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Abstract: Mathematical reasoning is gaining increasing significance in mathematics education. It has
become part of school curricula and the numbers of empirical studies are growing. Researchers
investigate mathematical reasoning, yet, what is being under investigation is diverse—which goes
along with a diversity of understandings of the term reasoning. The aim of this article is to provide an
overview on kinds of mathematical reasoning that are addressed in mathematics education research.
We conducted a systematic review focusing on the question: What kinds of reasoning are addressed in
empirical research in mathematics education? We pursued this question by searching for articles in the
database Web of Science with the term reason* in the title. Based on this search, we used a systematic
approach to inductively find kinds of reasoning addressed in empirical research in mathematics
education. We found three domain-general kinds of reasoning (e.g., creative reasoning) as well as six
domain-specific kinds of reasoning (e.g., algebraic reasoning). The article gives an overview on these
different kinds of reasoning both in a domain-general and domain-specific perspective, which may be
of value for both research and practice (e.g., school teaching).

Keywords: mathematics education; mathematical reasoning; systematic literature review; kinds
of reasoning

1. Introduction

Mathematical reasoning is an important topic in mathematics education—both in research and in
practice (e.g., at school). According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, reasoning is “the process
of thinking about something in order to make a decision” [1]. Mathematical reasoning has often
been connected to mathematical proving and the logical process that comes with it [2]. However,
other scholars take the concept of reasoning in a broader sense, in which reasoning is not restricted to a
logical way of thinking but can be based on what makes sense to the person giving the reasons—logical
or not [3]. Researchers point out that—on a methodological level—investigating students’ mathematical
reasoning helps both teachers and researchers to understand students’ understanding and learning of
mathematics. On the other hand, reasoning is seen as the process of learning itself, where the learner
builds on knowledge through reasoning [2].

In recent years, mathematical reasoning has become an integral part of mathematical curricula
in many countries—not least since PISA has highlighted mathematical process competencies
in mathematics teaching and learning, such as modelling, problem-solving, and reasoning.
The increased interest in mathematical processes [4] such as problem solving, reasoning and proof,
and communication [5] is evident in curricula documents all over the world [6]. In the Nordic
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countries, the so-called KOM-framework (Competencies and the Learning of Mathematics) spells
out eight distinct competencies that describe “someone’s insightful readiness to act appropriately in
response to a specific sort of mathematical challenge in given situations” [7] (p. 14), whereof one is
mathematical reasoning, which means “to analyse or produce arguments (i.e., chains of statements
linked by inferences) put forward in oral or written form to justify mathematical claims” [7] (p. 16).
Likewise, in Sweden, for instance, teachers are supposed to foster students’ mathematical reasoning
abilities [8].

Given the increasing significance of mathematical reasoning, it has become crucially important
for practitioners (e.g., schoolteachers) and researchers to be aware of what reasoning is—in particular,
of the different conceptualizations of reasoning. Researchers and practitioners need to know what it is
that is supposed to be fostered—and they need to know about the different kinds of mathematical
reasoning that can be addressed. Furthermore, for researchers it is important to monitor what is
understood by mathematical reasoning: For research to systematically build on and connect to previous
works, it is necessary to monitor in what ways mathematical reasoning is conceptualized and what
different kinds of mathematical reasoning are addressed.

In existing works, we find that mathematical reasoning is a term that is used in different ways and
often in a broad sense. In simplified terms, reasoning can almost be everything or nothing. Likewise,
Lithner and Palm state that “the term ‘reasoning’ is mostly used among mathematics educators without
defining it, under the implicit assumption that there is a universal agreement on its meaning” [3]
(p. 285). Yet, such agreement does not exist—there are several ways in which mathematical reasoning
is used and conceptualized [2]. For instance, mathematical reasoning is sometimes conceptualized as a
general ability, sometimes as a means to solve problems, or as a topic-related ability to draw conclusions
within a certain mathematical domain. Because of these different uses of the term (mathematical)
reasoning, it is difficult for practitioners to know what and how to support students adequately; and for
research, the fuzziness of the use of the term mathematical reasoning hinders a systematic development
of the scientific knowledge about mathematical reasoning.

