
  

September 13, 2006 

Report Urges Changes in the Teaching of M ath in U. S .  
S chool s  
B y  T A M A R  L E W I N  

In a major shift from its influential recommendations 17 years ago, the N ational C ouncil of 
T eachers of M athematics yesterday issued a rep ort urging that math teaching in k indergarten 
through eighth grade focus on a few  b asic sk ills.   

If the rep ort, “C urriculum F ocal P oints,” has anyw here near the imp act of the council’s 19 8 9  
rep ort, it could signal a p rofound change in the teaching of math in A merican schools.  It could 
also help  end the math curriculum struggles that for the last tw o decades hav e set p rogressiv e 
educators and their lib eral sup p orters against conserv ativ es and many mathematicians.   

A t a time w hen most states call for doz ens of math top ics to b e addressed in each grade, the 
new  rep ort sets forth just three b asic sk ills for each lev el.  In fourth grade, for ex amp le, the 
rep ort recommends that the curriculum should center on the “q uick  recall” of multip lication 
and div ision, the area of tw o-dimensional shap es and an understanding of decimals.  It stop p ed 
short of a call for memoriz ation of b asic math facts.   

T he 19 8 9  rep ort is w idely seen as an imp ortant factor nudging the nation aw ay from rote 
learning and tow ard a constructiv ist ap p roach p laying dow n memoriz ation in fav or of hav ing 
children find their ow n ap p roaches to p rob lems, and w rite ab out their reasoning.   

“It w as incredib ly influential,” said C hester E .  F inn J r. , a D ep artment of E ducation official in 
the R eagan administration.  “M ore than half the states ex p licitly ack now ledged it in dev ising 
their ow n standards.  T his rep ort is a major turnaround. ” 

D r.  F inn added, “T his is definitely a b ack -to-b asics v ictory, emp hasiz ing the b uilding b lock s 
children hav e alw ays learned that a large p art of the country b eliev es are imp ortant, and 
mov ing aw ay from the constructiv ist ap p roach some educators p refer, in w hich children learn 
w hat they w ant to learn w hen they’re ready to learn it. ”  

T he p resident of the council, F rancis F ennell, a p rofessor at M cD aniel C ollege in M aryland, 
p layed dow n the degree of change the new  rep ort rep resented, adding that he did not lik e talk  
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of “math w ars. ”  

D r.  F ennell p ointed out that the rep ort did not tak e a stand on instructional methods, allow ing 
teachers to use w hatev er w ork s:  w ork sheets, calculators or materials lik e rods that children can 
manip ulate to try out different numeric relationship s.   

In a w ay, the new  rep ort stands as a p lea for consensus.  “T ak e this op p ortunity to share the 
b est that w e k now  as w e w ork  together to p roduce imp rov ed tools that sup p ort our shared goal 
of a high-q uality mathematics education for ev ery student,” the introduction says.   

A nd consensus may b e at hand.  S ome of the same math p rofessors w ho last year released a 
chart — aimed directly at the N ational C ouncil of T eachers of M athematics — detailing the “10  
myths” of “N . C . T . M .  ( F uz z y) ” math now  find themselv es generally in line w ith the new  rep ort.   

“It rep resents an enormous ev olution from the 19 8 9  standards, from the p ersp ectiv es and 
attitudes that w ere p resent in b oth camp s then,” said R .  J ames M ilgram of S tanford, one of the 
“10  M yths” signers.  “T he fact that w e are now  collab orating is incredib ly imp ortant. ” 

M ath sk ills hav e tak en center stage in the national deb ate ov er education since the 2 0 0 3  
T rends in International M athematics and S cience S tudy found that A sian students 
outp erformed A merican students.  A lmost a q uarter of A merican college freshmen tak e a 
remedial math course, according to the N ational S cience B oard.   

M ost states now  hav e math curriculum standards setting forth doz ens of top ics, or “learning 
ex p ectations,” to b e cov ered in each grade — so many that it is difficult to ensure that students 
w ill learn the most imp ortant math sk ills.   

T he rep ort notes great inconsistencies in w hich math top ics are cov ered in w hich grades, how  
they are defined and w hat students are ex p ected to learn.   

It stop s short of recommending a national math curriculum b ut does try to outline a 
curriculum narrow ed to the most imp ortant sk ills in each grade.   

“W e tried to identify the really k ey things, the things a student has to focus on to p rogress,” 
said S yb illa B eck mann, a U niv ersity of G eorgia p rofessor w ho help ed w rite the rep ort.  “P eop le 
lik e to p aint this in terms of b lack  and w hite, b ack -to-b asics and constructiv ism, b ut I think  
there’s a lot of agreement ab out w hat students need to k now . ”  
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