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2011-2012 School Year

Our mission at St. Simon is educating the whole child in an environment that supports the harmonious development of each child’s spiritual, intellectual, psychological, social and physical growth.  One critical component of this mission is the implementation of a mathematics program that ensures each student’s talents and strengths are developed in a way that maximizes their individual potential.  In order to achieve this goal, we are implementing several new initiatives this year that will assist in making our math program engaging, comprehensive and student-centered. 

Continuation of the Mathletics Program for Grades K-8

In a continuation of last year, over the next few weeks, St. Simon will begin using Mathletics as an important part of its math program.  Mathletics is a web-based learning program that integrates home and school learning via the Internet; it is one of the world’s most used educational websites.  As an online learning resource it is the next generation in learning, helping students enjoy math and achieve outstanding results.  

Please note that this program is a supplement to our present math curriculum and does not replace any textbooks or the curriculum standards provided by the State of California (in fact, this supplemental program is specifically aligned to the California math standards for each grade level).

While all students in Grades K-8 will have access to the Mathletics program, we are integrating the program in different ways depending on the grade level.  A letter will be coming home in the next few weeks discussing the program in more detail and explaining how parents can monitor their child’s progress with the program by signing up for weekly progress reports.  Please feel free to contact the Math Coordinator, Mrs. Gremett, or the Vice Principal, Mr. Rummell, if you would like more details.  

6th Grade Math Placement for 5th Graders

Placement Process for 6th Grade Pre-Algebra - Goals
Middle school math placement is a critical element in a student’s long-term academic success.  In developing the placement process the fundamental question is this: How do we as a school best ensure that qualified students are selected and placed in the appropriate math class?  While no process is perfect, our mission is to ensure the process is as effective as possible.  There may always be cases of students who meet the requirements, yet cannot perform in the pre-algebra setting in 6th grade, and equally, cases where students do not meet the requirements, but would perform quite ably in a 6th grade pre-algebra class.

Application of an Objective Standard
In past years, a variety of methods were used to determine which students would be placed in 6th grade pre-algebra.  This included circumstances where students who would not (based on their math grades, ITBS scores, MDTP exam results, etc...) be adequately prepared for such a rigorous class, yet were allowed to enter into the process.  By allowing every student to apply for placement in 6th grade pre-algebra, students were often pushed into a process they were clearly unprepared for due to social or other influences; such an 'open process' has several negative effects: fostering unproductive competition, wasting student and parent resources (e.g., time, effort), and amplifying the subjectivity of the final placement decisions. 

After much discussion, the Math Coordinator and Administration, decided to clarify the process by applying an objective standard from the start: only those 5th grade students who have obtained an A or A- in both their 1st and 2nd trimesters would be invited to apply for placement in 6th grade pre-algebra.  While many factors can be determinative in predicting success in such a class, the best alignment would be those students would have shown consistent mastery of the foundational concepts required in pre-algebra (and not other factors, such as general mathematical aptitude or test-taking strength).

Other Concerns
When a child is denied an opportunity to participate there are often parental concerns (and justified ones).  The concerns for placement in 6th grade pre-algebra include the denial of the chance to excel in more challenging coursework, the student being 'tracked' away from the most competitive math classes, and students personally feeling they are not as strong as others in a particular subject area.  While these are justified concerns, they are not at the heart of our mission in the selection process, which is to ensure the best alignment between student qualifications and those qualifications ability to predict success in the 6th grade pre-algebra coursework.

Once the selection process for those 5th grade students who were initially invited to apply is finished (typically by the end of May), we will internally re-evaluate the possibility of placement of other 5th graders in 6th grade pre-algebra for the following school year (as outlined in the following paragraph).  This re-evaluation, however, may not take place until summer and will be done internally by the Math Coordinator and Administration.  

It is likely that 5th grade students who were near the cut off for the previously applied objective standard (i.e., had an 'A' for math in the 1st trimester and a 'B+' for the 2nd trimester), as well as possess additional superior qualifications (i.e., an 'A' in the 3rd trimester for math, ITBS scores in the 90+ percentile), will be invited to apply for pre-algebra placement in 6th grade.  Should this process be initiated, those individuals will be contacted and the details of such an 'alternate placement' outlined at that time.  All final placement decisions rest with the administration.

