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Abstract: The development of probabilistic thinking at school requires enhancing combinatorial and
proportional reasoning. For this reason, 190 sixth-grade elementary school students (11–12-year-old),
without previous instruction in the topic, solve a task consisting of five questions that address both
types of reasoning. This study explores the problem-solving strategies used by schoolchildren. The
results obtained indicate that, in general, the students do not show strategies in the answers to the
combinatorial questions. In addition, it is observed that they have difficulties in understanding the
proposed statements and arguing the issues that explicitly require a justification.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the global pandemic experienced has unquestionably forced both
professionals and any ordinary citizen to make decisions constantly in a situation of
uncertainty. Thus, people, to a greater or lesser degree, have been forced to think and
reason probabilistically.

This fact has highlighted the need to teach and learn probability at school from early
childhood education (5–6-year-old), even though, in several official documents, it is already
considered very important mathematical content [1].

Probabilistic thinking is defined as the way of understanding probabilistic ideas,
reasoning from them, and applying them in problem solving [2].

Randomness, sample space, combinatorial enumeration, conditional probability, con-
vergence, independence sampling, simulation, and modelling are ideas and concepts
that should be treated at different educational levels for the development of probabilistic
thinking [3] and from all meanings of probability (classical, frequentist, propensity, logical,
subjective, and axiomatic) [4].

Piaget and Inhelder [5] concluded that, to reach the understanding of chance and
quantification of probability, in the second of the three stages of the development of
probabilistic concepts, it is necessary for the child to construct combinatorial operations
and understand proportionality.

In accordance with this theory, several authors [6–10] highlight combinatorial and pro-
portional reasoning as key components of probabilistic thinking. In fact, Batanero et al. [6]
go as far as to affirm that the notions of chance and probability cannot be fully understood
without the development of both arguments.

Consequently, we believe that, in order to improve probabilistic thinking in school,
it is necessary to promote both combinatorial and proportional reasoning and, above all,
take into account that some authors consider proportional reasoning to hinder probabilistic
thinking [11,12]. For all these reasons, this paper intends to explore how they solve prob-
lems of combinatorics and proportionality and, specifically, what strategies or heuristics are
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followed by sixth-grade primary school students (11–12-year-old) without prior instruction
in combinatorics or calculus of probabilities.

The structure of this work is as follows: first, the theoretical references, on which it
is based, are established; then, in method, the context is described, as well as the research
methodology; in the following section, the qualitative and quantitative results are presented
and discussed; finally, the conclusions are presented.

2. Theoretical Framework

In this section, the theoretical notions used to describe the data collection instrument
and interpret the results of our research are presented.

2.1. Combinatorial Reasoning

Combinatorics is a part of discrete mathematics that aims to count [13]. Thus, com-
binatorial reasoning entails arguing and justifying what emerges in counting situations.
Combinatorics plays a significant role in the acquisition of the classical meaning of probabil-
ity and, specifically, is closely linked to the concept of sample space [14]. In fact, English [15]
points to the difficulties with combinatorial operations as a cause of not being able to find a
sample space completely.

Combinatoric problems are appropriate at any age [16], since they favor key aspects
of mathematical reasoning, such as generalization, conjecture, or systematic thinking [17].
Furthermore, according to English [15], in school combinatorics, problems should be pro-
posed to students without prior instruction; although, some authors, such as Fischbein [18],
indicate that, without specific teaching on the subject, they will not be sufficiently capable
to solve them.

Combinatorial problems can be classified in different ways. There are several catego-
rizations of these types of problems, based on some characteristics inherent to them.

In the works of Batanero and collaborators [19–21], the classification of Dubois is
followed [22], which groups the simple combinatorial configurations according to the type
of modeling that can be made of the statement. Specifically, this gives rise to three types of
problems: selection, in which there is a set of m objects, and k of them are chosen; placement,
in which k objects must be allocated in m cells; and those of partition, in which it is intended
to divide a set of k objects into m subsets.

These three types of problems are also included in the classification of English [15].
However, the author also includes problems that involve the fundamental principle of
counting or combinatorial analysis; that is, those problems in which all possible combina-
tions of objects, corresponding to their different categories, are requested.

