Port Townsend Teachers Are Learners Too!

Explorations around student math fluency and PBL
Spring, 2017
Eleven teachers – operating through a grant funded by the McCarthey Dressman Education Foundation – continue to learn during the 2016-17 school year about the mathematics their students experience every day.  They’re answering the questions, “Just what is student math fluency?” and “How do students show that they are fluent in their use of numbers?”  Big questions…and big learning!
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The PTSD teachers involved in the grant include Heather Sanders and Kaleen Steinke (Grade 1); Tracy Williamson (Math Interventionist); Laurie Solchenberger (Behavior Interventionist); Karmen Meier (Grade 4); Amy Wilson (Grade 5); Karen Waite, Melinda Pongrey, and Cleome Rowe (Grades 6-7-8); and Lois Sherwood and Judy Cowling (Algebra and Geometry).  Many of the teachers have had real “aha” moments as they’ve explored math fluency through classroom routines called Number Talks and Number Corner. Students at all levels are encouraged to apply their knowledge and verbally share strategies to solve and improve mental computation. 

Here’s what participating teachers are saying: 

· “I now think of fluency as being an ease of use and manipulation of numbers, rather than just quick recall of facts.”
· “Students are thinking about problems in multiple ways and using strategies to check their work/thinking.  They are actively engaged in mathematical thinking.”

· “I find that developing fluency is much more stimulating as a teacher.”

· “I have to have a deeper understanding of the math concept, and then I need to develop deeper understanding within my students.”

Teachers also look for evidence of math fluency as students work within classroom place-based learning (PBL) projects.  Questions loom:  How do students show fluency as they apply mathematics?  How do we measure student fluency?  How can I plan improved math application within PBL?  These are teachers’ continuing areas of growth!
The integration of math within classroom place-based activities/projects continues through May.  Two classrooms continue to partner with Carol Hasse, local business owner of Port Townsend Sails, for student experiences around sailing and model sail/boat making.  Other teachers have students applying math fluency as they track health statistics of the Dungeness River, make blankets for the homeless, build “Builder Board” small homes, collect data on bird feeding habits, and track water quality data from six fresh water sites in and around the Quimper Peninsula.  In additional classroom problem-based math activities, students make catapults to see the application of quadratic equations, map stairs to understand slope, and use metric weights to convert between units (for improved place value understanding).
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The work this year continues to support teachers’ transitions to the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics (CCSSM).  The standards usher in a more focused look at grade level content.  The CCSSM also define what are called the Standards for Mathematical Practice – a way to “describe varieties of expertise that mathematics educators at all levels should seek to develop in their students.”   As students build fluency through practice and through the application of multiple strategies, their work goes hand-in-hand with many of the mathematical practices.  They will naturally reason quantitatively, construct arguments to support their thinking, critique the thoughts of others, model their thinking, and make use of mathematical structure.
The teachers’ learning will continue and include new teaching staff if the grant is renewed by the foundation for the 2017-18 year.  Grant administrator Lisa Cartwright, PTSD’s K-5 Math Coach, reports to the McCarthey Dressman Education Foundation in May to update their board on Port Townsend’s work around math fluency and place-based learning.    
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