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My name is Ken Indeck.  I am a high school math teacher with nearly three decades of experience and am speaking as a representative for the Illinois Association for Gifted Children.  My remarks are primarily anecdotal because it is important for me to communicate the realities as viewed from within the school system.  I am confident that similarities exist in most educational settings.  


One of the hallmarks of gifted education is the notion that one size does not fit all.  In Illinois, we use the same content benchmarks to assess all students.  For the bottom third of the academic spectrum, these benchmarks are a stretch, often unrealistically so.  For the top third, these students have often already surpassed them.  Last year, I was talking through some curricular improvements we could implement for bright students in our school.  Before I finished, the administrator I was speaking with stopped me and said, “You’re not going to want to hear this, but that’s not going to help us meet AYP.  Those kids will be fine.  We need to focus on raising the scores of the students who will help us.”   And, lest you think otherwise, that administrator is an excellent educator.


As a parent, I was thrilled when our son’s third grade math teacher told us how proud she was that his entire class had completed both the third and fourth grade material.  Imagine my shock when we found his fourth grade math teacher was teaching the fourth grade curriculum, knowing full well that the students had already been through and mastered that content, simply because she was not able to teach the fifth grade material.  Half that class lost interest in math.  By sixth grade, there were a handful of students who were still excited about math and ready for algebra, but they were not allowed to take the course because the junior high did not want to run out of material to teach.  In eighth grade, our son’s math class started with the students two years ahead of the typical high school freshman yet finished only one year ahead.  Their teacher, well aware of the holding pattern, told us apologetically that the high school had made it clear that they didn’t want to run out of material to teach to their seniors and no longer wanted the students to be accelerated so much.  My son is now in tenth grade and I say with mixed emotions, “He is doing fine.”


I envision four entwined approaches to improving our current state of affairs in math education:


First, advocate for the use of best practices.  Acceleration is important, but it is not enough and, absent a coordinated sequence spanning years, can even be detrimental.  Few high school math teachers are knowledgeable about differentiated instruction and fewer still are skilled in its implementation.  For many high schools, the gifted curriculum is synonymous with the AP course offerings.  While this might be a starting point, we know better.  Yes, we want our brightest, most able students exposed to age-advanced concepts.  But those students thrive when they are also in a rich environment that helps them see connections to other topics in the curriculum and where they are allowed to explore how those connections can be put to use making the world better by improving people’s lives.  


Second, encourage and support educators who take reasonable professional risks.  The current practice of looking for significant improvement over very short stretches of time does not realistically encourage a teacher to switch from one set of techniques to another, even if the new set is extremely promising, when it will likely take on the order of five years to master those skills and another five to ten years to become expert in their use. 


Third, it is essential to provide significant support for research.  In education, we need research regarding instructional practices.  We need to know more about how grouping students and sequencing topics influence learning.  It is important to develop broader assessment practices, practices that extend beyond recalling facts and solving one- or two-step problems.  In order to maintain our nation’s leadership in the areas of science and technology, it is also essential to support research in mathematics, science and their applied fields both through academia and industry.  


Finally, it is crucial that we do a better job educating the public about the educational enterprise as a whole.  The typical adult non-educator does not fully understand how hard our work is and likely has an unreasonable set of expectations both for what our schools can provide and how the educational growth of students can be documented.  


We have before us opportunities for establishing long-term leadership for economic strength and for improving the quality of life for our nation, and the world.  That leadership is most likely to come from students at the top end of the academic spectrum who are well grounded in math and science and who recognize connections between those subjects and the broader world around them.  The notion that we are doing fine is not good enough.


Strengthening the educational system should prompt increased achievement for all.  Closing the achievement gap should not translate into holding hostage the education of our most able students.  If we compare students’ performance to their own capabilities, as the mission statements for most schools suggest, it is the bright students who fall short and are the furthest from reaching their potential.  


We must do better.  Please help us.