One recent effort to circumvent the fuzziness of the use of the term mathematical reasoning
was made by Jeannotte and Kieran, who conducted a literature review. They aimed to clarify and
conceptualize mathematical reasoning. The outcome of their research is a model of mathematical
reasoning, structured according to a structural aspect and a process aspect. The structural aspect refers
to the form of mathematical reasoning, to the way an ordered system describes both the elements
of the system and their relation. Deduction, induction, and abduction are three general reasoning
structures. The process aspect refers to the temporality and axiological nature of mathematical
reasoning. Jeannotte and Kieran’s approach—examining a given body of studies, searching for
commonalties and ways to summarize them accurately and succinctly—is an important purpose of
a systematic literature review [6]. However, another purpose of a literature review can be to fan
out the diversity of conceptualizations of a phenomenon among studies that share a common focus
(see, e.g., [9]). For mathematical reasoning, we feel that there is a research desideratum unfolding
the different kinds of mathematical reasoning that are addressed in current mathematics education
research. (In this article, we use the term “kind” to refer to phenomena or things sharing common
characteristics.)

The aim of this article is, thus, to provide an overview on kinds of mathematical reasoning
addressed in mathematics education research. We ask the research question, What kinds of reasoning are
addressed in empirical research in mathematics education? We intend to investigate the kinds of reasoning
that are addressed in empirical studies with school students, since these kinds of reasoning will have
most practical relevance for mathematics teaching at school, so that the results of our review—an
overview on kinds of mathematical reasoning—can be useful both to researchers and practitioners
(e.g., school teachers) (see Section 4).
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2. Methods

The research question of this article is pursued by means of a systematic literature review.
We conducted this review through systematically searching and screening for relevant research
articles through a database search and analyzing them with the purpose of answering our scientific
enquiry [10]. With regard to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses), we implemented four steps (as described in the following subsections in more detail).
In the initial identification step, we conducted a search procedure that consisted of a database search;
for screening, we defined and used inclusion criteria (similar to [11]); for eligibility, we further scanned
for definitions/statements/theories and reasoning; and in the inclusion step, we finally categorized
kinds of reasoning inductively, bottom up, as shown in Figure 1.
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2.1. Identification: Search Procedure

In order to find articles that addressed reasoning in mathematics education, the term reason* was
used in a title search in Web of Science, using the format [TI = reason*]. We used the Web of Science
database since we wanted to include high level journals. We limited our search to journals with a focus
of mathematics education research, since our intention was to focus on mathematical reasoning in
mathematics education. The following journals were included: Educational Studies in Mathematics
(ESM), Journal for Research in Mathematics Education (JRME), Mathematical Thinking and Learning
(MTL), and ZDM Mathematics Education. To get an overview of recent research, the time for article
publications was set to 2008 until 2017. Further, we limited the search to articles that were published in
English. Our search resulted in a hit of 66 articles from the database.
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2.2. Screening Basis: Criteria for Inclusion of Articles

From the list of 66 articles with reason* in the title, we manually singled out articles that addressed
students’ reasoning in mathematics. We used the following inclusion criteria:

1. The article was an empirical article. We included empirical articles, in which students’ reasoning was
investigated, since we wanted to investigate the kinds of reasoning addressed in empirical research
(see research question). With this focus, we wanted to account for the kinds of mathematical
reasoning addressed in empirical studies in mathematics education.

2. The article addressed students’ reasoning. Articles that focused on, for example, teachers’
reasoning [12] or reasoning within different task formulations [13], were excluded.

3. The article focused on school students. Articles with a focus on reasoning at university level [14]
were excluded. Our main reason for narrowing our focus to primary and secondary school years
was to get a manageable selection of articles to be included in the review. Besides, since the
topic of reasoning is mostly related to the curriculum in primary and secondary school years,
the restriction to these school years appeared appropriate. This restriction also was in line with
our intention to draw conclusions for school practice (see Section 4).

