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EDUC 285M, Reflection #1


“In Japanese lessons, there is the mathematics on one hand, and the students on the other.  The students engage with the mathematics, and the teacher mediates the relationship between the two.  In Germany, there is the mathematics as well, but the teacher owns the mathematics and parcels it out to the students as he sees fit, giving facts and explanations at just the right time.  In U.S. lessons, there are the students and there is the teacher.  I have trouble finding the mathematics; I just see interactions between students and teachers.” (Stigler & Hiebert, 25-6)

THE TEACHING GAP


Stigler and Hiebert’s “The Teaching Gap” addresses the gap in learning found between US math classrooms when compared to Japanese and German classrooms.  Through the Third International Mathematics and Science Study video study, the classroom interactions in all three countries were able to be coded and compared to each other methodically, creating for a database of different teaching methods that could largely be classified into each culture.  While the first two goals of this study were to learn how eighth-grade mathematics is taught in the United States, Germany, and Japan, the third goal focuses on the stance American teachers take on reform and what they are doing to implement teaching reforms in their classrooms (17-8).  

This book starts off by focusing on the political aspect of teaching methods, and concentrates on California’s Frameworks and Content Standards.  Yet even in this state that is respected for its curriculum, Stigler and Hiebert are able to point out its flaw:  when the Mathematics Framework does not provide the wanted results, the Framework gets revised without anyone researching what role the Framework played in the classroom.  Basically, “without knowing what teachers were doing, how could the effectiveness of the Framework be determined?” (8)  Another way to address this dilemma is to realize that low scores report that students do not know the content, yet do not provide any information on how to raise themselves.  All low scores do is report, not help you predict what changes should be made.

Personally, I have seen this frustration in person through my interactions with my more seasoned colleagues.  Just last week, in our department meeting, we waded through the textbook and the Content Standards side by side, weeding out lessons that did not have prominent status on the Content Standards in exchange for focusing on mastering the key concepts.  Different frustrations arose, first with the breadth of information contained in these documents, next with the difficulty of some standards for the maturity of the students we teach.  The whole time we were voicing questions such as “Who writes these standards?” and “Have they ever seen a 7th grade classroom?” 


The TIMSS video study attempts to solve this problem of seeing what reforms can be made to our current teaching methods while taking the current classroom interactions into account.  Over seven months videographers were touring these three countries in study, capturing 231 class sessions, each in a different classroom.  While the teaching style varied greatly even within the same geographical regions, overarching themes could be used to categorize the teaching methods when compared internationally.  The motto used to describe teaching methods in the United States is “learning terms and practicing procedures.”  

I find that I fit nicely into the mold of the American teachers.  It was strange to hear such an accurate description of my classroom style from someone who was writing in generalizations, describing other teachers.  Yet I realize that I am a product of my community and culture and it’s no small wonder that I have adopted the teaching practices of the instructors surrounding me.  One of the small frustrations I have about this fact is that I would love to be as effective as the Japanese or German teachers, yet I am confined to my cultural experiences.  I will need to consciously work on changing the underlying theme which dictates my lesson plans to be able to introduce any reform into my teaching methods.  Even while reading the descriptions of the classroom in Chapter 3, I tried to envision myself altering my class activities to help my students grasp deeper concepts, yet I know that I was only varying the activity, yet still falling into the trap of “stating the rules” (46) instead of developing procedures.  Apparently, I am teaching to develop skills instead of developing concepts.  Have I already fallen into the trap of ‘teaching to the test’ that plagues our schools today?  How will I go about changing my theory of education to better impact my classroom? 

I have so many questions that can only be answered by continued reading.  In the next few chapters, Stigler and Hiebert promise to “refine these images of teaching” and provide “some fundamental conclusions about the nature of teaching” (54), and I am looking forward to being enlightened some more.  Hopefully they will uncover the basics in a way which will help me change the core of how I teach.