By focusing on the existence and number of combinatorial configurations, as well as
on the optimization of the solution or possibility of a systematic resolution of the problem,
another typology of combinatorial problems is obtained: existence, counting, enumeration,
and optimization [23], respectively.

Likewise, according to the number of combinatorial operations required to find the so-
lution, problems are called simple if they are solved with only one operation and composite
if at least two combinatorial operations are necessary to solve them [24].

An important aspect to consider, in solving problems of this type for the development
of students’ combinatorial reasoning, is the different strategies they use to find solutions.

Although Piaget and Inhelder [5] indicated that it is not until the period of formal
operations that the child is able to understand combinatorial operations, this does not mean
that he cannot use other heuristics. Thus, in early childhood education or the first grades
of elementary school (4- to 7-year-old), combinatorial problems can be solved empirically
and, later, with enumeration procedures.

Below are the most common general strategies used by students of different ages when
solving simple and composite combinatorial problems [15,19,21,24–26]. These are:

• Translating the problem to another equivalent that is known to be solved, and it can
be used as a model.
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• Decomposition strategy into sub problems; that is, the problem is divided into
simple ones.

• Enumeration or listing strategy. This is a strategy already observed in 4-year-old
children. Enumeration can be systematic or a-systematic. The systematic, also known
as the odometer strategy, consists in fixing an element, combining it with the others,
and repeating the process successively with other elements; whereas the a-systematic
is a list of combinations, without any order or logic.

• Arithmetical strategies, such as addition, product, or quotient.
• Application strategy of combinatorial formulas.
• Graphical strategies. One of the most important is the tree diagram; although, its

construction is somewhat difficult for students.

Another key point that must be considered, in order to evaluate and enhance the combi-
natorial reasoning of students, which is, in fact, of interest to researchers, is the identification
of the errors that they can make when solving the problems. Below, we highlight some of the
most typical errors linked to any type of combinatorics problem [19,21,25]:

• Misunderstanding of the statement.
• Non-systematic enumeration. Since there is no pattern in writing all the possible

solutions, the student is not able to find all of them.
• Wrong intuitive response. An erroneous numerical answer to the problem is presented

without showing any strategy.
• Incorrect use of the tree diagram. This type of graph is wrongly constructed or interpreted.
• Incorrect use of the arithmetical operations. An improper arithmetical operation

is used.

The onto-semiotic approach (OSA) theoretical framework defines the term semiotic
cognitive conflict, in order to identify the differences between the institutional (teacher) and
personal (student) meaning of mathematical expressions [27]. This notion allows students’
errors to be described, in terms of the mathematical objects that intervene in a mathematical
practice (problem-situations, concepts, procedures, linguistic elements, arguments, and
properties). Thus, there are the following types of semiotic cognitive conflicts: situational,
conceptual, procedural, propositional, argumentative, and representational [28].

2.2. Proportional Reasoning

According to Lamon [29], proportional reasoning implies arguing from the identifica-
tion of a multiplicative relationship between two quantities that can be extended to another
pair of them. A characteristic of this type of mathematical reasoning is that it integrates
two components: the meaning of the rational number (ratio, operator, part-whole, measure,
and quotient), as well as the ways of reasoning with the different meanings (relational
thinking, covariance, up and down, and unitizing) [30].

Llinares [31] considers that this reasoning is what is promoted from situations of
proportionality, in which concepts such as ratio and proportion, fraction and rational
number, decimal number, percentages, and probability are connected [32]. More specifically,
proportions are linked to the classical meaning of probability [14]; in fact, the different
levels of probabilistic thinking development models are characterized by quantitative and
proportional thinking [33].

Regarding the study of proportionality in elementary school, it is considered essential
to approach it from the connection between fractions, decimals, and percentages [34],
which coincides with an arithmetical approach to proportionality (based on the ratio and
proportion) [28].

3. Method
3.1. Participants and Context

The sample is composed of 190 Spanish students in the sixth-grade of primary educa-
tion (11–12-year-old), from five similar public schools, that is, with a homogeneous profile
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of students. The sample is intentional, and the participants had not received previous
training in combinatorics, but had worked with the fractions.