2.3. Screening Process: Focus on Titles and Abstracts

The titles and abstracts of the 66 articles were read by one researcher to determine if the articles
met the inclusion criteria. In some cases, the information given in title and abstract was not sufficient
to decide if the article should be included. In those cases, parts of the articles were read; the research
questions, the method of the study, and sometimes the results and conclusions. After this process,
when there still remained uncertainties if the article should be included or not, the article was read
and discussed by multiple researchers. This process resulted in 34 articles that were included after the
manual inclusion process.

2.4. Eligibility and Inclusion: Scanning and Categorization

To find the kinds of reasoning in mathematics educational research, the introduction and theoretical
background of the articles were read. If the articles were structured in a way where these parts were
not included, the articles were read until the methodology was presented. The data analysis followed
an inductive approach as detailed below.

First step: To investigate what kinds of reasoning were addressed in the respective articles, we first
looked at definitions of mathematical reasoning or other explanatory statements about reasoning in the articles.
For instance, Mata-Pereira and da Ponte are explicit about the kind of mathematical reasoning they
address, pointing out that they take mathematical reasoning as making justified inferences and using
deductive, inductive, and abductive processes [15] (and refer to [16–18]). We also checked if the
definitions or explanatory statements about mathematical reasoning involved a reference—like in the
given example by Mata-Pereira and da Ponte. We did so since we wanted to see whether they were
anchored in prior works. We scanned all articles looking for definitions or explanatory statements for
mathematical reasoning.

Second step: In the next step of the analysis, we looked for if and what theories were referred to,
to describe the kind of mathematical reasoning. To count as a case of a reference to a theory, the respective
theories needed to be explicitly stated and backed up with a reference. For instance, Hackenberg and
Lee [19] stated explicitly that they used Thompson’s theory of quantitative reasoning [20,21]. We did
not include statements about theories without a reference; likewise, we did not include something as
theory, where only a reference was given without a statement. In the latter case, we wanted to prevent
something to be counted as a theory use, which did not have direct significance for the respective
paper and the kind of reasoning addressed.

Through these two steps (looking for definitions/statements and for theories), we found that seven
out of 34 articles, did not include a definition or explanatory statement for mathematical reasoning
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with a reference, nor did they refer to theories on mathematical reasoning. These articles were—in line
with the above criteria—not integrated in the further categorization.

Finally, the 27 resulting articles were then categorized inductively, bottom-up. The articles were
grouped together based on similarities and distinguished based on differences regarding the kinds of
reasoning that were addressed.

3. Results

In the following, we present our findings with respect to the kinds of reasoning, including the
scholars’ definitions or explanatory statements about reasoning and the theories on reasoning that
were referred to. We present these findings together: We give an overview on the kinds of reasoning
addressed, elaborating on what definitions are given and what theories are referred to.

In our analyses, two main categories emerged. We found that some articles regard reasoning as
domain-general and others as domain-specific (connected to a specific mathematical topic). Through
categorizing the articles further, we were able to find different kinds of reasoning addressed. Accordingly,
we present the domain-general kinds of reasoning (Section 3.1) and the domain-specific kinds of
reasoning (Section 3.2).

3.1. Mathematical Reasoning in a Domain-General View

In nine articles, the term mathematical reasoning is used in a domain-general way, without
a restriction to certain mathematical sub-domains. For instance, Barmby, Harries, Higgins,
and Suggate take reasoning as the process of drawing conclusions [22], and Meletiou-Mavrotheris and
Paparistodemou use hierarchic interactionism to look at internal and external factors in mathematical
reasoning and learning [23].

In this category, the focus is on how the students give reasons for a specific standpoint, solution,
or conclusion. The mathematics is necessary for the reasoning to take place, but the understanding
of how the reasoning is taking form is not tied to a specific mathematical content. Table 1 gives an
overview on what domain-general kinds of reasoning are addressed in the articles in our review.
Each of the kinds of reasoning addressed in this table will be elaborated on in the following.

Table 1. Domain-general kinds of reasoning addressed by the studies included in the review.

Kind of Reasoning Articles
(Reference No.)

