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Getting the Whole Picture: Partnering Exemplars With Everyday Mathematics

Sandy Heintz, Math Resource Teacher/Coordinator
Newark, NJ Public Schools

In 2001, our Office of Mathematics saw the need for comprehensive reform in its math program. Although our students were tested according to statewide standards, our curriculum did not address those standards, nor did the instruction look and sound as the state's standards described. 

Our teachers were teaching mathematics the same way that they were taught mathematics. Rather than introducing a meaningful context through problems that could be interpreted mathematically, employing multiple strategies, building understanding and encouraging problem solving, we saw memorization of isolated skills and processes. Rather than communicating mathematical ideas verbally and in written form, our students were asked to complete worksheets and workbook pages. Rather than making connections among math content areas, our students were asked to look at skills in isolation. Our students were encouraged to reason mathematically, and therefore, they were not building the idea that mathematics makes sense. We had state standards that addressed appropriate delivery of instruction, but there was clearly a mismatch between those standards, our math curriculum and the real world.

Recognizing the gap between our standards and practice, our district's Office of Mathematics initiated an ambitious, comprehensive effort to reform mathematics education in our schools with the support of the National Science Foundation. As part of this effort, a new math curriculum, Everyday Mathematics was adopted for our kindergarten through fifth-grade classrooms. Everyday Mathematics addressed many of the discrepancies between our standards and our practice. Practice was linked to the real world, helping our students make those crucial connections, and a balance existed between direct instruction, paired and group work, projects, and individual and group explorations. Children were expected to verbalize and write about their mathematical thinking and gain insight from the thoughts and strategies of others. However, our students were and still are expected to solve open-ended, problem-solving tasks on the statewide tests in third and fourth grade and explain their problem-solving strategies. Everyday Mathematics does not thoroughly address performance-based assessment tasks, and therefore, would not adequately prepare our children for what they need to face each year on their standardized tests. How could we meet this need for our children? Enter Exemplars. 

Exemplars had been used throughout the district in isolated schools, and our Office of Mathematics saw how well the material would complement Everyday Mathematics. Exemplars would fill the need for performance-based, open-ended assessment tasks. Furthermore, the Best of Math Exemplars CDs offered the ability to search for specific skills, concepts and standards, so it could be easily integrated into the Everyday Mathematics curriculum. The Office of Mathematics worked in collaboration with our Department of Instructional Technology to make the Exemplars CDs available on every networked computer in our district and to train all teachers, technology coordinators and administrators in its use. It also recommended a schedule of instruction, where teachers spend four days each week teaching the Everyday Mathematics scope and sequence and one day each week using a correlated Exemplars problem. A chart correlating the Everyday Mathematics learning goals to Exemplars problems (specific for each grade level) was printed and distributed to teachers to support them in this effort. By using Exemplars in conjunction with Everyday Mathematics, our classroom instruction now aligns more thoroughly with our state standards, delivers instruction utilizing appropriate methods, and prepares our children for that inevitable statewide assessment. Together, they guide our children to communicate mathematically, make those all-important connections and build mathematical understandings... for this we are grateful. 