The data collection was respectful of ethical considerations, and the data collection
permission was granted by the teachers of the children and directors of the schools. Like-
wise, the proposed activity also intended to introduce schoolchildren to the study of the
probability and reinforce the students’ learning of mathematics.

In fact, this research arises within the GREEP working group (Grup de Recerca en
Educació Estadística i Probabilitat) of the Instituto de Ciencias de la Educación of a Spanish
university that includes both university professors in the field of mathematics education
and in-service teachers with experience. The objective of the group is to improve the
teaching and learning of statistics and probability in school. To do so, it is essential that the
school–university binomial works as a team.

3.2. Instruments and Data Collect

For data collection, the participants solved a task individually in mathematics class.
They had approximately one hour to solve it. This task was considered in the didactic
sequence of the course, as an introductory activity to probability.

The task, composed of five items or questions, was designed by GREEP and validated
by three external researchers and experts in statistics education. In addition, the reliability
of the task was measured by the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, A = 0.81.

Figure A1 presents the translated task from Catalan to English. Questions Q2–Q4 are
based on the counting principle and correspond to a type of composite problem that can
be modelled by simple selection problems. They are also problems with a multiplicative
structure of a Cartesian product [35]. Questions Q1 and Q5 require the student to reason
and present an argument. Q1 involves combinatorial reasoning, and it is closely linked to
Q2. In addition, in it, the principle of Dirichlet underlies. As for Q5, it aims to develop
proportional reasoning from the connection between fractions and percentages.

3.3. Data Analysis

To study the correction degree of the answers and, specifically, resolution strategies
and semiotic conflicts, a qualitative analysis was carried out, based on an analysis of the
content [36] of the answers to each question.

According to other studies [28,37], the answers were categorized depending on the
degree of correction: correct, partially correct, incorrect, and no answer.

First, the analysis of each response was carried out independently by two different
researchers; then, it was discussed and agreed between both.

Next, considering the results obtained in the qualitative analysis, a quantitative analy-
sis was carried out [38] with the IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0 software program (IBM SPSS Inc.
2019, Armonk, NY; US), in order to study: (i) if there are statistically significant differences,
regarding the degree of difficulty of the questions; and (ii) whether there are statistically
significant differences in the answers to each question, depending on whether students
show a resolution strategy or not.

To do this, a score was assigned to each degree of response: correct: 2, partially correct:
1, and incorrect or no answer: 0.

Therefore, we have the scalar variables Qi score (i = 1, . . . , 5) and dichotomous
variables Qi strategy (i = 1, . . . , 5), with the categories “No strategy (strategy is not showed)”
and “Strategy (strategy is showed)”. In this case, no-answer responses were excluded.

Since the sample size is considerably large (N = 190), the assumption of normality is
assumed [39].

For studying whether there are statistically significant differences, regarding the
degree of difficulty of the questions, we proceeded to identify whether there are statistically
significant differences between the scores of the five questions, through a repeated measures
ANOVA test, since each participant is subjected to different tests, i.e., problems, in this
case [40].
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Likewise, to determine if there are significant differences in the score of each question,
depending on Qi strategy variables, the t-Student test was carried out [38,40].

4. Results
4.1. Correction Degree of Problems Answers

Table 1 shows the percentages regarding the degree of correctness of the students’
answers to each of the five questions or problems of the task.

Table 1. Correction degree frequencies (percentage) of problems answers.

Correction Degree Question
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

Correct 61(32.11) 103(54.21) 67(35.26) 91(47.89) 8(4.21)
Partially correct 20(10.53) - - - 16(8.42)

Incorrect 101(53.16) 82(43.16) 114(60) 88(46.32) 122(64.21)
No answer 8(4.21) 5(2.63) 9(4.74) 11(5.79) 44(23.16)

In total, four degrees of correctness of the answers are considered: correct, partially
correct, incorrect, and does not answer/justify, that is, does not answer or only answers yes
or no.

Questions 2–4 have not given rise to partially correct answers; therefore, this category
is not considered for them.

As can be seen, only the correct answers predominate in questions Q2 and Q4, although
with nuances.

