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DURHAM – Y.E. Smith Elementary School this fall could become an experiment in a
new mathematics teaching style inspired by successful programs in Singapore.

Last week, the Durham Public Schools instructional services committee voted to put a
$249,720 pilot program on the Aug. 23 consent agenda of the Board of Education. 

The program, which would be funded over the next six years by the SAS Institute,
would start with kindergarten and first graders this fall. New grade levels would be
added each year, up to fifth grade.

“This is another piece that will move students forward in their academic success at Y.E.
Smith,” said Letisha Judd, Smith’s principal.

So, what’s different about the Singapore method? Short answer: It seeks to instill “math
sense” in students, pushing them to learn multiple approaches to problems rather than
always expecting one right answer. 

It also focuses on depth rather than quantity when it comes to the material that’s taught.

In the first year, for example, students might learn everything they can do with numbers
1 to 30, but that might include working with concepts such as algebra and geometry
that normally wouldn’t show up until after elementary school.

A Smith teacher would be trained as a Singapore math coach and they would help train
other teachers, with an eye toward helping them find ways to instill “math sense” in
students.

Lewis Ferebee, DPS chief of staff, said that the pilot program aligns with the new
Common Core curriculum standards that go into effect this fall, as those standards call
for problem-solving skills and depth of understanding in the first year.

Caroline McMullen, director of education initiatives at SAS Institute, said that the
prominent software engineering company has a vested interested in making this pilot
program work: SAS wants workers skilled in mathematics and statistics.

“We’re a global company, but we want to focus on North Carolina,” she said.

Minnie Forte-Brown, vice chair of the Board of Education, shares that interest. “We
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want our kids to be able to get those jobs,” she said.

How well the method might work isn’t likely to be measured until after three years,
when the first test results come in for students taught Singapore math. Educators are
hoping for at least a 20 percent bump in proficiency, however.

Some key differences exist between Singapore and Durham, though. Schools in
Singapore are consistently well funded, with high schools that are equipped like United
States research universities, and they’ve spent decades building a culture that supports
these teaching methods.

Durham’s area superintendent for elementary schools, Stacey Wilson-Norman, thinks
Smith should be up to the task.

“I think there are differences, however, the focus on problem-solving and emphasis on
the essential math skills recommended in the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics Curriculum Focal Points aligns with our focus,” she said. “No one thing
yields substantial and continued success. Key transformation strategies have been
selected to aid in the progress of Y.E. Smith to support instructional and operational
changes.

“We are very proud of the recent results achieved and see a shift in the culture of
learning.”

© heraldsun.com 2012