Numbers of Articles
per Kind of Reasoning

Definitions and explanatory statements 15, 22, 24, 25 4

Creative and imitative reasoning 33, 34, 35 3

SOLO-taxonomy 36 1

Hierarchic interactionism 23 1

3.1.1. Definitions and Explanatory Statements

Four of the nine articles [15,22,24,25] present a definition or explanatory statement for reasoning
along with a reference. In that regard, they all give the reader an understanding for how they view
mathematical reasoning. These articles connect reasoning to activities such as making inferences,
drawing conclusions, justifying, and problem solving.

Barmby et al. connect reasoning to understanding and state that they have a broad notion of
reasoning with an emphasis on drawing conclusions and making inferences. In particular, they “choose to
consider reasoning ( . . . ) ‘as the process of drawing conclusions’ (Leighton 2004) [26]” [22] (p. 220).
They also refer to Christou and Papageorgiou who emphasize that reasoning involves drawing
inferences from principles and from evidence to new conclusions [27]. Mata-Pereira and da Ponte also
relate mathematical reasoning to making inferences. They point out that they “consider mathematical
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reasoning as making justified inferences (Brousseau & Gibel, 2005; Pólya, 1954; Rivera & Becker,
2009) [16–18] using deductive, inductive, and abductive processes” [15] (p. 170).

Bjuland et al. refer to reasoning strategies, whom they connect to problem solving, referring to
Pólya [28,29]. In particular, they state that “[r]easoning strategies are defined as a branch of strategies
well-known in problem-solving research, which are cognitive operations that are typically helpful in
solving mathematical problems (Pólya, 1957) [29]” [24] (p. 272). They further refer to mathematical
reasoning as semiotic activity [30].

Hohensee relates reasoning to backward transfer and states that the construction and generalization
of (new) knowledge has influences “on one’s ways of reasoning about related mathematical concepts
that one has encountered previously” [25] (p. 136). In this vein, Hohensee uses the term ways of
reasoning “in a similar way to how Gravemeijer (2004) [31], and McClain, Cobb, and Gravemeijer
(2000) [32], use this phrase to represent the mathematical activities that students engage in while
solving, explaining, justifying, identifying, and so on” [25] (p. 136).

3.1.2. Creative and Imitative Reasoning

One framework used within mathematics education research about reasoning is the framework of
imitative and creative reasoning. Three articles in our review use this framework to conceptualize
students’ reasoning [33–35]. Reasoning is regarded as a line of thought that results in assertions and
conclusions [33]. Within this framework, there are different kinds of reasoning presented—the two
main categories are creative and imitative reasoning. Whereas in both kinds of reasoning, students use
previously learned facts, algorithms, or mathematical procedures to solve a task or a problem, it is only
in creative reasoning that they use reasoning that is new to them. This new way of reasoning however
still needs to be anchored in mathematics, that is it needs to follow the mathematical rules connected
to the reasoning [34].

The theory of creative and imitative reasoning [4] is one of the predominant theories used in the
empirical articles investigated in our review. It is presented as a conceptual framework with the aim of
increasing both the understanding of mathematical reasoning and developing the teaching. It gives
the perspective of viewing reasoning as the product of the process that the student goes through while
solving an assignment. The product takes “the form of a sequence of reasoning that starts in a task and
ends in an answer” [4] (p. 257).

3.1.3. The Structure of the Learned Outcomes (SOLO) Taxonomy

One of the articles in our review [36] uses the theory of Structure of the Learned Outcomes (SOLO)
(developed by Biggs and Collis [37]) as a framework for mathematical reasoning. The theory takes
students’ reasoning as a complex, emerging, and developing system. The development of the reasoning
follows a hierarchical system of levels, which follows the stages of Piaget’s cognitive development.
Within each stage, the student advances through the levels of the SOLO taxonomy; prestructural,
unistructural, multistructural, relational, and extended abstract [37]. The SOLO taxonomy can be
used to describe the development of students’ reasoning in different subjects and in varying age
groups [36]. It is used by Jurdak and Mouhayar to understand different kinds of student reasoning
and generalizations and to look at how students’ reasoning can develop and become more advanced
through the use of different kinds of tasks [36].