In question Q2, more than half of the students answered correctly; however, in Q4, the
percentage of correct answers did not reach 50%. In fact, this percentage is lower than that
of incorrect answers, and they do not answer together.

On the contrary, in question Q3, as well as in those that require an argument, that
is, in Q1 and Q5, incorrect answers predominate. Moreover, in Q5, practically one in
four students did not answer.

Therefore, Q2 has turned out to be the easiest question, with Q5 being the most difficult.
It should also be noted that questions Q2 and Q3 ask the same type of qualitative question.
However, as has been seen, the percentage of correct answers in Q3 is notably lower than
in Q2.

In fact, thirty-two students who answered Q2 correctly answered Q3 incorrectly, and
four more did not answer it directly.

We think that this is due to the way of stating the problems, since, in Q2, the statement
makes explicit, one-by-one, all the elements to be combined, while, in Q3, these are implicit.
Consequently, students have difficulty understanding the situation posed by question Q3;
that is, they do not pass the first problem-solving phase of Polya [41].

4.2. Combinatorial Reasoning Resolutions

To calculate the number of menus requested by Q1–Q4the students, for the most part,
have not shown the resolution strategy. Now, those who show it have followed the usual
strategies for solving combinatorial problems [15,23–26,42]: graphical, which includes the
tree diagram; enumeration, both systematic and a-systematic; and of arithmetic operations,
such as the product or the sum, although the sum is not an adequate strategy to solve
the types of problems raised. Likewise, other unusual strategies have been observed.
In addition, as expected due to the age of the participants, no combinatorial operation
was observed.

Table 2 shows the number of responses in which the strategy is not made explicit, as
well as the number of responses in which a specific strategy is used. No-answer responses
are not included.
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Table 2. Strategies frequencies in each problem.

Question No Strategy

Strategy

Total
Graphical Enumeration

Arithmetical
Other

Product Addition

Q1 151 1 3 24 1 2 182
Q2 152 2 5 23 1 2 185
Q3 162 1 0 14 2 2 181
Q4 143 17 6 11 2 0 179

As can be seen, in all the questions, the answers without strategy predominate; that is,
answers in which the student only presents a numerical value as a solution.

As for resolutions with strategy, the procedure that predominates the most is arithmetic
and, specifically, the product or multiplication rule. In other words, these students have
recognized the multiplicative structure of problems. However, in some cases, as Mulligan
and Mitchelmore warns [35], they get confused and interpret the multiplicative situation of
the Cartesian product as an additive situation. Table 2 considers these strategies separately.

Likewise, in the line of Navarro-Pelayo et al. [17] and Roldán et al. [26], these results
confirm that few students use the tree diagram to solve combinatorics problems; although,
as observed in Q4, it has been the predominant technique.

Some aspects of the resolutions and strategies in Table 2 are described in more detail
below; for example, it will be seen which strategies lead to a correct answer and which
do not.

In question Q1, the correct answer has been classified as the one in which the student
argues that it cannot be that all the menus have been different because there are only
18 different possible menus. The category of partially correct includes the answers in
which it is stated that it is not possible that 20 different menus have been served. However,
in its argument, it does not explicitly allude to the fact that there can only be 18 different
menus; that is, in the answer only an implicit count is identified (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Partially correct answer of Q1 (translation: no because there are not so many dishes to make
so many combinations. The student answers 18 in Q2).

In Q2, the answer in which the student does not show a strategy, but answers 18 menus,
has been considered valid.

The incorrect answers to the questions Q1 and Q2 are motivated by different cognitive
conflicts of the students in some of the mathematical objects involved in the task. Thus, as
in Burgos and Godino [28], conflicts are grouped into three types: conceptual, procedural,
and argumentative.

• Conceptual (inappropriate application of concepts)

CC1: Student applies a wrong strategy to find the number of menus and, specifically,
uses an additive strategy. Figure 2 shows that the student adds the options offered by each
type of dish and obtains eight menus. This is an example of typical error in arithmetic
operations [19], in which a multiplicative situation of Cartesian product is interpreted as
an additive situation.
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In another case, the student applies a wrong arithmetical strategy that combines
product and addition (“Others” strategy in Table 2). He does not make mistakes when
multiplying, but in what he must multiply. This leads to a misunderstanding of the
Cartesian product (Figure 3).
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because you must do in the first 3 × 3 = 9 in the second one 2 × 3= 6 and 6 + 9=15 does not reach 20).

