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My name is Linda Alsop, from Flemington, N.J. I am honored to be here. As an Early Childhood educator with 25 years of classroom experience and currently a student support math teacher in grades K-4, being able to share with you is a wonderful opportunity for me. In this brief amount of time, I would like to comment on just two important trends that have influenced my planning and instruction: one is the importance of constructing parts to whole relationships in the early acquisition of number sense.   My second point has to do with the time constraints of classroom teaching. 

 During my own teaching experience, I learned that the reason why many of my 4th and 5th grade support students had difficulty understanding fractions was because their understandings of parts to whole relationships was not firmly in place.  Upon further analysis I discovered that my students did not understand division because they didn’t grasp the parts to whole relationship involved in subtraction.  Students need to understand how parts relate to a total, and this concept needs to be foundational and the focus of early childhood math programs.  When symbols are introduced prematurely and children calculate according to a set of procedures, they lose the sense making meaning of mathematics and are encouraged to think about math in terms of a prescribed procedure.  

   Having taught back in the day when a hurried math lesson consisted of flash card reviews and completing pages and pages of drill work, I remember feeling frustrated that there was little time to develop and encourage thinking strategies. Only a few students, the mathematically precocious, ever attempted the challenging problems. 

180 hours. That’s the maximum amount of time that a typical elementary math teacher has with his or her students in an entire academic year.  A student’s conception of patterns and parts to whole relationships form the foundation of mathematical understanding, similar to the foundation of a house. The skills, practice and procedural fluency form the walls. If the mason builds a faulty foundation, even if the carpenter builds perfect walls, the house is doomed. Likewise, if a student’s mathematical foundation is strongly built around rich discussions and reflections from using great manipulatives like digi-blocks and open-ended problems, if the walls are not hammered into place with a meaningful “practice makes permanent” emphasis, then children do not build quick recall and efficient strategies needed for higher level problem solving. Both the mason and the carpenter are integral builders of a well-designed house. 


180 hours.  The scope and depth of mathematical understanding cannot be achieved in 180 hours a year alone. The bottom line is that we as educators need to motivate our students to buy into the joy of learning math so that children take their math strategies and apply them everywhere.  Children, parents, and administrators need to buy the whole house; parents helping their children in completing their homework and learning their facts; administration by encouraging ongoing training for teachers to delve deeply into mathematical investigations, and by giving teachers more time to think about and explore the thought processes of their students.  

  As a student support math teacher, I team taught this past year in a heterogeneous 4th grade class, including 8 Title I support students, those who tested below proficiency level on the NJ ASK 3 math.  Here are just a few bullets of some best practices that worked well with all of our students:

1.  Invite confusion as a necessary part of the lesson. When children begin to verbalize their confusions, the whole notion of confusion begins to dissipate. We need to build confidence in our “math phobic” American culture.

2.  Conduct individual interviews after each math assessment.  These allowed us the opportunity to celebrate skills, concepts, and strategies learned for each child, as well as to pinpoint areas to work on. Having access to a computer assessment disk gave us the ability to quickly design prescriptive practice for each student. 

3. Use well thought-out plans that highlight enticing open-ended math problems

that directly correlate to our standards; create games, raps, songs to remember key mathematical language; and utilize small group instruction to differentiate various levels and needs. 

With all of the above in place, the children bought into the house.

4.  The goal is to build “math stamina” and perserverance that takes part in the adventures of problem solving.  The classroom teacher, Alaina, and I encouraged this by sharing with our students our own feelings of frustration and elation when finally completing a difficult graduate-level math problem after hours of struggle and work.

 The teachers bought into the house.

We also gained support from all of the parents to get make sure homework was completed and to help children with the mastery of number facts. 

Parents bought into the house. 

As a result of these combined strategies, the test scores were off 

the charts!

But real success for me was that with summer approaching, the children genuinely seemed excited to take extra credit math activities home to continue their problem solving investigations.  

