MIDDLE-SCHOOL STRUGGLES

‘Reform math’ doesn’t add up, Dublin critics say
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Debate over a controversial math program in Dublin has been multiplied by test results
showing that middle-school students there are struggling to divide.

For example, only 29 percent correctly divided 651 by 14 on a test the district administered in
December. (The answer is 46.5.)

Last week, middle-school teachers began remedial instruction for students who hadn’t learned
elementary-level arithmetic. Some board members and parents blame math programs instituted
four years ago: Investigations in elementary schools and Connected Mathematics in middle
schools.

The district’s 3,000 sixth-, seventh- and eighth-graders were tested on multiple-digit addition,
subtraction, multiplication and division. Several questions assessed students’ understanding of
fractions, percentages and decimals.

On four of the 11 questions, at least half of the students got them wrong. Students did not
receive a grade.

District administrators insist the results are anomalies because the students tested were the
first to be taught with the programs.

"We can already see there are some real improvements" in younger students, said
Superintendent Linda Fenner. "We have not fallen behind in educating our students in what
they need to know."

Each of Dublin’s four middle schools is implementing an emergency plan to tutor students this
school year. Some will take up to 20 minutes of class time to review basic computation. Others
will give algebra students extra homework in division.

The debate in Dublin is part of a national storm over "reform math" programs, which were
introduced during the 1990s as an alternative to rote learning.



Supporters say they encourage students to discover new ways of solving problems in real-
world contexts. Critics say the programs leave children unable to do math without a calculator
and unprepared for standardized tests.

For instance, the programs might teach students to divide 36 by 9 by drawing 36 tally marks
and crossing them off in groups of nine. That method is supposed to help students understand
how division works, but some parents say their children never learned easier ways, causing
difficulty with problems such as 651 divided by 14.

Lolly Gastaldo, who has four sons in Dublin schools, wants district officials to abandon reform
math because of the test results.

"I don’t know how they can look at those numbers and alarm bells don’t go off," said Gastaldo,
who also wants the district to offer extra help for elementary students.

Some Dublin parents said they have spent hundreds on tutoring services.

Abha Jindal, director of Kumon tutoring center on Riverside Drive, said more Dublin children
have been coming for help in the past couple of years.

"They don’t know how to multiply or divide," she said.

But district officials say the problem is isolated and point to improving math test scores among
elementary students.

On an assessment in November, 92 percent of thirdgraders correctly answered at least 8o
percent of the addition questions. About 76 percent performed that well on subtraction
questions.

Among fourth-graders, 89 percent correctly answered at least 80 percent of the multiplication
questions. And 73 percent did as well on division.

All of those results were improvements over the previous year’s third- and fourthgraders.

George Viebranz, executive director of the Ohio Mathematics and Science Coalition, said it
takes time for the benefits of reform math to materialize.

"The challenge we face is the teachers, who are key to the success of the program, are products
of the system we are trying to change," he said. "There’s a very strong element of professional
development that would have to occur over a number of years."

Ken Mayer, a spokesman for the developer of Investigations, said the second edition of the
program puts more emphasis on teaching standard algorithms, the traditional ways of solving
math problems. That edition has just been released.



He said Investigations improves on the traditional "drill and kill" model, because that method
leaves students illequipped for real-world situations.

"A mechanical procedure can be obscure when they have to apply their knowledge to more and
more difficult problems," he said. "(Knowing) when they should be adding, multiplying, that’s
when they get in trouble."

The Ohio Department of Education is in the early stage of updating the math standards for all
grades, but that won’t decide the debate over reform math, said Stan Heffner, state associate
superintendent for curriculum and assessment.

"The content standards say what a student should know and what they should be able to do,"
Heffner said. "How that happens is a much more local decision."

A Dublin task force is exploring whether to use reform math in the high schools, but the
decision largely will depend on the next superintendent. Fenner, who strongly supports the
programs, will leave the post this summer.

"We will, with the new superintendent, have a discussion because this is a highly controversial
issue," said board President Chris Valentine. "It would be presumptuous for us to suggest any
changes without having any discussion with the individuals who are coming in."
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