• Procedimental (misapplied strategy)

PC1: The strategy is valid, but it is not correctly applied. As in the investigations
of Navarro-Pelayo et al. [17] and Gea et al. [21], the non-systematic enumeration error is
detected. Unlike Lamana et al. [42], it is observed that, in most of the resolutions in which
this technique is followed, not all possible solutions are found. It is supposed that the
reason of this difference is the dimension of the number of solutions.

• Argumentative (justifications not relevant)

AC1: There are no signs of mathematical reasoning in the argumentation.
AC2: There are signs of combinatorial reasoning, but the proposition is not relevant (Figure 4).
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It should be noted that, in most incorrect answers without a strategy, an error of
erroneous intuitive response [17] is identified. In particular, many of them give eight
menus as a solution. It is intuited that this result is motivated by the previously described
CC1 conflict.

Table 3 shows the number of responses to questions Q1 and Q2, depending on
the correction degree and strategy followed by the student. No-answer responses are
not considered.

It is observed that the strategy that provides a greater number of correct answers in
questions Q1 and Q2 is multiplication, and very few students have used enumeration or a
graphical strategy to find the 18 menus. Likewise, a correct strategy (“Others” strategy)
that combines tree diagram and multiplication has been identified (Figure 5).
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Table 3. Degree-strategy frequencies of Q1 and Q2.

Degree
No Strategy

Strategy

Graphical Enumeration
Arithmetical Others

Product Addition

Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2 Q1 Q2

Correct 34 75 1 2 1 2 24 23 0 0 1 1
Partially correct 20 - 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 -

Incorrect 97 77 0 0 2 3 0 0 1 1 1 1
Total 151 152 1 2 3 5 24 23 1 1 2 2
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In addition, it is observed that, in general, the students maintain the strategy when
answering both questions.

Another remarkable aspect is that, in both Q1 and Q2, there are more correct answers
without strategy than with strategy: 34 vs. 27 in Q1 and 75 vs. 28 in Q2. However, it is also
true that, proportionally, more correct answers are observed in those resolutions with a
strategy than in those that do not follow a strategy (Table 4).

Table 4. Correct responses percentage, according to strategy or not, in Q1 and Q2.

Q1 Q2
No Strategy Strategy No Strategy Strategy

Correct 34 27 Correct 75 28
Total 151 31 Total 152 33

Percentage 22.5% 87.1% Percentage 49.3% 84.8%

Table 5 shows the number of responses to Q3, based on the correction degree and
strategy followed, as well as Q2 to be able to compare, given that they pose the same type
of problem. No-answer responses are not considered.

Table 5. Degree-strategy frequencies of Q2 and Q3.

Degree
No Strategy

Strategy

Graphical Enumeration
Arithmetical

Others
Product Addition

Q2 Q3 Q2 Q3 Q2 Q3 Q2 Q3 Q2 Q3 Q2 Q3

Correct 75 50 2 1 2 0 23 14 0 0 1 2
Incorrect 77 112 0 0 3 0 0 0 1 2 1 0

Total 152 162 2 1 5 0 23 14 1 2 2 2

As can be seen in Table 5, no student has followed the enumeration strategy to solve
Q3. However, the decomposition strategy is identified. As in the studies of Roa et al. [24]
and Lamana et al. [42], this strategy is unusual.
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In the same way as in the previous questions, it is observed that the percentage of
students with a correct answer in Q3 is greater in the group that shows strategy than in the
group that does not show it (Table 6).

Table 6. Correct responses percentage, according to strategy or not, in Q3.

Q3

No Strategy Strategy

Correct 50 17
Total 162 19

Percentage 30.9% 89.5%

If we compare the resolution strategies of Q2 and Q3, it has been seen that, for the most
part, the students who reach a correct answer, following the strategy in both questions,
have applied the same strategy in both cases. However, there are two students who have
used multiplication to find the different possible menus in Q2; however, in Q3, instead
of using this operation, what they apply is the decomposition strategy into sub-problems
(Figure 6). Specifically, to the 18 combinations that they already had, they add the 9 new
combinations that can be made with banana for dessert.
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Figure 6. Correct answer of Q3. Decomposition strategy into sub-problems.

