Guest Editorial

Popular and professional litera-
ture more and more frequently uses
terms 1like "basic skills," and "mini-
mal competencies." Twenty-four states
or more have established minimal com-
petency requirements for advancement
in school or for graduation from high
school. Several others have state-
wide assessment programs that try to
determine the degree of acquisition
of basic skills in the three Rs. The
experience of some states has led sev-
eral organizations from the NCTM and
the National Council of Supervisors
of Mathematics to the Missouri, Michi-
gan, and Montana Councils of Teachers
of Mathematics to issue position pa-
pers on "basic skills."

Inevitably concern over basic
skills, whether at the state or local
level, gets translated into adminis-
tering some written test to determine

whether such skills have been acquired.

This, in turn, more often than not is
reduced to using a standardized test
of some kind and an interpretation

of the normalized scores that are fur-
nished to render decisions about
individuals.

Once such scores are available,
the temptation is great to assume that
teacher effectiveness can be measured
by changes in these scores from grade
to grade. Terms like "accountability"
then join "basic skills" and "minimal
competencies."

Three very important questions
need thorough debate before this pro-
cess goes much farther and, through a
need for self-preservation, teachers
begin to teach to the tests.

What are basic skllis?

Memorized number facts or formu-
las? paper and pencil computations
with whole numbers, decimals, and
fractions? or are they thinking?
imagining? estimating? predicting?
inferring? sorting relevant from ir-
relevant? weighing alternatives and
making choices? generating and test-
ing hypotheses? identifying patterns?
creating problems, arrangements? and
other problem-solving behaviors?

Mathematics teachers, not text
and test writers alone, or administra-
tors alone, or legislators alone,
should 'help determine what "basic
skills" are, if money will be spent
on testing for them, remediating the
lack of them, et cetera.

What are minimal competencies?

Are they skills in doing computa-
tion better done by calculators or
computers? or mathematical literacy?
or ability to use araphs and tables?
or? Do minimally acceptable perform-
ances become the goals of instruction?

Teachers must help determine what
minimal performances are appropriate
and achieveable for entry into and
exit from educational programs.

What do standardized tests test?

What objectives of instruction
are measured by commonly used stand-
ardized tests?

What Tearnings are sampled by
these test items?




Are single-answer responses the
major goal of mathematics teaching?

Are errors indicators of lack of
skill or knowledge, or indicators of
the state of concept development?

Do standardized tests measure
teacher effectiveness?

Is the teacher the major factor,
let alone the sole factor, in deter-
mining what children learn?

These are not new questions, but
they do need continual discussion by
teachers, especially now in the days
of increased concern by the taxpayer
for what his dollar is delivering in
the way of outcomes in education.
Some helpful readings are:

The Mathematics Teacher, February,
1978.

The Mathematies Teacher, March, 1978.

"The Problems of Minimalcy," Barry
Mitzman, Math Learning Center Re-
port, Salem, Oregon.

Phi Delta Kappa, May, 1978.

Phi Delta Kappa, March, 1977.
Phi Delta Kappa, November, 1977.
Phi Delta Kappa, December, 1976.

"Forward to Basics," Thomas 0O'Brien,
incidental paper of the Teacher
Center, Southern I11inois U., Ed-
wardsville, I11. 62026.

Let's add the voices of mathemat-
ics teachers to those of administra-
tors, legislators, editors and other
newspaper writers, textbook publish-
ers and others in the discussion of
these issues.

Dean Hendnickson

Editor
Minnesota Council of Teachers of
Mathematics Newsletter

BULLETIN BOARD LAYOUTS WANTED

Because of the wide popularity of its Bulletin Board Ideas for
Elementary and Middle School Mathematics, NCTM is preparing a
similar publication aimed at the secondary school level. Your
help is requested. Photographs or sketches of successful bulle-
tin board layouts that teachers have designed and used in their
secondary school mathematics classrooms are needed. Here is a
e chance to help the NCTM create a useful publication by sharing

your successful ideas.

Possible topics include general mathe-

matics, algebra, geometry, trigonometry, mathematical analysis,
probability, statistics, and consumer mathematics. Credit will

be given for all pictures or layouts used.

Materials should be sent to Seaton

E. Smith, Jr., Route 2, Box 153, Gulf Breeze, FL 32561, U.S.A.
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