3.1.4. Hierarchic Interactionism

One of the articles in our review [23] uses the theory of hierarchic interactionism [38] as a framework
for mathematical reasoning. In hierarchic interactionism, it is important to take into account both
internal and external factors to understand mathematical reasoning and learning. Meletiou-Mavrotheris
and Paparistodemou use this theory to investigate how students use their prior knowledge and their
informal language to understand and make sense of new mathematical concepts and data [23].
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3.2. Mathematical Reasoning in Domain-Specific Views

We found that in 18 articles, mathematical reasoning is connected to a specific mathematical topic
or content. In these cases, reasoning is often presented as being different ways of solving mathematical
tasks in a specific mathematical domain. Using different tools or concepts that are connected to a
specific mathematical area, the students’ different ways of solving a task are viewed as different kinds
of reasoning. These are often being rated from a lower kind of reasoning to a more advanced (and
mathematically correct) kind of reasoning. Table 2 gives an overview on the domain-specific views
and the respective articles that refer to them. In the following, we elaborate on these domain-specific
kinds of reasoning and point out what theories were used, respectively.

Table 2. Domain-Specific Kinds of Reasoning Addressed by the Studies Included in the Review.

Kind of Reasoning Articles
(Reference No.)

Numbers of Articles
per Kind of Reasoning

Spatial reasoning 39, 40, 42, 43 4

Informal Inferential Reasoning (IIR) 45, 46, 47, 48 4

Additive, multiplicative and distributive reasoning 19, 50, 61 3

Algebraic reasoning 19, 52 2

Proportional and covariational reasoning 53, 54, 55, 56, 61 5

Quantitative reasoning 19, 50, 53, 56, 58, 59 6

Transformational reasoning 53, 55 2

3.2.1. Spatial Reasoning

Spatial, or geometrical, reasoning is explained as understanding and explaining what happens
when working with geometrical tasks, using different subject-related entities such as geometrical
objects, diagrams, measuring tools, or even gestures [39]. By using these entities, the students can,
among other things, discuss the relation between different geometrical objects, relations between length,
area, and volume. Four articles in our review focus on students’ spatial or geometrical reasoning.

Hallowell, Okamoto, Romo, and La Joy investigate students’ reasoning about plane and geometric
shapes presented in 2D diagrams. With reasoning, they address students’ spatial skills to transform a
2D description of an object into a 3D understanding. They look at students’ geometrical reasoning
to understand how the students make sense of 2D representations of 3D objects [40]. They use
Herbst’s [41] description on how to make “reasoned conjectures” [40] (p. 134) and how that builds
geometrical knowledge [40].

Chen and Herbst also use Herbst’s description [41] in their study on geometrical reasoning.
They emphasize the need for the students to have diagrams, possibilities to create representations of
geometrical objects, and the opportunity to anticipate different relationships within and between these
objects. When students make these “reasoned conjectures” [42] (p. 134), they construct mathematical
knowledge. Chen and Herbst also emphasize the social aspects of geometrical reasoning, in which the
students discuss, make claims, and give arguments for these claims [42].

Gómez-Chacón, Romero Albaladejo, and del Mar García López [43] draw on Lakatos [44] to
describe reasoning not as a linear process but as a course that goes zig-zag. In this process, it is assumed
that students use different aspects, both physical and mental, in their reasoning process. These aspects
can be artifacts or references like a geometrical object, as well as visualizations and proofs [44].

Spatial reasoning is also taken as seeing the surrounding world and objects with regard
to, for instance, symmetry, balance, location, orientation, navigation, scales, transformations,
and visualization. Spatial reasoning is therefore understood both as actions and cognition—as
the sensation of the surroundings, the perception of the surroundings, as well as the physical bodies in
the surroundings, and cognition and actions made in this context [39].
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3.2.2. Informal Inferential Reasoning

Informal Inferential Reasoning (IIR) deals with how students use and reason about information
drawn from data [45]. It is about how the students understand data in an informal way and how they
draw conclusions about a larger group than the dataset at hand [46]. Four articles in our review use
IIR as a theoretical framework for explaining how students reason in statistics [45–48]. IIR is therefore
one of theoretical frameworks in this review that is referred to most often.

