
FROM YOUR COUNCIL __________ _ 

From the President's Pen 

In the introduction to his book Beyond Numeracy, John Allen Paulos ( 1991) refers to a misconception held 
by many that mathematics is like a totem pole-"first arithmetic, then algebra, then calculus, then more abstrac
tion, then whatever." lt interests me to think about the different ways those who are (and those who are not) 
literate thinkers in their fields see the essentials of the various arts and sciences. 

As the child of a cutting-edge research scientist, I remember hearing about the roles imagination, dead ends 
and noticing the unexpected played in the early development of gene identification in animals. In school, I was 
exposed to the scientific method, which reduced an extremely complex, multifaceted process to the categories 
of aim, materials, method, observations and conclusion. Exclusive focus on the scientific method-without 
speculation, imagination and the ability to notice---<loes not lead anyone to scientific literacy. 

I have watched the competing claims in the literacy wars argued and demonstrated over years. It continues 
to be that some children learn to read without apparent effort and without instruction, most learn to read through 
whatever method of instruction is used, a small number learn through idiosyncratic processes, and an extremely 
small number never learn to read well. This has led me to an instant suspicion of any approach that seeks to 
simplify the complex and varied ways in which we learn. 

In my reading, 1 have come across the suggestion that teaching for children in the early school years should 
focus on number to the virtual exclusion of other aspects of mathematics. Often this is accompanied by the 
suggestion that early remedial math (focused again on number) is needed to prevent later failure. 

The math achievement levels in some Asian countries and the focus on number in the early grades in those 
countries are offered as evidence that this is a promising approach. Alberta, which has been following a well
rounded curriculum based on all the strands and processes of the standards of the US-based National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM 2000), is also achieving at these high levels on international assessments 
such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (see Bussiere ct al 2004). 

ls mathematics more about number or more about patterns and relationships? Do the ways in which mathemat
ics and culture interact affect how children learn as well as what they learn? If we want to adopt the math cur
ricula of Asian countries, do we also need to adopt their cultures and languages? 

Can we reduce the complexity and beauty of mathematics to a totem pole? Would we be wise to do so? 
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