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In 2002 I retired from Duke University after forty years on the faculty as a professor of Statistics and Mathematics.  My remarks to the Panel today, however, arise from two of my post-retirement activities, both of which have substantial connections to the Panel’s charge.    My current position is Senior Scientist at MetaMetrics Corporation, developer of the Lexile and Quantile Frameworks for Reading and Mathematics respectively.  There are good reasons for allowing individual states the freedom to develop their own curricula and assessment programs, but a common metric is needed in order to compare how well the various approaches are working.  The Lexile and Quantile Frameworks meet this need with an interpretable supplemental metric.

I turn now to the primary thrust of my remarks today, which comes from the

second of my post-retirement activities.  Shortly after my retirement from Duke I joined the Duke University Retiree Outreach (DURO) organization, which was doing volunteer work at Lakewood Elementary School located near the campus.  There were several ongoing components of the program, but mathematics was not one of them.  I decide this gap needed to be filled, so I organized a cadre of volunteers to assist with the math curriculum at the upper elementary grades (3rd through 5th).  This enterprise has recently completed its third year, and all involved consider it a success.  I want to talk about some of the things we have learned from this experience.

Foremost among the lessons I have learned is the educational value of math games.  An essential feature of a math game is that learning to play well involves learning some mathematics.  The competition is an excellent motivator.  Additional benefits accrue when a math game is played as a team competition.  The social interaction between teammates helps weaker students learn from the better ones.  When a team loses, the defeat is a shared experience, which makes it less agonizing.  Moreover, the teacher and/or volunteer can help by treating a loss as an opportunity to learn how to do better next time.

Team competitions at math games can be organized at several levels.  A class can be divided into teams for an intraclass competition.  The next level would be intramural competition between classes at the same school.  Finally, we could have interscholastic competition between classes at different schools.  Intraclass competitions and intramural competitions between classes have been held at Lakewood Elementary School.  We have yet to have an interscholastic match, but I’m hoping to arrange some for the upcoming school year.

The games I’ve used are in the category of two person games in which turns alternate.  They become team competitions when the players on each team are arranged in a lineup.  When a player makes a move for a team, the next move for the team will be made by the player who is next in the lineup.  The five games currently in use require no special equipment such as dice.  As a consequence, all that is required to have a match between fourth grade classes in California and North Carolina is an ability to communicate, e.g. via email.

I believe that interscholastic math game competition between elementary school classes is an activity well worth promoting for its educational value. I have searched the internet in vain for examples of this kind of activity.  I did find numerous examples of problem-solving competitions, some of which are targeted at the elementary level, but the beneficiaries of these programs tend to be those students who are already doing well at math.  The math game competitions I’m looking for are more in keeping with the theme of no child left behind.  I would welcome news of any such competitions that are ongoing.  I would also welcome hearing from anyone with an interest in organizing interscholastic competitions at math games.

Finally, I want to point out a largely untapped resource that could be better utilized to assist with the mathematics education of our children.  I’m speaking of the generation to which I belong, i.e. the grandparent generation.  We grandparents tend to have the time and the inclination to engage in activities with our grandchildren to help them learn mathematics.  Many of us would also gladly serve as volunteers in the schools.  Unfortunately, this doesn’t happen as often as it might.  Often, the obstacle is terminology.  The mathematics being taught today is not really different from the mathematics my generation learned, but the way it’s talked about can be unrecognizable to seniors.  The bad news is that this terminological barrier can preclude grandparents from communicating with their grandchildren about the math they are learning, and it can discourage seniors from volunteering math assistance in the classroom.  The good news is that with a little time and effort this barrier can be readily overcome.  It would be very good if the Panel could promote continuing education programs in elementary math designed for parents and especially grandparents.

I’ll close by expressing my thanks to the Panel for the opportunity to express my views.

