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In my first year of teaching in schools, there was 

an older staff member who only seemed to teach in 

the lower secondary years. I thought that was a bit 

strange; at that time, I assumed most people with 

a number of years experience would be teaching at 

least some senior mathematics. However, I found 

out that this colleague was a primary trained 

teacher and was therefore only able to teach up to 

Year 8. The Deputy Principal who did the staffing 

found him very useful as someone who could teach 

in any area of the curriculum, and he always had 

some mathematics to teach. Teaching mathematics 

for him was following the textbook and making 

sure the students could learn the number bonds 

and algorithms by rote. 

As a Head of Department, two of my staff were 

‘ring-ins’. One was a Commerce teacher, who had 

two first year mathematics university subjects in 

his degree. He told me straight out that he did not 

want to teach mathematics. He had always taught 

the weaker students in Years 8 and/or 9, those 

who, in all probability, would leave that year or the 

following one. If it was fine by me, since that is all 

he ever taught in mathematics, he would not come 

to Departmental meetings since there was really 

little point in them for him. Another staff member 

was the Home Economics teacher, and she was 

normally given some mathematics classes to make 

up a full load. She wanted to do the best for her 

students but was terrified of teaching anything 

other than Year 7 mathematics, and simply left 

out much of the algebra and some of the geometry 

since she did not understand what she was 

supposed to teach. 

Those two instances were back in the early 

1970s. About four years ago, I was asked to work 

within a well-known, and more than adequately 

resourced, independent school to help them 

rethink their mathematics program. It was clear 

that their primary years were going well. Those 

senior students who then chose to do mathematics 

performed more than adequately in the final year of 

school. However, the senior staff were disappointed 

at the relatively few students that were taking 

mathematics. Interestingly, the ‘rethink’ of their 

program had been instigated and driven by the 

experienced mathematics teacher who, for the last 

ten years or more, had chosen to move from teach-

ing senior mathematics subjects, and became the 

leader of the middle school mathematics teaching 

group. Over the years he became somewhat disillu-

sioned that he was the only full-time mathematics 

teacher who chose to teach at that level. Young 

teachers recently appointed to the school routinely 

had some middle school classes, but their long- 

term interests lay in moving wholly into the senior 

school. He also routinely had Science teachers who 

had to make up their load with one or two classes 

of middle school mathematics, but they dropped 

these as soon as they could. 

The one colleague whom he could rely on was 

an experienced mathematics teacher, but she was 

teaching only three days a week at the most. As I 

worked through the school and the mathematics 

program with staff, various issues were noted that 

could be tweaked to align the program within the 

three levels of the school, and ensure resources 

were best utilised at strategic points in the 

program. But to me, by far the most crucial issue 

that needed resolving was how to adequately staff 

the middle school with teachers who had completed 

mathematics studies and methods in their educa-

tion pre-service programs and who wanted to teach 

at middle school level.  
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One very pleasing result of the review was that 

the Head of the Mathematics ensured she taught 

two classes in the middle school as well as senior 

mathematics subjects, and started to cajole her 

senior colleagues to also take at least one middle 

school mathematics class per year.

In the last couple of years I have run a  

multi-day professional development program for  

teachers in middle secondary years who are not 

‘mathematics’ teachers. I do not get many taking 

this program, but those who do are interesting.  

Some are senior Physics teachers who cannot see 

why one would want to spend time having students 

work through situations. After all, they derive 

solutions from a formula. Thus, we all know the 

formula, so why not just give it to the students?  

Others are Commerce teachers who feel comforta-

ble with the number and most of the algebra ideas, 

but measurement and geometry are foreign lands. 

As for probability, well that is another planet. By 

and large, the participants found it hard to come  

to grips with the ways we think mathematics 

should be taught, and saw little reason not to  

stick to working through the given text book at  

a steady pace.

Government report after report has, for decades, 

decried the state of mathematics. Since most of 

these reports state that student mathematical 

achievement is getting worse, when it was already 

bad in the 1970s, the logic of what is said just does 

not add up. Such reports more often than not lump 

all mathematics teachers together, and suggest 

that, if not the problem, then at least they  

constitute one of the core reasons for such decline. 

I suspect, however, for decades many students 

have been taught at least some of their mathemat-

ics in the middle years of schooling by non-math-

ematics teachers who really do not want to be 

teaching the subject. But I have sympathy for these 

teachers who want to keep their job and if that is 

what they have to teach to get a full load, then  

they do it. I also have sympathy for deputies who 

have to staff every class, and often need to make  

do with what they know are not ideal solutions.

So, if we are going to make a change to 

students’ learning of mathematics, one crucial 

process that needs to develop is to support (and 

that includes adequate and targeted governmental 

support) our colleagues with targeted professional 

development; those who find themselves teaching 

mathematics rather than teaching what they 

regard as their first choice subjects. Another  

aspect of this support is for senior members of the 

mathematics staff to proactively choose to teach in 

the middle school alongside such teachers, and by 

such action, say this is crucial teaching with which 

they choose to be involved. But being there also 

means they are able to give mentoring immediately 

when needed to their colleagues who might not 

otherwise want to be teaching mathematics. 
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