IIR focuses on how students interpret data that they produce or receive. This process of
interpretation contains many different aspects and sources. The process is about finding meaning
in a dataset by identifying statistical patterns, deviations in the dataset, and then about deciding
if a claim can be made from the data, deciding if that data can justify certain conclusions, and so
on [46]. IIR is therefore understood as a cognitive process in which a person draws conclusions about a
wider universe based on a smaller sample, while at the same time also taking into consideration the
limitations of that sample [45].

The theory that is referred to most often as the foundation for reasoning in IIR is the framework
for Informal Statistical Inference (ISI) by Makar and Rubin. It is a domain-specific theory on how
informal inferences in statistics are made [49]. It includes the reasoning process that occurs when
making generalizations from data. This theory is about how students use statistics to make conclusions
beyond the dataset that they have [47].

3.2.3. Additive, Multiplicative, and Distributive Reasoning

These kinds of reasoning describe how students handle and understand numerical operations and
actions. Due to this common denominator they are presented together. They describe how different
understandings for numbers can lead to different kinds of reasoning.

The concept of additive reasoning is described as the students’ ability to understand the logic
of part–whole relationships [50]. It is described as the students’ ability to understand the inverse
relationship between addition and subtraction. The idea is to grasp how the students use this
relationship when they calculate different types of addition and subtraction tasks. It focuses on the
kinds of inferences the students make, and the ability to make inferences based on the part–whole
relationship within and between numbers [50].

Multiplicative reasoning addresses students’ understanding of numbers in a one-to-many
relationship. This means that the students need to understand the ratio between quantities and
how to find the product between quantities. Sometimes the students may be told the quantities and be
asked to find the ratio. Sometimes it may be the other way around. Multiplicative reasoning addresses
how students deal with these types of problems and what understanding they have [50].

Finally, distributive reasoning is associated with students’ work with fractions. Here, they need to
understand how a quantity or multiple quantities can be divided equally. When the students have this
understanding and can show it by using it in multiple situations, this is understood as the students
showing distributive reasoning skills [19].

3.2.4. Algebraic Reasoning

Algebraic reasoning regards reasoning as the students’ ability to make abstractions and
generalizations from arithmetic [19]. Using the theory of Kaput [51], algebraic reasoning is presented by
Bishop, Lamb, Philipp, Whitacre, and Schappelle as the process in which students work with numbers
and develop new understandings for numbers [52]. This is, for example, the case when students
investigate relations between numbers and develop an understanding for the operation 2 − (−2) = 4
through investigating 2 − 1 = 1, 2 − 0 = 2, 2 − (−1) = 3, and so on. An approach like this is presented
as a formal way to approach numbers. However, algebraic reasoning goes beyond the arithmetic
understanding. It is when the students use letters as unknown entities, without understanding them
as a temporary placeholder for numbers, that the students are engaged in algebraic reasoning [19].
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3.2.5. Proportional and Covariational Reasoning

Proportional and covariational reasoning both address the understanding for variations and the
relation between and within varying entities. Because they both address students’ understanding of
variation they are presented together.

Proportional reasoning focuses on the understanding of rates, and the understanding of what
happens when rates change; for example, continuous variation in rates [53]. Within proportional
reasoning, there are multiple levels of reasoning skills. The more mathematically advanced and
sophisticated the students’ reasoning becomes, the higher their reasoning level is perceived [53].
Proportional reasoning also involves co-variation in a sense that the students have to be able to
make comparisons between different entities. The students need to acquire multiple skills, including
relational thinking, to be able to reason proportionally [54].

Covariational reasoning is explained as reasoning in which the students work with two different
quantities, focusing on how these two quantities change in relation to each other [55]. Reasoning in
this way is central to developing an understanding for ratio and rate. Johnson describes five levels of
reasoning, where the reasoning becomes more and more sophisticated [55]. One way to understand
the change between and within these two different quantities it described as chunky resp. smooth
understanding. The smooth way of seeing variation entails understanding the variation as a continuous
variation, in which the quantities are changeable and where individual quantities can be put together
to a new quantity. This understanding is viewed as more sophisticated than the chunky understanding,
where students view different quantities as separated and different from each other [56].

