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Honorable Members of the National Mathematics Advisory Panel:  Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today. I am Janie Zimmer, speaking on behalf of the National Council of Supervisors in Mathematics or NCSM, an organization of leaders in mathematics education.

In this address, I would like to discuss three critical needs in the mathematics education of our youth and the future of our country in a global society: (1) the absolute need for equity; (2) the need to deepen the content knowledge of teachers, especially elementary and middle school teachers; and (3) the need to give more time for current research-based mathematics programs to provide continued evidence that they can truly make a difference in children’s knowledge and understanding of mathematics.

First, as we look at the needs of our students in mathematics, we want to be sure to include every student. Students come in many sizes and shapes. Many of our students are very bright and very motivated. It is fun to teach them and we can take them to very high levels of mathematics achievement. The issue of equity, however, poses a challenge to schools to establish these same high expectations for all students; and to find ways to give, when necessary, the appropriate support to assure that every student is successful in reaching high expectations.

The challenge of equity includes changing the strong erroneous belief of those who think that rigorous mathematics is for those who have the “math gene.”  Rather, we must all support the strong belief that mathematics is for everyone and that every student can be successful in learning high levels of rigorous mathematics. This includes those students who seem unmotivated, who have physical or learning disabilities, who are native speakers of other languages, who are economically challenged, or who have families unable to provide support. How do we motivate these students? How do we support them and help them to be successful? How do we reach students who struggle or drop out before they even get far enough to take algebra, much less AP calculus? One of the charges of the panel is to look for processes by which students of various abilities and backgrounds learn mathematics. NCSM wholeheartedly supports this goal.

Second, I would like to share with you some comments communicated by a third grade teacher in a geometry workshop last week: 

“I have to tell you (Charmaine said): I have always been a math dummy . . .      I don’t know why I signed up to take this mini-course, but I am glad that I did . . . I always sort of got by, but never knew what I was doing. . . . In class I try to teach what I am supposed to but just follow the book.  . . . In this workshop, I am just starting to understand how these concepts fit together and how it really relates to what I do.  . . . Why weren’t we taught this way?  . . . I would surely be a better teacher today.”

NCSM, as an organization of leaders in mathematics education, has a major focus of working with teachers in providing professional development. We find great gaps in teachers’ mathematical knowledge and understanding – especially among elementary and middle school teachers. Many teachers can “teach” the rules – and rules and algorithms are very important – but we find that these teachers do not know and cannot adequately explain the concepts and logic behind the rules. They are unable to value student thinking, not from lack of caring but from lack of experience in their own mathematics education.  In providing professional development, NCSM believes that mathematics content should be the focus, and elements of evidence-based, effective pedagogy should be provided within that framework. By modeling teaching strategies while teaching mathematics content – then reflecting and addressing the research behind the strategies – we give teachers understanding both of the mathematics content and of effective strategies for teaching it.

Finally, there are many research-based programs and efforts currently available to strengthen mathematics teaching and learning, particularly at the elementary level. When these programs are appropriately implemented with adequate teacher development, they are working – they show evidence of higher student achievement – especially in areas where students traditionally underachieve.  We need to ensure that sufficient time is given for the changes already being implemented to "take hold" before considering moving in a different direction.

In looking at lessons learned from the international mathematics and science studies, I would like to note that Japan and other high achieving countries have a practice of allowing at least ten years for a new program or practice to show change before going back to it for major revisions or for a new program to be implemented. 

As a Panel you have a critical charge to set a direction and to make recommendations that will make sure that no child is left behind. NCSM asks that you consider the issues in this address, and invites you to call upon us to help inform your work or to provide support in any way we can.

Again, thank you for the opportunity to address this Panel.
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