I: Could you describe your participation in the TIPS document in terms of your role, the timelines as best as you can remember them, and your responsibilities?

P23: I work as an administrator who still tries to keep her hand in the mathematics. Mathematics is my interest. As far as TIPS is concerned, I would be considered the board contact for the TIPS project. I’m also a member of OAME, so I had heard about the development of TIPS through some of my colleagues like [P8: Steering Committee/Project Coordinator] who was very good about keeping us in the loop about what was happening. In July, I attended a sort of draft launch at [P8: Steering Committee/Project Coordinator]’s board and I went with [P22: Math Coordinator] who is the learning coordinator. At that time we looked through the document. We were impressed with pieces of it, but were quite overwhelmed with the depth, and were wondering how we were going to have that roll-out locally. There are a lot of wonderful things in the document. That was our initial experience with it. We decided that we needed to get the information out in “dribs and drabs” and so we’ve used, probably, two areas to look at. The first would be communication. So, our focus was math department heads—First Class email and our First Class Conference targeting Grade 7/8 teachers in their conference, and targeting the Grade 9 teachers in the secondary conference, and our department heads face-to-face in those meetings—just to get them to understand what it was. That would be at the school level. 

I: What is First Class emails?

P23: It’s a communication system and it’s our email system but it also allows conferences—multiple on-line conferences for teacher groups, dependent on interest and grade level, to talk to each other and share.

I: Like a chat room, not a video conference?

P23: It’s all text, yes. You can attach videos and some of our more progressive teachers do, but a lot of our teachers are still learning to use the mail. So, the first area we looked at was communication. We tried to just get the information out, even as text, and gave people the OCC link so that they could go peruse it. The second way we went at it was through the school level, as far as doing an Executive Summary with superintendents; then doing a similar summary with principals. Then at the school level, we invited teachers in the fall of 2003, before we had the TIPS binder, to a session where we spent a half-day with Grade 7/8 teachers. We felt that our Grade 7/8 teachers needed the most support because they don’t have Course Profiles, course outlines—they haven’t had a textbook since 1997 that actually matches the curriculum, and they’ve really been working hard to make connections, but they’re a very needy group. They also feel a great deal of pressure to prepare kids for high school, and yet they’re not quite sure what high school looks like. Again, I’m speaking from my observations. So, we felt that it was important to target them, just to get them started. We spent a quarter of the day on TIPS looking at actual activities and showing them just a few pieces of the research—the “Why you would do it?” and the “How you might try it.” In order to make that happen, we invited principals to send teachers, and we were—we had mixed feelings, because each school could certainly have sent someone, we had the funding for that. But we did not get everybody, which is not unusual for Grade 7/8. We really have to work hard to engage our Grade 7/8 teachers. 

I: Can I ask a question about scale, to get a feel for your board? When you say you went to superintendents, how many would there be in the board?

P23: There were four former boards—I think there are about eight superintendents and some of them are not directly involved in schools. Some are in different roles with finance. But we have 156 elementary schools, 30 secondary schools, alternative schools and we reach out into specialty schools, for example, native schools and the [local children’s center]. It’s a large endeavour. The other piece of the puzzle was [P22: Math Coordinator], who is our learning coordinator for Grade 7-12 in math. We talked about putting together a team, and we have done that with six educators—some 7/8 teachers and some Grade 9 Applied teachers who piloted some lessons. They went into their classes and tried it, they came back and talked about it, and now they will become our training team as we roll this out. That’s how we started the process.

I: Have you been pleased with your contribution so far, through those levels of initiation?

P23: We’ve been pleased so far, but as I said in the first answer, I’m always concerned that I’m not getting enough contact with Grade 7 and 8 teachers. They don’t have departments within their schools. They’re often teaching in multiple subjects—up to 10 subjects—and they’re coaches—so getting their focus is a challenge. A lot of them are keen—a lot of them are frustrated because they feel they don’t have the resources to implement new pieces. They would be my largest area of concern.

I: In terms of your communication, then—you’d mentioned some communication with [P8: Steering Committee/Project Coordinator] and via OAME colleagues—but what messages were you receiving from the Ministry, if any, and did this change throughout the process? Have you got anything directly from the Ministry, apart from the July draft roll-out?

P23: Certainly, we’ve received funding recently to enable us to do this and of course we had intended December for a second and third launch. So, we had [P24: Pilot Team Teacher], a teacher from [school] come; [Student Success Supervisor], who is our at-risk learning supervisor here in that role; myself; and [P22: Math Coordinator]. It’s our intention to blend the “at-risk” and the TIPS projects because we see that a lot of our Essential students will fall within an at-risk group. They work anywhere from a Grade 5-7 level, so the TIPS materials may prove to be a very valuable resource—it tends to be very active and hands-on. And those children typically learn better kinaesthetically—that may be a generalization but we certainly want to address their needs.