On the other hand, the students who had an incorrect answer in Q2 and solved it with
enumeration or with the product did not repeat the strategy to solve question Q3. It was
only maintained by the one who had resolved it with a sum.

Regarding the cognitive errors that lead to an incorrect answer in Q3, only two have
been identified.

On the one hand, an error referring to the situation–problem posed is detected, the
SPC1, which consists in the misunderstanding of statement Q3 (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Incorrect answer of Q3. SPC1 error (translation: it would be three desserts).

On the other hand, in the same way as in the previous questions, the CC1 error is
explicitly observed or deduced in those answers that only show a number. Specifically, the
students add a certain amount, which can be 1 or 3, to the number of possible menus they
have found in Q2.

While the 1 refers exclusively to the banana dessert, the 3 is the cardinal of the dessert
dishes that there would be when adding this third option.

It should be noted that this strategy has also been used in some cases in which the
answer to Q2 is correct.

There are other incorrect numerical answers in which the strategy does not appear
explicitly, but it is intuited that, behind it, there is an error of the type PC1, in which the
student makes a mistake when multiplying and reaches 28 menus, instead of 27.

Table 7 shows the number of responses to question Q4, based on the correction degree
and strategy followed, as well as Q3, given that both pose the same type of problem.
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Table 7. Degree-strategy frequencies of Q3 and Q4.

Degree
No Strategy

Strategy

Graphical Enumeration
Arithmetical

Others
Product Addition

Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4 Q3 Q4

Correct 50 62 1 15 0 2 14 11 0 1 2 0
Incorrect 112 81 0 2 0 4 0 0 2 1 0 0

Total 162 143 1 17 0 6 14 11 2 2 2 0

Unlike questions Q2 and Q3, which present the same combinatorial model as Q4,
the strategy that has been followed the most in the correct answers to this question is the
graphical. This aspect may be because the number of combinations to be made in Q4 is
smaller than that of the previous ones. Consequently, they find it easier to represent the
solutions with a tree diagram (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Correct answer of Q4. Tree diagram strategy.

In the same way as in the other combinatoric questions, the percentage of correct
answers is higher in the resolutions that show strategy than in those that do not (Table 8).

Table 8. Correct responses percentage, according to strategy or not in Q4.

Q4

No Strategy Strategy

Correct 62 29
Total 143 36

Percentage 43.4% 80.6%

Regarding the incorrect answers of Q4, most of the students who do not show strategy
conclude that there are five menus for people who do not eat meat. This amount coincides
with the number of dishes that do not contain meat: broccoli, beans, omelet, fruit salad,
and yogurt; therefore, it is an intuitive response error, although it seems to be motivated by
a conceptual error of the type CC1.

In this line, there is an exceptional case in which the student subtracts the three dishes
that do not have meat from the total number of dishes (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Incorrect answer of Q4. Arithmetical strategy. CC1 cognitive conflict (translation: there are
5 dishes for vegetarians).

Likewise, it should be noted that five students responded with six menus.
In two of the cases, this answer has been considered valid, since it clarifies that there

are six possible menus if the banana is taken into account and 4 in case that it is not.
The other three answers, which do not show a strategy, have been categorized as

incorrect, since, in Q2, they state that there are eight possible menus. This leads us to think
that six comes out of listing all meatless dishes, including banana.
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The PC1 error has also been identified in the incorrect answers. Figure 10 shows a
resolution in which the enumeration strategy is followed, but the student does not find all
the possible combinations.
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4.3. Proportional Reasoning Resolutions

Regarding question Q5, the correct answer is considered when the student calculates
1/4 of the possible menus and compares, appropriately, this amount with the number of
menus for people who do not eat meat, that is, with the result obtained in the Q4.