3.2.6. Quantitative Reasoning

The articles that hold the perspective of quantitative reasoning mostly use Thompson’s theory
of quantitative reasoning [20,57]. Five of the articles [19,50,53,56,58] in our review use this theory,
where the students’ quantitative operations are enacted both through thought and action. It builds on
Piaget’s notion of internalization, interiorization, mental operation, and scheme—and quantities are
understood as conceptual entities. One part of quantitative reasoning is the process of quantification,
which involves understanding that some attributes can be measured, finding an appropriate unit of
measure, and understanding the relationship of the attributes and the unit [56]. Quantitative reasoning
is explained as the way the students analyze a situation and incorporate it into a quantitative structure.
The structure is set up by a network of quantities and relationships between these quantities. It is
these relationships between quantities that is the most important content in quantitative reasoning [58].
Quantitative reasoning is therefore a foundation for the students to be able to develop other kinds of
reasoning, such as algebraic reasoning [19].

There is also one article referring to quantitative reasoning that does not draw on Thompson’s
theory. This article also use the concepts of chunky and smooth, however they use them to describe
the students’ development of understanding quantities, focusing on how students’ reasoning can be
developed from discrete to continued as the students’ understanding of quantities develops from
chunky to smooth [59].

3.2.7. Transformational Reasoning

Transformational reasoning [60] is not connected to a specific mathematical topic but is used by two
of the articles in combination with a domain-specific view on reasoning. Reasoning is here described as
to include not only an ability for a specific mental activity, but also the understanding for how a certain
activity fits into a specific mathematical situation [55]. The role of reasoning is to create a change in
students’ understanding for particular mathematical relationships, their ability to think about these
relationships, and how they perceive them. The process of change is supported by letting students work
together with the same mathematical task. Through collaborative work with the task, and through



Educ. Sci. 2020, 10, 289 10 of 15

reasoning and giving account for their understanding on how to solve the task, the students develop
their understanding [53].

3.2.8. Combinations of Kinds of Reasoning

In six articles [19,50,53,55,56,61], the scholars combine different kinds of mathematical reasoning,
as shown in Figure 2. The different kinds of reasoning are used in different ways, for instance, to exemplify
how the researchers understand reasoning [53], or to explain relationships between different kinds of
topics related to reasoning [56]. One example of this is Hackenberg and Lee, who describe how quantitative
and algebraic reasoning are connected to each other and build on one another [19].
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4. Discussion

The aim of this article was to provide an overview on kinds of mathematical reasoning addressed in
mathematics education research. In particular, we reviewed existing empirical studies on mathematical
reasoning. Of course, our study has the limitation that with N = 27 articles incorporated, it cannot
claim to be generalizable. More importantly, we incorporated only articles from high-level journals,
and most certainly the results would have been different if other journals or conference proceedings
had been considered. This said, the following results should be regarded against the backdrop
that they may be biased through our choices. Yet, we think that future research can overcome the
limitations of our review through integrating a broader database (e.g., articles from more different
journals) and could accordingly come to deeper scientific conclusions with respect to the concept of
mathematical reasoning.

4.1. Discussion of the Results

In our review, we found that almost one in five articles were not explicit about the kind of
mathematical reasoning addressed. This confirms the impression that many scholars have—that
reasoning is a term that is often used in an intuitive way, without explicit definitions or theory use [2].

We found that scholars either had a domain-general or domain-specific view on mathematical
reasoning. In the domain-general view, reasoning is not bound to a specific mathematical topic but can
be applied in any mathematical task or subject. In this category, the focus is on how the students give
reasons for a specific standpoint, solution, or conclusion. One of the theories most often used was
Lithner’s theory on creative and imitative reasoning [4]. This theory describes reasoning as “the line of
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thought” [4] (p. 257)—as a process when solving mathematical tasks, from starting with a question or
the task that needs to be solved, to a conclusion, when the solution of that task is reached. Within this
theory, reasoning is not related to proof or correctness, but only has to be reasonable to the person.
Lithner presents two main categories of reasoning: imitative and creative reasoning. This theory
is domain-general in that it focuses on the domain of mathematical reasoning, however not with
restriction to a specific mathematical content or topic. It is therefore possible to use this theory within
different areas of mathematics [4].