I: How would you compare the July roll-out draft and the December roll-out—the first was for one day and the other was two days—in terms of what you saw of TIPS, or what you came away with?

P23: July was very much—I experienced it as their “rough run”—how they would roll it out. The materials were good but it was apparent that they hadn’t really worked through how to help people get through that document. We came away impressed with materials but befuddled with the actual binder and how to work through it. I found in our December sessions, they had a fabulous blend of giving you pieces of it a bit of a time, so that you could actually get a sense of what was in the document. More importantly, those break-out sessions where they taught and modelled the lessons were wonderful. We got to see more of the data connections like the Geometer’s Sketchpad. That reminds me of the extra sessions and materials available for teachers, that might help teachers make the leap, because there’s enough support there that might help some teachers change their practice.

I: Let’s go to key messages. In your opinion, what key messages are found in the document regarding the teaching of mathematics?

P23: One of the key messages for me is that it supports the way pre-adolescents and adolescent learners actually learn mathematics, which is often contrary to the way in which we teach mathematics, in my opinion. So, it focused on what the needs of the students were and how mathematics is more than numeracy. That was a really big message that was repeated over and over. Another message to me was that this change is a cultural shift—almost as if you have to change the whole culture, including parents and schools, on how mathematics can be taught and how people learn mathematics. That was another key piece—that it’s almost larger than a lesson plan so to speak. Possibly the third piece was the recognition that teachers need support and then opportunities for dialogue. I’m impressed with the materials that have been provided and I’m impressed with the MATCH template because it gets at the “Minds-On” and the “Action,” which we’re always promoting. It makes connections between strands, which teachers buy into but find difficult to articulate, so it actually articulates it for them. Probably the last and important piece is that it gets at the assessment. Our Grade 9 teachers are further ahead in [B1], as far as working in the four categories of achievement. Even department heads in the secondary system have twisted arms, somewhat, to get them to use categories. I’m not sure Grade 7/8 teachers have moved in that arena. I just was speaking with a group yesterday, and it’s still foreign to them to assess using four categories of achievement. They’re struggling with that.

I: To what extent do you agree with those four or five messages that you’ve just mentioned?

P23: They fold in with what I believe about mathematics. In all fairness, as a member OAME, I have discussions with a particular group of people. Of course, we influence each other about what we believe is happening. I’m also working with the board of directors of OAME and we’re developing the vision for mathematics provincially, so a lot of this aligns, which is a good message. If it’s all the same message, we have more of a chance of moving teachers forward and improving students’ achievement.

I: Has your understanding of the messages changed over the course of—I guess it’s two years now, almost—as TIPS developed and became accessible, did you learn more about it in different ways? Did your sense of what this document was, over that time, change?

P23: I think it definitely changed. My first impression was that it was going to be a secondary support document. I have an elementary school background, and so a flag went up because I was concerned that, again, secondary was going to get a big bunch of support without attending to that Grades 7/8 area. Typically, Primary and Junior have had some focus on math because of the EQAO accountability that pushed them to look more closely at it. But 7 and 8 teachers have often been out of the loop and have not had support. So, I was concerned that it was going to be more focused on the secondary.

I: Why was that, then? Was it just the first things that you’d heard about it through OAME?

P23: I knew that the individuals who had started the project were secondary background, and I know that they had particular views that someone with a math background should be doing this kind of work, although they believe all children can learn math. That doesn’t mesh well with the elementary school experience which involves generalists who have to deliver all subjects. There’s a bit of a tension there, I think, that’s created. My first initial response was, “Oh, another secondary project.” But they’ve really gone into the Grades 7 and 8. There’s still some tension about that because the Grade 9 Applied course is finished, every lesson, every day and whether you believe that’s the right way to go or not—that’s questionable—the Grade 7/8 teachers say, “Why did they only do the first 30 days of Grade 7 and 8?” Although the materials of the first 30 days are fabulous, it leaves them feeling like, “Why are there not more supports for us,” and “Why do they always expect us to write the next ones?” There’s a mixed feeling—happy for the help, concerned over the amount.

I: In the messaging part, still, did you communicate with your coordinator who would be next involved, in terms of your interpretation of the messages? When it first went out from you—I guess you both had had the July session—but how much would you say you communicated your interpretation of the document to her, or were you both of the same mind at that point?

P23: Well, we had the beauty of driving together, so we had hours to discuss these things on the way back. We certainly talked about how this was put together and we both felt that this was an exciting opportunity, and we felt that the materials were good enough. They were something that we should be doing and that teachers should be doing, and that this might actually be a way to help them get started to change toward more progressive teaching of math. Now, she’s also a person who is a progressive teacher of mathematics so it’s preaching to the converted in some sense.