Resolutions that follow an adequate procedure, but when calculating 1/4 of 18, the
students do not use decimals and, therefore, lead to be in disagreement with the client
because precisely the number of menus for people who do not eat meat coincides with
1/4 of the total menus, which has been considered partially correct (Figure 11), as well as
answers in which the student compares the number of menus without meat, four, with 1/4

of 18, but does not explicitly calculate this as 25% (Figure 12). This category also includes
resolutions in which the student has not found the correct number of menus in Q2 or Q4
but has, nevertheless, followed a correct procedure.
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Figure 12. Partially correct answer of Q5. Student does not specify 1/4 of 18 (translation: no, there are
less because the quarter of 18 (different menus that there are) is not 4 (menus without meat)).

Finally, the answers with an incorrect procedure (Figure 13), with irrelevant qualitative
arguments, or in which the student limits himself to affirming or denying the statement,
copying it practically literally, have been considered incorrect.
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Table 9 shows the number of responses to question Q5, according to the strategy and
degree of correction.

Table 9. Degree-strategy frequencies of Q5.

Degree

Strategy

Division 4 < 1/4 de 18 Inappropriate
Procedure

Qualitative
Argument

Correct 8 0 0 0
Partially correct 6 10 0 0

Incorrect 0 0 9 113
Total 14 10 9 113

Surprisingly, only eight students got the question Q5 right.
Regarding the strategies that lead to a partially correct answer, they indicate that

the students understand the problem; although, they may not know how to divide with
decimals or apply the operator 1/4.

Thus, these strategies are motivated by procedural cognitive conflicts and, specifically,
by conflicts in the application of arithmetic strategies.

Something similar happens in the wrong answers. In some cases, it has been observed
that the resolution strategy consists of relating 1/4 to 25%, but they do not arrive at a correct
answer. This means that they are still in the process of developing proportional reasoning.

4.4. Difficulty of the Problems

Mauchly’s sphericity test indicates that the assumption of sphericity does not hold
(χ2 (9) = 29.58, p < 0.05); therefore, the degrees of freedom have been corrected with the
Huynh-Feldt sphericity estimate (ε = 0.95).

The result of the repeated measures ANOVA indicates that there are statistically
significant differences between the scores of the questions, F(3.81, 720.45) = 26.61, p < 0.001.

Table 10 shows the mean scores for each question, as well as the standard deviations.

Table 10. Mean and deviation of each problem.

Problem M SD

Q1 0.75 0.91
Q2 1.08 1.00
Q3 0.71 0.96
Q4 0.96 1.00
Q5 0.17 0.48

Regarding the pairwise comparisons, there are no statistically significant differences
between the scores of Q1 and Q3 (t(9) = 0.64, p > 0.05) , Q1 and Q4 scores (t = 2.81, p > 0.05 ),
and Q2 and Q4 (t(9) = 1.77, p > 0.05). However, there are significant differences between
the scores of Q1 and Q2 (t(9) = 5.52, p < 0.001), Q1 and Q5 (t(9) = 9.05, p < 0.001),
Q2 and Q3 (t(9) = 6.65, p < 0.001), Q2 and Q5 (t(9) = 12.72, p < 0.001), Q3 and Q4
(t(9) = 3.72, p < 0.05), Q3 and Q5 (t(9) = 8.01, p < 0.001), and Q4 and Q5 (t(9) = 11.43,
p < 0.001).

Figure 14 shows a diagram that lists the questions between which there are statistically
significant differences in scores.
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Thus, it is confirmed that questions Q2 and Q4 have been the easiest, while Q5 has
turned out to be the most difficult.

4.5. Differences between Scoring and Strategy

In relation to the purpose of seeing if there are statistically significant differences
between the scores obtained in the combinatorial reasoning questions, depending on
whether the resolution strategy is shown or not, the test has been carried out for t-Student.

The results indicate that there are statistically significant differences between the
two groups, regarding the score obtained in each of the four questions (Table 11).

Table 11. The t-Student test results.

Problem t p R

Q1 t(50.41) = 8.28 p < 0.001 0.76
Q2 t(48.23) = 3.02 p = 0.004 0.40
Q3 t(28.07) = 7.24 p < 0.001 0.81
Q4 t(64.89) = 4.72 p < 0.001 0.51

Thus, it is confirmed that the students who show the resolution strategy in each of the
questions have a significantly higher score than those who do not show the strategy.