Middle School Math Mobility

In the past, once a student was placed (e.g., in 6th grade math), they were tracked in the particular math level and could not move -- a system that was unfair and prevented true academic mobility.  Under the revised process, we would consider allowing advancement for students who consistently achieve a high level of performance in their present math class (6th grade math or 7th grade pre-algebra) AND show advanced mastery in the needed areas of the Mathletics program over the course of the year to move ahead a year in middle school math (i.e., from 6th grade math to 7th grade algebra, or from 7th grade pre-algebra to 8th grade geometry), as well as other factors (i.e., MDTP assessments, teacher recommendation). 

For instance, if a 6th grade math student demonstrated consistently high performance in 6th grade math (i.e., A or A- in each trimester) and worked on the requisite areas of mastery needed for pre-algebra over the course of the year (e.g., in Mathletics), they would meet with the Math Coordinator in May/June and decide on a study plan for the summer.  At the end of the summer, the student wishing to advance would take the online MDTP test (administered at St. Simon) that would show their readiness to make the leap.  After looking at the grades from the previous year, other factors (i.e., Mathletics, ITBS), and the MDTP results, the math coordinator would decide if the student was ready to make the move.

While students may not be placed in 6th grade pre-algebra, we would like to emphasize that this does not preclude any student from moving ahead in the future (e.g., skipping ahead a year in middle school math when they have shown appropriate mastery of the requisite concepts).  The process of how this 'leap' will occur is still being developed internally (primarily due to the implementation of the Mathletics program), but at present we envision the following process for these students:

· Assessment of academic performance of students in math (either in 6th grade math-for those wishing to be in 7th grade algebra, or 7th grade pre-algebra-for those wishing to move into 8th grade geometry); and 
· The use of the Mathletics program: Mathletics is a web-based learning program that integrates home and school learning in mathematics via the Internet.  In short, Mathletics allows students to target their learning and progress in specific areas (i.e., number sense, algebraic functions, measurement and geometry, etc...) in a way that was difficult in the past.  The program not only targets areas for improvement and shows when a student has achieved mastery of a particular topic, but provides teachers and parents with on-going progress reports; the goal being to allow students who would like to 'move ahead' to develop a plan with their math teacher/the math coordinator to target topics for enrichment that will move them ahead consistently throughout the course of the year -- in addition to the course work in their present math class.

We are constantly striving to ensure that our math program is unmatched in its excellence and centered on maximizing the individual talents of every student.  As such, the placement process may be revised from time to time (i.e., when new tools become available or when research/data indicate a needed change) in order to best serve the needs of all students.  

Middle School Algebra vs. High School Algebra I

All St. Simon students take an Algebra course in middle school; some students in 7th grade and most in their 8th grade year.  While the Algebra course at St. Simon is broad in its scope, it does not cover in depth each and every algebra concept that would be taught in a high school Algebra I class – nor is it intended to do so.  Rather, the Algebra course at St. Simon is best conceived of as an introduction to Algebra or a topical course.  It is important that parents keep this fact in mind when students take high school placement tests, as it is common for students who take Algebra at St. Simon to test into Algebra I (though many test into advanced levels).   

High School Placement Data

While every child may not have the present readiness for an accelerated math program, we nonetheless believe that a rigorous curriculum and assessment process is key – not only in understanding the academic needs of individual students, but also in internally assessing our school’s own strengths and areas of growth.  We believe that measuring our students’ academic outcomes when they leave St. Simon is critical to maximizing the success of our academic programs.  

To this end, we are internally tracking data on the math placement of our students as they enter high school; this was done in the past on a year-by-year basis, but often, longitudinal analysis (e.g., looking at the data over a number of class years) was not done in a manner that facilitated reflection on the various aspects of our math program.  Our goal is to use this data to internally assess our math program’s performance in an objective way that maximizes student outcomes – the best possible placement for our students in high school.  Please know that the Math Coordinator and Administration only examine this data internally, and in no way are individual students identified.  Should you wish to discuss any of these issues or any aspect of our math program, please contact the Math Coordinator or Administration.  
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