In the domain-specific view, we found the following kinds of reasoning (in alphabetical
order): additive reasoning, algebraic reasoning, covariational reasoning, distributive reasoning,
informal inferential reasoning, multiplicative reasoning, proportional reasoning, quantitative reasoning,
and transformational reasoning. Within these kinds of reasoning, quantitative reasoning was addressed
often—together with Thompson’s theory of quantitative reasoning [20,57]. This theory was used to
conceptualize reasoning as a process that includes understanding, quantification, and relationships
between quantities. Furthermore, Informal Inferential Reasoning (IIR) [47] was among those kinds of
reasoning addressed often. IIR provides specific tools for understanding and investigating reasoning
related to statistics. IIR builds on the theory of Informal Statistical Inference (ISI) by Makar and
Rubin [49]. In this theory, the reasoning is described as a process in which students use a dataset to
draw conclusions about the world, while also understanding the limitations for the conclusions that
accompany the specific data set [45]. On the other hand, multiplicative reasoning and distributive
reasoning are examples of kinds of reasoning that were only used in single cases of articles.

Further, it is noteworthy that approximately a fourth of the studies in our review combined
different domain-specific kinds of reasoning, indicating the interplay of different mathematical domains
in students’ mathematical reasoning.

4.2. Implications for School Practice

What do the insights from our review imply for school practice? We found that the kinds
of reasoning addressed in the empirical studies with school students can be broadly divided into
domain-general and domain-specific.

One domain-general kind of reasoning that can be useful for mathematics teachers to know about
is Lithner’s idea of creative and imitative reasoning. It is not restricted to a specific content but puts
emphasis on how students reason—with already known facts, or in a way that is creative, and new to
them. We think that for teachers, creative and imitative reasoning can be useful didactical categories.
They can help teachers to be aware of what mathematical reasoning can be and what to support,
for instance, in whole-class discussions, in group work, or individual work [4]. The framework offered
by Lithner can not only help teachers to understand students’ mathematical reasoning, but also to
develop the teaching—in a way that it focuses less on rote-learning but more on creative reasoning and
on trying new things, which connects to the aim to prepare students for their present and future lives
in increasingly automated and interconnected societies and economies, where creative solutions are
required [62].

Further, we think that it is important for teachers to be aware that there are different domain-specific
kinds of reasoning, with different obstacles and affordances. Spatial, geometrical reasoning is,
for example, different from Informal Inferential Reasoning (IIR). Whereas in spatial reasoning, the focus
is on relations between geometrical entities and the changes and consequences happening when
working with these entities, in IRR the focus is on making conclusions from data that go beyond
the data at hand. Reasoning in different sub-domains has different focuses, different difficulties,
and different characteristics. It would be valuable for teachers to know that reasoning in different
mathematical domains comes with different characteristics and that students who are excelling in
reasoning in one domain, may have difficulties in another. Being able to reason creatively in domain A
does not guarantee for doing likewise in domain B.
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Further, we think it is important for practitioners to be aware of the interplay that the
domain-specific kinds of reasoning often are in. We found that, for instance, additive and multiplicative
reasoning are partially studied together and that some ways of reasoning are basic to other ones.
For instance, quantitative reasoning is a foundation for the students to be able to engage in algebraic
reasoning [19]. These connections are important to know for teachers to support students in their
learning adequately. Especially when students encounter difficulties in mathematical reasoning, it is
valuable to know what the “predecessors” are, etc.

5. Conclusions

Through our review, we were able to provide an overview on different kinds of reasoning
addressed in empirical mathematics education research both in a domain-general and domain-specific
perspective. We think that our work may be of interest both for researchers and practitioners
(e.g., teachers), who want to study or support mathematical reasoning and who need to navigate
through the diversity of notions of mathematical reasoning, and the diverse landscape on research
about it. We think that we may have indicated that reasoning is not almost everything or nothing—like
stated in the introduction—but that it can be regarded in certain ways; either domain-general or
-specific, with different theoretical anchors, etc. Finally, we hope that our work may be a springboard
for further research on mathematical reasoning and that it can fuel the discussion on this important
mathematical activity.
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