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Dan Jenks Math Curriculum Meeting Summary 
October 15, 2016, several District 112 parents and I were invited by Jennifer Ferrari to learn more about the 
math curriculum changes currently under consideration in District 112.  Our meeting lasted about 2 hours 
and included leaders and educators from District 112 and District 113 (which includes Highland Park High 
School). I want to thank both District 112 and 113 for engaging in this important conversation with us, with 
particular thanks to Jennifer Ferrari and Debby Finn.  
 
I have written this summary to share what I learned at this meeting – please feel free to forward this e-mail to 
other interested parents. If you have any questions about the math curriculum at District 112, I would 
encourage you to directly contact Jennifer Ferrari (jferrari@nssd112.org) or Patrick Hoover 
(phoover@nssd112.org). Similarly, if you have questions about the math curriculum at Highland Park High 
School, please contact Debby Finn (DFinn@dist113.org) directly. 
 
This e-mail also includes opinions, observations and conclusions based on my experience, education and 
raising children who attended District 112 and District 113 schools. You may have had different experiences 
and may reach different conclusions. Additionally, in fullest candor, please note that District 112 and 113 
educators do not agree with most (and perhaps not any) of the opinion-based statements I have made below. 
 
Since our October 15th meeting, I have shared a rough draft of this e-mail with Districts 112 and 113 and I 
have tried my level-headed best to appropriately and fairly incorporate the feedback I have received from 
them in this document.  
 
Attendees from District 112 Included: 
 

• Dr. Michael Bregy, Superintendent 
• Jennifer Ferrari, Assistant Sup. For Teaching & Learning 
• Patrick Hoover, Learning Coordinator 
• Stephanie Cardella, Director of School Improvement & Innovation 
• Matt Ericksen, Edgewood Principal 
• Karla Livney and Jane Solmor-Mordini, Board of Education members 

Attendees from District 113 Included: 
 

• Sue Hebson, Assistant Sup. For Instruction & Communication 
• Dr. Tom Koulentes, HPHS Principal 
• Dr. Eileen McMahon, HHPS Ass’t Principal of Curriculum & Instruction 
• Debby Finn, chair of the HPHS Math Department 
• Shannon Bain, chair of the HPHS Science Department 
• Julie Gordon and Annette Lidawer, Board of Education members 
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Disclaimers & Introduction:   
 

• District 112’s curriculum change is a WORK-IN-PROGRESS – teachers, administrators, other 
professionals are currently in the process of reviewing and providing feedback around this work. 
Nothing is definitive yet. The word “DRAFT” was all over each slide presented to us. 

• There were close to 20 people in attendance at this meeting – some of my commentary relates to 
statements made by people other than Jennifer Ferrari, who led the discussion. Please don’t ascribe 
every criticism below to something District 112 is planning or an administrator has said. 

• Without all the slides in front of me and working from memory, obviously some of the detail may be 
misstated or omitted – apologies in advance. We only had 2 hours to talk so it was not possible to 
address or answer all the questions raised by the curriculum change. If you have any questions about 
math at District 112 or District 113, please contact the individuals mentioned above directly.  

• Nothing in this e-mail is meant to denigrate the caliber of the professionals working at District 112 
and District 113 or to suggest that they are not putting in 100% effort on improving our math 
curriculum – their efforts are much appreciated.  

The Math Related Problems Facing District 112 as I Understand Them 
There are several interrelated problems here that District 112 is trying to address [this is something, from a 
communication standpoint, District 112 needs to be able to communicate in a simple, one page summary]: 
 

• First, D112 is in the process of adopting the Common Core State Standards that were adopted by the 
State of Illinois in 2010 – 2011. District 112 does not have a choice about adopting these standards – 
they are mandatory. The goal here is to shift to and implement the deeper learnings and overarching 
practices that are at the heart of the Common Core curriculum. These changes began in 2010-2011, 
which is the same time at which the State of Illinois and 46 other states adopted these standards.  
 
The adoption of Common Core State Standards (“CCSS”) – i.e., those specific, conceptual based 
knowledge, skills and understandings that students should have or be exposed to in a particular grade 
– will make District 112 curriculum planning in the future easier in some ways. The reason for this is 
that prior to the introduction of CCSS, District 112 had to reconcile its Power Standards (i.e., those 
skills/understandings that District 112 believe necessary) with Illinois State Standards and then 
District 112 had to find material in or outside of existing textbooks to cover these standards. With 
adoption of CCSS, District 112 will align its curriculum with the standards, conceptual progressions, 
and overarching mathematical practices laid out within the Common Core. 
 

