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Reviews

			“Armed with a mountain of knowledge (and his now infamous 1960’s Dolciani textbook), Barry has written a captivating read.  At times humorous and always meaningful, “Out on Good Behaviour” has something that appeals to everyone.

			Tara Houle, Founder WISE Math BC, mum, parent advocate.
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			“The funny and heartfelt anecdotes in this volume succeed in (1) assuring skeptical and initiative-weary educators that they are not alone, (2) suggesting clever arguments to help those educators challenge some currently shiny shibboleths, and (3) modeling, through Garelick’s school-level examples, how to remain focused on kids’ success through all the noise.

			Eric Kalenze, author of “Education is Upside Down” and “What the Academy Taught Us”
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			“Barry Garelick is the breath of fresh air which reminds me that I am not alone on this planet. Teaching secondary math today can feel isolating when all of the current edu-fads fly in the face of what I have experienced – as a student, a teacher, and a parent.  He writes with an indomitable spirit that is his legacy. Bravo!

			Joye Walker, high school math teacher in Iowa City Public Schools
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About the cover and the illustrations in this book

			The cover of this book is a facsimile/homage to the textbook Modern Algebra: Structure and Method, whose lead author was Mary Dolciani. The book was first published in 1962 and went through many reprints and revisions. It had widespread use in high schools in the 60’s through the 80’s and is regarded by many students who used the book, as well as teachers who taught from it, to be the best algebra book ever written. When it was first written, it was at a time when the U.S. was entering the space race, computers were increasingly becoming part of daily life, and the need for learning mathematics was evident for many students. It features as a kind of character in the story you are about to read.

			Many of the illustrations in this book were inspired by drawings that the author’s students at St. Stephens did in the spirit of helping their teacher launch his book. The author wishes that the original drawings could have been used, but extends his heartfelt thanks for the efforts and spirit put forth by the following students: Amy B., Braylon H., Isabel C., Jack B., Jazmin V., Nicholas M., Sophia F and Spencer A. He also thanks all of his students at both Cypress and St. Stephens for their hard work and for helping to make him a better teacher.

		

	
		
			
Introduction and Dedication

			I am a teacher who writes books about math education. This is my fourth. Teaching math is my second career in what would be retirement for most people. I’ve taught in various capacities for eight years, five of which have been as a teacher and not as a substitute or assistant. 

			I want to share some advice I received from Ellen, one of my two “parole officers” whom you will meet in this book. You will find out what I mean by the term parole officer, but for now I want to focus on what I was told, which was intended to be helpful:

			“Students have more faith in something they think they came up with than something the teacher tells them.”

			Her advice summarizes what many teachers are taught about how to teach math effectively. In my short career I have met teachers who take this to heart and refrain from answering students’ questions directly. Instead, for even the simplest question a student may ask, some teachers respond by playing “read my mind/discover the answer yourselves” games as a way to lead the student to solve a problem on their own. 

			Some teachers have told me that they are not allowed to answer a student’s question directly. In fact, the quote from Ellen was her response to my question of why it’s acceptable for students to show other students how to do a problem, but it’s not acceptable if a teacher does so. Having students work in small groups rather than the dreaded desks in a row supposedly ensures that there will be collaboration (one of several 21st century skills) and discovery. In the case of math classes, although there may be some of that happening in small groups, it is more likely the case that a student may answer the question at hand that the teacher will not answer. It is also likely that the answer may be wrong.

			From time to time, however, most, if not all, teachers will answer a student’s question by telling them what they need to know in order to solve a problem. And most, if not all, teachers (myself included) feel guilty doing this, because we are taught that that’s giving away the answer and we are handing it to the student, or to put it in more educational terminology: “teaching by telling.”

			I disagree with this and many other accepted doctrines of education and have written about my views in three previous books. This book is no exception.

			Given that my views are not exactly aligned with the educational status quo, I have been asked whether my books threaten my employment in schools. A more pertinent question would be “Does anyone read your books in the schools where you teach?” 

			The answer is “Very few.” In general, teachers who write books or give talks at conferences, unless they are known celebrities in education circles, are viewed as just another education expert in a field overgrown with them. The market is flooded with books about math education. Teachers are besieged with advice from education specialists and consultants promoting themselves and are bombarded on the internet by expert advice—some good but much of it wretched. 

			Ironically, despite teachers’ resentment of the plethora of educational advice, many buy into the buzzwords and edu-fads, including “growth mindset,” “grit,” “critical thinking,” “21st century skills,” “collaboration,” “creativity,” and “open-ended questions are better than problems with one right answer.” They also accept the disdain for teaching by telling, desks in rows, teacher at the front, and direct instruction. 

			Younger teachers have been taught in ed school to accept as valid many of the edu-fads and buzzwords. Older teachers somewhat buy into it but have enough experience that, in the end, allows them to do things like teach at the front of the room using explicit and direct instruction and answering students’ questions directly. 

			I keep my books in plain sight on a bookshelf in my classroom. Students are intrigued with having a teacher who has written books, but they are not interested enough to want to read any of them. One student, a seventh grader, asked if he could borrow one. I gave him Confessions of a 21st Century Math Teacher. I saw that he always had the book with him, so I asked him if he had read any of it. “No,” he said. “I just like carrying it around with me.”

