Math Questions

District # 2


Curriculum 

1. Which curriculum materials are predominantly used in your district at elementary, middle, and high school levels?

Connected Mathematics, TERC and Arise

2. Which curriculum materials are working and how do you know (please cite student achievement data as evidence)?  Which curriculum materials are not working and why?  Which curriculum materials would you recommend elementary, middle, and high school levels and why?

I started teaching at IS131 in 1988. At that time the school was one of the top in the city in mathematics. The textbooks used were from the Dolciani and Sadlier series. Because of changes in school population mathematics scores dropped during the 1990’s, although they remained far above the citywide average until the Connected Mathematics program was introduced. After 3 years of using the program the school was well below 50%. I have been told that there has been some improvement in test scores during the past year-- a result of intensive test preparation (including Saturday workshops for students). 

Below are my experiences with Connected Mathematics.

1) Constructivist programs work best with small class size and with students that already have the 'social skills' needed for intensive cooperative activities. I found most students from IS131M worked best in a structured, teacher-centered environment.

2) Connected Mathematics does not teach math in a logical sequence. Instead it uses booklets that tend to present the curriculum in a disjointed way.

3) The curriculum is confusing for parents to comprehend and therefore makes it difficult to help their children with homework assignments.

4) Connected Mathematics assumes the student is competent in basic math skills, something lacking by students who use TERC prior to Connected Mathematics.

5) Although I must give a low grade for the Connected Math Program when used for teaching mathematics, I found several of booklets very useful (as a supplement) with science laboratory exercises I had developed.

3. What should be done to ensure a more coherent PK-12 numeracy approach to curriculum?  

#1 A unified citywide curriculum should be developed that includes daily lesson plans. A starting point should be either the mathematics curriculum from the early 1970's or those being worked on in California and Massachusetts. Daily lesson plans should be easily accessible to all teachers via the Internet. 

#2 Bring back citywide midterm and final exams in Mathematics (and all major subjects). For the past 20 years teaching math and science has become more problematic with less emphasis on a meaningful 'final exam’ given at the end of the school year. Students know that grades are turned at the end of May. Teachers know that the state and citywide tests are finished at the end of spring. As a result, the end of May and all of June have become very unproductive months for learning (with the exception of classes taking regents exams, where June becomes a real power month!) We need to implement citywide final exams the last week of school (in all major subjects). If it can be done for regents’ classes, it can be done for all classes. 

#3 Make use of university mathematicians in preparation of curriculum and citywide exams. In the 1970’s most math teachers and administrators majored in math or related fields. This is no longer the case. Those in decision-making roles in the NYC schools no longer have the background in mathematics or science to understand what the deficiencies of their various programs are. It is crucial to allow university mathematicians a role in the design of both curriculum and tests in NYC.
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Instruction

1. Which instructional practices are predominantly used in your district at elementary, middle, and high school levels? 

There is a major emphasis on constructivist mathematics and project-based learning approaches in all subjects.

2. Which instructional practices are working and how do you know (please cite student achievement data as evidence)? 

The demographics in District 2 make actual assessment difficult since many students have outside help. Even in Chinatown there is a large increase in after-school and weekend learning centers.
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Assessment

1. Does your district use the GROW reports?  What are the limitations of these reports?  How should they be modified to be more useful?

The GROW report started after I retired.

3. What are your suggestions to improve PK-12 assessment practices?

There is presently too much emphasis on the NYC and NYS exams, which leads teachers to spend more time on test preparation and less on a daily curriculum. 

I suggest the following:

Citywide midterm and final exams that clearly access material from the citywide curriculum. By linking these exams directly to the daily curriculum, teachers will spend more time on day-to-day teaching and less on test preparation for the NYC and NYS exams. In addition a final exam given the last week of school would ensure that real learning takes place till the end of the school year. 
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Support Structures

1. What are your district's intervention strategies and programs for struggling students?  How are struggling students identified?  

The same as throughout the City. 

2. Which of these strategies work and how do you know (please cite student achievement data as evidence)?  Which of these strategies do not work and why?

It has always been easy to identify a struggling student. The problem is what to do next! Small help sessions for students work, if those most in need show up. The major problem here is how to get those students most in need to attend. (See below).

3. What else do you think needs to be done to support struggling students in numeracy?

Bring back a strong after school sports (and other interesting activities) program and link it with after school tutoring. After school tutoring for struggling students whether by teacher or another student ‘must’ be made mandatory. For next year the city should attempt to implement a structured after-school tutoring program tied to the extended school day. I strongly feel that this is far more effective than extending each class 3 minutes.  
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ELL Students

1. What support structures exist in your district to ensure the achievement of ELL students?  Who makes the decisions around support structures?  3. Which of these strategies do not work?  Why?

NA 
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Students with Special Needs

1. What support structures exist in your district to ensure the achievement of students with special needs?  Who makes the decisions around support structures? 

NA

2. Which of these strategies work and how do you know (please cite student achievement data as evidence)?

NA

3. Which of these strategies do not work?  Why?

NA
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Family Numeracy

1. How does your district engage with parents in relation to numeracy?

As a teacher I saw little engagement with parents dealing with either the science or mathematics curriculum.

2. Which of these strategies work and how do you know? What issues do parents raise and how do you address those issues?  What else should your district be doing around family numeracy?

NA
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Professional Development

1. What are the professional development structures that are in place in your district?  Which of these are effective and how do you know?

Professional development in District 2 emphasizes pedagogy and does not promote teacher understanding of the content material. This is especially true in the early grades. 

2. What do you think are the most pressing staff development needs in your district?  Why? 

Teachers, especially K-5, need a solid understanding of basic mathematics and science. They need to understand what they are teaching ‘before’ they teach it. Too many teachers learn with their students. 

3. In addition to increased time, funding, and access to space, what recommendations would you make to the DOE regarding professional development?

Staff development as presently used in NYC is basically unproductive, a fact that few educators will admit to.   

I would recommend:

1) Increase the emphasis on math and science content-oriented workshops at local universities (there is substantial grant money available for this purpose). 

2) Internalize staff development within schools and districts. We need more teachers observing other teachers and exchanging ideas.

3) Remove all outside consultants from schools. There are more than enough highly-qualified teachers (and retired teachers) willing to work for a fraction of the costs.

4) Increase the use of retired teachers as mentors and curriculum planners.

Professional Development

How many mathematics specialists/staff developers are in your district at the elementary school level? How many elementary schools do you have? 


How many mathematics specialists/staff developers are in your district at the middle school level? How many middle schools do you have? How many mathematics specialists/staff developers are in your district at the high school level? 

How many high schools do you have? 
5. What percentage of the time are math specialists/staff developers in classrooms or with teachers? 6. How are math specialists/staff developers selected?  By whom?  Using what criteria?  7.  What training do math specialists/staff developers receive?

AT IS131M there are 2 or 3 teachers (staff developers) with half-time teaching programs (staff development). I cannot comment on the selection process although 

it does not seem to be cued to their understanding of basic mathematics or experience in the classroom.

There are extensive training sessions for math teachers and staff developers in District 2 as part of an NSF grant. These are specifically designed to provide staff developers with skills to teach Connected Math.

