
Dr Francesca Iezzi 

My name is Francesca Iezzi, since March 2017 I have been working as the 
Mathematics Engagement Officer at the University of Edinburgh. 

My role involves designing, planning, facilitating or coordinating the public 
engagement activities of the School of Mathematics (University of Edinburgh).  

Through our agenda we try to reach out as widely as possible. Our program includes 
a range of digital and face to face activities for people of different ages and 
backgrounds. We run family events, school workshops, teacher development 
sessions, public talks, exhibits and online modules. 

In particular, we run several events for young children and families, school 
workshops for primaries, and development opportunities for primary school teachers. 

More details about our program are available here: 

https://www.maths.ed.ac.uk/school-of-mathematics/outreach 

Below I give some further details about some of our events aimed at primary school 
children. 

In-School workshops 

When running school workshops, we try to give an idea of the breadth of 
Mathematics, present the playful and creative side of the discipline, and focus on 
developing mathematical thinking. For this reason, our workshops tend to be about 
some extracurricular topic such as game theory or logic. 

We would start the workshops asking children what they associate the word Maths 
with. The most common answers are “numbers”, “algebra”, “fractions”, “equations” 
“additions and subtractions”. By the end of the workshop they appear quite surprised 
that something like logic or strategy game is indeed a part of mathematics. 

Below are some quotes from children: 

“You have shown us Maths can be fun if we let Maths be fun” 

“Me and my class loved your strategy game and the magic trick” 

Ideally, we would like to visit each primary school in Edinburgh at least once every 
three years. Unfortunately, this is made impossible by time limitations, and in 
practice we do not manage to visit more than five schools per year. We prioritise the 
schools who actively ask for a visit and are situated in a low SIMD area. We are 
aware that prioritising the schools that actively get in contact with us can lead to self-
selection bias, and schools located on the outskirts tend to be underrepresented. 

 

 

https://www.maths.ed.ac.uk/school-of-mathematics/outreach


Maths Circles 

One of our most popular activities is the “Edinburgh Maths Circle”: a drop-in event 
where children aged 5 to 16 and their families engage with a range of mathematical 
problems.  

We provide a wide range of resources, suitable for different ages and covering a 
variety of mathematical topics. Some of them are hands-on activities with physical 
resources (counters, magnets etc) while others only require pen and paper. The 
difficulty level is varied and most of the activities are 'low floor, high ceiling'. This 
means that visitors can quickly get into the activity but have the potential to go deep 
into the problem, for example by developing and proving their own conjectures.  
The event is inspired by the Cambridge Maths Circle, and the majority of the 
activities we provide were originally created by Nrich, which is part of the Millennium 
Mathematics Project based in Cambridge. 
Students and staff members from the University of Edinburgh are on hand to help 
visitors and guide them through the problems.  
 
There have now been 13 Edinburgh Maths Circles since this initiative began in May 
2016, with events attracting on average 250 visitors. We have consistently received 
overwhelmingly positive feedback. Our mailing list counts more than 500 
subscribers. 
Below are some selected quotes from visitors: 
 
“It was the first time my son and I had attended, and it was well worth our trip from 
Fife!  The students who were helping out were so enthusiastic and great at 
engaging.” 
 
“The problem-solving aspect of the questions makes them more interesting.” 
“Great puzzles. Helpful staff.” 
 
“The questions and puzzles were challenging and really interesting. There was good 
mix to keep the children engaged.” 
 
“I liked that Maths was celebrated in an event. The kids were excited in the lead up 
and enjoyed the event” 
 
“Thanks for a very interesting session. My children also enjoyed it and we hope to 
come to another maths circle.  I do hope to use the resources and run a circle at 
some point” (School teacher) 
 
Many children have said that they particularly enjoy learning through manipulative 
resources. 
 
Unfortunately, the location and time (UoE Maths Department, Saturday afternoons) 
of these events prevents us from reaching a wider demographic, such as pupils from 
widening participation schools, or those whose parents are less likely to bring them 
to a University event.  
We feel that running Maths Circles in schools and local community centres can help 
to overcome this problem. 



Teacher development opportunities 
 
In view of the success of Maths Circles, we began in 2018 a program to spread the 
initiative widely across Scotland, by giving teachers support and advice on how to 
run a Maths Circle in their classrooms. To this aim, we have run two teacher training 
workshops in the last 15 months, with more than 70 teachers attending in total. We 
have also produced a box of resources that we loan to schools on demand. More 
than ten schools have requested to borrow the resources so far. 
 
As for barriers, we sometimes find communication with schools a bit difficult, and we 
are worried that some of the local schools may not receive our notifications. Some 
help by local Councils promoting this kind of initiatives could be a first step towards 
solving this issue. 
 
Maths anxiety 

As for children attitude we often find that (especially older) children, carry some 
maths anxiety and some misconceptions about Mathematics. They often tend to 
identify Mathematics with Numeracy, they are often too focused on repeating 
processes and getting the right answer quickly, rather than on the creative and 
exploratory side of the activities. 

We also find that children are often scared of making mistakes, and struggle with 
open ended approach and exploring new ideas. 

We have sometimes seen a similar approach and a similar anxiety in adults, both 
parents and teachers. 

Some suggestions on preventing Maths anxiety 

I think that a positive experience with Mathematics in the early childhood, as well as 
a Maths-positive and encouraging attitude of parents and teachers, can help to 
prevent Maths anxiety and many misconceptions about the Mathematical Sciences. 
In this light, I list below a few ideas on how we could make some first steps towards 
this goal: 

- Include in the early curriculum basic concepts from non-numeric area of 
Mathematics (e g geometry, game theory, problem solving, logic), emphasise 
the importance of teaching such topics, and clearly label these topics as 
Mathematics. 

- Promote the use of open-ended approach and low threshold high ceiling 
problems in Mathematics. These are problems starting with a basic question, 
but then prompting the child to go deeper, and to make conjectures and 
generalisations. 

- Encourage a culture where depth is rewarded more than quickness, and 
where making mistakes and learning through mistakes is seen as an 
important part of the learning process. 

- Allow teachers the right time and resources to attend development 
opportunities. 

- Encourage schools to run family events, where parents and children can 
engage with mathematical activities together. 



 

I would be very happy to provide more information or clarification, and to share my 
ideas in person at committee meetings.  

Yours, sincerely 

Francesca Iezzi 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 


