have no readily available solution procedures (Fernandez, Hadaway and Wilson,
1993).
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