			Being a teacher who writes books, then, is more a state of grace than anything else. Which is good because then I don’t have to defend my various stances to people who may disagree. I try to blend in and work toward the common goal of educating our students. 

			To that end, as a teacher it is important to try to get along despite our varying and sometimes disparate beliefs—which I suppose is one of the messages of this book. Another is that we never really know what’s going on, although we may have our theories. A third comes from the first math teacher I ever subbed for. We have become friends over the years, and when I finally got my first job teaching, he gave me what he called sage advice: “Tell the administration what they want to hear, then do what is best for your students.”

			I have been fortunate enough to work in schools where I’ve been given the autonomy to teach as I wish. I recognize, however, that there are teachers who are not allowed to do so and must conform to mandated practices with which they disagree and that are ineffective. It is to these teachers that this book is especially dedicated.
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Chapter 1

			Various Narratives, Growth Mindsets, and an Introduction to One of My Parole Officers

			If you are reading this, you have either never heard of me and are curious, or you have heard of me and have likely bought into my “narrative” of math education. I tire of the word narrative almost as much as nuance, both of which I see in just about everything I read nowadays. I thought I’d charge both words rent, since it seemed appropriate for describing all that follows. 

			I am on a second career as a math teacher, having retired from a forty-year career in the environmental field. I went to ed school at night while I was working, did my student teaching after I retired, and, once I obtained my credential, headed out for the territories.

			I am currently teaching seventh- and eighth-grade math at St. Stephens, a small K–8 Catholic school in a small town in California. Prior to that, I taught seventh- and eighth-grade math for two years at Cypress School, another small K–8 public school in another small town in California, which is where I will start this particular narrative.

			The Cypress School is in a one-school district, so superintendent and principal were always close by. After receiving praise from the superintendent both formally and informally during my second year there, I received a layoff notice. Such notices are common in teaching, with the newest teachers receiving such notices and usually getting hired back in the fall. Nevertheless, mine was final.

			It is tempting to make my termination fit various narratives pertaining to the kind of teachers the teaching profession would like to see less of—specifically, teachers like me who choose to teach using explicit instruction; who believe that understanding does not always have to be achieved before learning a procedure; who post the names of students achieving the top three test scores; and who answer students’ questions rather than attempting to get them to a “deeper understanding” by discovering the answer themselves. However logical, compelling and righteously indignant such a narrative might be, my termination will have to remain a mystery and subject to an axiom that applies to teaching as well as many other professions: “You never really know for sure what’s going on.”

			I realize that the praise I received at Cyprus might have represented people seeing what they wanted to see which was often different than what my students saw. For example, I once told my eighth-grade algebra class that my classroom is one place where they won’t hear the words “growth mindset”—to which the class reacted with loud applause. Someone then asked what my objections to “growth mindset” were. I said I didn’t like how it was interpreted: Motivational clichés like “I can’t do it…yet” supposedly build up confidence leading to motivation and ultimately to success. I believe it’s the other way around: success causes motivation more than motivation causes success. 

			Whereas students frequently see through ineffective educational fads, people in education—after buying into such theories—see what they want to see. So when asked by higher-ups or in job interviews how I describe my teaching, I respond: “I provide my students with the necessary instruction to achieve success, which leads to motivation and engagement, and….” It doesn’t matter what follows after “motivation and engagement.” Those are the magic words that provide the “look and feel” of growth mindset thinking even though it’s the opposite of the usual interpretation. In fact, there are many things you can do to make it look as if you’re on board with progressivist teaching—if asked. 

			And I was asked—by my mentors. In California, new teachers must undergo a two-year “induction” program with a mentor with whom teachers meet once a week. The end result of the two-year inquisition is that one’s teaching credential is changed from preliminary to permanent. Failure to do this within a certain amount of time means you don’t have a license at all. So, it is a rather important process.

			I had two different mentors for each year I was at Cypress. I’ve come to think of them as parole officers who ensure that the newly released prisoners from ed school adhere to the bad and ineffective practices taught there.

			I had met with my first mentor, Ellen, a few months before my first year at Cypress began. She was a woman in her 60s who had taught high school biology for thirty years. At our first meeting, she talked about what is involved with math education and the topic of math anxiety. 

			“I want to give you one piece of advice about math,” she began. 

			I somehow knew this wasn’t going to be pleasant.

			“Students should do math not only in the classroom, but outside; give examples of real-world problems. Many students dislike math because they find it irrelevant.” As a final proof to this statement, she added that it is common for adults to say, “What on earth did I learn algebra for?”

			I let a few minutes pass as she talked further about relevance. I then said that in my experience with word problems, or any kind of problem, the relevance to real life never mattered to me. “The usefulness of algebra always seemed evident,” I said.

			“That’s probably because you liked math and had an interest in it and therefore had an inclination to learn it. But there are some kids who, for whatever reasons, hate it and have a hard time with it.” It was clear she had given this “you’re the exception” argument before. 

			The particular narrative that she was weaving came back to me often during my second year at Cypress, because it closely matched the seventh-grade class that I taught then. They were a highly discouraged group of students with significant deficits in their math education. I mention them now because a few days after school let out after my second year, I ran into someone who knew those students. He had heard about my being let go, expressed his regrets, and then said, “You must know this. Your students love you. They tell me that they really learned a lot about math and that you were the best math teacher they ever had.”
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