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Remarks to National Math Panel 

September 6, 2007 

Jennie Winters, Math & Science Coordinator


Good afternoon.  Thank you so much for allowing me to speak today.

I am the Math and Science Coordinator for the Regional Office of Education in Lake County, Illinois.  My responsibilities include facilitating professional learning & curriculum development for 45 school districts, which encompasses 265 schools and approximately 11,000 teachers.  During my interactions with these personnel, I have been able to observe much and would like to share the insights I have developed while being “in the trenches”.  

Mathematics achievement is not about the program.  Granted some programs have best practices embedded within the lesson design; however, I believe that a knowledgeable teacher can do great teaching with whatever resources are available.  The key is the level of mathematical understanding the teacher possesses.

Mathematics is a language that is used for communication in all walks of life.  Unfortunately, many educators do not speak the language.  Therefore, becoming mathematically literate should be a priority for all educators to ensure the mathematical literacy of the youth of our nation.

Elementary teachers are expected to lay the foundation of mathematical understanding so that content specialists at the middle and high school can build upon that foundation.  However, elementary teachers are also supposed to lay the foundation in reading, writing, science, social science, health, etc.  It is very difficult for elementary teachers to be experts in every content area; therefore, it is essential they have access to support personnel who are fluent in the language of mathematics.  I’m pleased to see the math specialist or math coach position emerging in some of our school districts, and I would strongly encourage this panel to support the implementation of more specialists and coaches.

Teachers also need to be comfortable in the use of differentiation to meet the variety of students they encounter in their classes.  In my observation, elementary teachers may not be content experts, but they tend to connect with their students.  However, one cannot effectively differentiate content without a deep understanding of that content.  On the other hand, secondary teachers see many more students for much less time.  Therefore, they may be experts in content, but it is difficult for them to make individual connections with each student.  A teacher cannot effectively differentiate for students without knowledge of students’ interests, learning styles and abilities.  

Elementary teachers need ongoing professional learning opportunities to develop a deeper understanding of the mathematical language they are teaching.  If we examine the mathematics instruction in other countries, we can learn from their successes.  Let’s not go out and copy their instructional programs.  Once again, it isn’t the program.  It is the fact that the instructors were taught using the terminology and techniques to develop a deep level of understanding of mathematics.

Secondary teachers should be given multiple professional learning opportunities to develop a repertoire of preassessment, instructional and differentiation strategies to meet the needs of their student population.  They need to develop a deeper understanding of process standards so that they can delve deeply into the content. Through professional learning opportunities, both groups will gain knowledge of a plethora of research based assessment and instructional strategies in their respective areas of need.

It is my concern that special interest groups will try to influence this panel to promote their own agendas or financial benefits.  I sincerely hope that this initiative avoids the pitfalls and mistakes Reading First encountered.  Student achievement is not about the “program” but it is about knowing your population and finding the appropriate resources and strategies to reach that population.  It is also about affording teachers the professional learning opportunities they need to become the teachers their students need.
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