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A University Mathematician Looks at Small Learning Communities

by Ted Gamelin, Mathematics Department, UCLA

Many schools have become interested in restructuring themselves into small learning communities (SLCs). As pointed out by Sara Munshin in her June ComMuniCator article (pages 4-7), this concept has considerable support from mathematics educators, elected officials, and private funding sources. 

I am concerned about the move to SLCs, particularly from the point of view of someone interested in the quality of the mathematics preparation of incoming college students. SLCs may have a certain positive impact on students at the middle or towards the bottom of the academic spectrum. However, there is a danger that implementations of the SLC structure may weaken academic departmental structures, and this may have a negative effect on college bound students. 

I am impressed by how the best high school mathematics programs are run by strong mathematics departments that function in many ways like strong college mathematics departments. Some hallmarks of strong school mathematics departments are:

· There are many informal opportunities for faculty members to discuss and analyze mathematical, curricular, pedagogical, and administrative teaching issues; and there are regular department meetings and departmental committee meetings for these purposes. 

· The department is empowered by the administration to participate in decisions affecting the mathematics program. 

· Faculty members, collectively, have a strong mathematics content background, as measured by the number of department members who have undergraduate mathematics majors or the equivalent or by the number of National Board Certified teachers in the department. 

· There is substantial participation by mathematics faculty in professional organizations and in professional development activities such as Lesson Study.

A strong departmental structure supports individual disciplines in keeping abreast of best teaching practices and research in pedagogy. 

One consequence of moving to an SLC structure is that teachers spend less time in formal and informal discussions of professional mathematics teaching issues, and they spend more time in interdisciplinary group meetings discussing other administrative issues. In the most extreme implementations of SLC, the home rooms of mathematics department faculty are reassigned from a central departmental focus area and distributed over the school campus. This frequently reduces contact between department members, and even mundane exchanges such as sharing manipulatives become more difficult. 

Based on anecdotal evidence, SLC schools tend to focus on hiring teachers who fit well into the SLC millieu instead of having a strong mathematical background. One preliminary research study indicates that schools that move to an SLC structure have fewer mathematics teachers who were undergraduate mathematics majors.

The SLC structure seems to require more administrative effort than the traditional departmental structure. While teachers are spending less time on discipline-specific issues, they are spending more time on general administrative issues. In extreme cases the school administration may off-load some of its own administrative work onto the teachers who are administering the SLC groups.

I recently contacted a teacher in a district that is considered among the best public school districts in the country and asked if this issue had arisen there. I was surprised at how emphatic the response was. That particular district is committed to a strong departmental structure and high school graduates provide consistent feedback that the departmental focus was important in preparing them for the transition to college.

This brings me to my main concern, which is that the SLC structure may not best serve the interests of the college-bound students. In implementing SLCs, care must be taken not to weaken academic departmental structures. Otherwise, all students may lose out on the benefits of current discipline-specific research on best teaching practices, since these ideas are disseminated primarily through departmental structures. 