As can be seen in Table 12, these differences are very notable, especially in questions
Q3 and Q1. In Q2 and Q4, they are more moderate.

Table 12. Mean and deviation, according to the group and question.

Problem
No Strategy Strategy

M SD M SD

Q1 0.58 0.84 1.74 0.68
Q2 1.03 1.00 1.55 0.85
Q3 0.62 0.93 1.79 0.63
Q4 0.87 1 1.61 0.80

5. Conclusions

The task designed for this study has turned out to be efficient for researchers, since it
has revealed important aspects of students’ mathematical learning and, in particular, their
combinatorial and proportional reasoning.

A remarkable result is that there are significant differences between the scores of the
items that pose the same combinatorial problem and, especially, between Q2 or Q4 with Q3.
If we consider the implicit variables that influence the difficulty of combinatorial problems,
that is, the type of combinatorial operation involved in the problem, type of elements
to be combined, and total number of possible combinations [43], it can be thought that,
between Q3 and Q4, the total of possible solutions affects the difficulty, since, in Q3, there
are 27 combinations and in Q4, there only 4. However, what about between Q2 and Q3?
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Both have a considerable number of possible combinations; therefore, the total number of
solutions does not make a difference. In our opinion, the determining factor is the language
used in the statement of Q3. Specifically, the use of the verb “add” can lead to a cognitive
conflict for students, thus leading them to confuse between multiplicative and additive
structure and, consequently, respond erroneously, or simply be unable to respond.

Another noteworthy aspect is the poor results in Q1 and Q5, that is, in the questions
that require an explicit argument. This result, together with the fact that most of students
do not show any resolution strategy, confirms that students do not reason if they are not
encouraged to do so [44]. Additionally, the results confirm that they do not show the
strategy when solving a real mathematical problem, since they had not received previous
instruction; therefore, the task was a new situation, which points out the need to teach
how to solve problems [45]. In addition, it has been seen that students who have shown
a strategy have solved problems better. Therefore, students should be encouraged to
represent their ideas, in order to organize and clarify [34]. Moreover, teachers should get
students used to taking a blank sheet of paper and pencil and always ask them for an
explicit and written justification on their solutions.

On the other hand, it should be noted that students tend to be constant in their
strategies because, in general, they maintain them if they can. However, the total variable
of combinations or, what is the same, the number of elements to combine in a problem,
based on the counting principle, is a variable that notably influences the choice of one
strategy or another. For sets with a relatively considerable number of elements to combine,
as in Q2, they choose multiplication; while, for relatively small sets, as in Q4, they prefer
the tree diagram. This fact, in some way, corroborates that the students have quite a few
difficulties in constructing the tree diagram [26]; therefore, when there are many elements
to combine, they are not able to use it.

It should also be mentioned that, in our case, few students intuitively use enumeration.
Although it is an inefficient strategy, from the temporary point of view, when there are many
elements to be combined, it should be practiced in the classroom, as it promotes exhaustive
thinking; furthermore, it is a very useful technique for calculating the sample space.

Regarding the conceptual and procedural cognitive conflicts observed, such as the
use of an arithmetic strategy, instead of a multiplicative one, it must be said that they slow
down the development of combinatorial reasoning and, ultimately, make it difficult to
probabilistic literacy. It is recommended to introduce the multiplication as a Cartesian
product, not as a repetitive addition, to eradicate this error [35].

As for proportional reasoning, something similar happens. The conflict in applying
the fraction as an operator can make it difficult to develop. In that sense, it is believed that
this error should be dealt with before continuing with more complicated proportionality
contexts and, ultimately, the calculus of probabilities.

Finally, it is believed that approaching this type of tasks without prior training in
the subject, as well as in a problem-solving environment, is a necessary step prior to
instruction, so that students intuitively use their personal strategies; then, they can refine,
or even modify, their strategies. Consequently, they will achieve a stronger development of
combinatorial and proportional reasoning.

In this work, the written literacy of the students has not been taken into account as a
factor that can influence the way in which they justify their answers. It is thought that this
variable should be considered in future research.
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