• The good news is that 46 other states and their school districts are trying to do the same thing. The 
bad news is that none of the current textbook series align with the Common Core and so D112 has to 
develop a very detailed plan of (i) when during the school year each CCSS for a particular grade will 
be taught and (ii) what key source materials can or should a teacher use to teach the particular 
standard. Professional educators at District 112 and District 113 don’t necessarily view the absence of 
a textbook series as a problem as school districts teach to a curriculum (not a text) and use multiple 
sources to instruct students. In addition, many textbook companies are working to better align their 
offerings with the CCSS and this issue may become less relevant over time.  
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• Second, District 112 – like other school districts around the country – seems to be trying to fix the 
“Algebra for Everyone” (“A4E”) approach that was in favor 5+ years ago. While not an explicit 
District 112 policy, A4E’s goal was for every student to take Algebra in 8th grade – the idea being 
that then those students would get to Calculus by 12th grade. The problem is that at least 50% of the 
kids currently taking Algebra in 8th grade aren’t proficient in high school, causing HPHS teachers to 
re-teach material and resulting in students either (i) dropping out of their math progression before 
senior year or (ii) not maintaining expected levels of achievement in their math track.  
 

• District 113 notes that they added Algebra I back into the course offerings at HPHS several years ago 
to address any deficiencies and allow students the best opportunity to achieve in their mathematics 
classes at HPHS. This year, HPHS has 7 sections of Algebra I and 4 sections of Algebra I Survey. Of 
the approximately 541 students enrolled in 9th grade at HPHS this year, 239 are taking an Algebra I 
course (about 44%). This compares to about 172 taking Geometry (about 32%). Students on the 
Geometry track in previous years would be on track to take some sort of Calculus by senior year; 
however, District 113 observes in this year’s senior class that fewer than 50% of those kids in 
Geometry did actually reach Calculus. In addition, the majority of students at HPHS take 4 years of 
math, with less than 5% not taking a math course their senior year (most of these students have been 
in special ed. math classes). 
 

• Finally, District 112 seems to be concerned with the more general problem of “innumeracy” – i.e., 
that not enough Americans have a basic comfort level with math which results in an inability to 
understand that 1/3 is more than ¼ or solve every day sorts of math problems. From the perspective 
of those concerned with innumeracy, math is just a series of drills and calculations and there is no 
deeper understanding – hence, many adults struggle. This problem – and the solution to it - is what 
Prof. Takahashi spoke about on Oct. 22 at Elm Place. 

What I Was Pleased To Hear: 
 

• There will continue to be 3 tracks (levels) in 8th grade (excluding a few true “outliers” who are in 
Algebra II/Trig or higher in 8th grade) – Common Core 8th Grade, Common Core Algebra and 
Geometry. Geometry will still continue to be taught at both District 112 and HPHS. 6th Grade will 
start with 2 tracks – call them the tracks headed for CC 8th Grade and Geometry in 8th grade - and a 
3rd track will open up at the end of 6th grade and then again at the end of 7th grade to enable kids on 
that track to take CC Algebra in 8th grade.  
 

• The number of students expected to be in the highest track and who can be expected to go on to 
Multivariable Calculus (MVC) at HPHS - 5 – 10% of the students – aligns with the proportion of 
students currently in MVC at HPHS. The aforementioned approach will allow Districts 112 and 113 
to maintain the same percentage of students currently enrolled in MVC while also providing more 
opportunities for other students to appropriately grow and develop their mathematical aptitude, 
understanding and enthusiasm during middle school. 
 



-4- 
 

• For parents and students who wish to take Calculus at HPHS, District 112 is considering an 
“override” option for students entering 8th grade to go into Algebra – i.e., there may be some parent 
choice. To the extent that an “override” option is put in place, this is an important and praiseworthy 
feature. Presumably, there will be a strong counseling element here so that parents can understand the 
potential consequences of moving a student ahead too quickly in Math. There will be an exit 
“Algebra” test for everyone in 8th grade Algebra – those students not passing will have to take 
Algebra again at HPHS or take a summer class or somehow otherwise satisfy District 113 that they 
are ready for Geometry. 
 

• With respect to the Algebra Proficiency Exam, District 113 notes that this test will be   
reviewed/revised again this year to reflect the changes to the 8th grade Algebra curriculum, which 
District 113 says arise from the implementation of the Common Core and which District 113 
supports. Furthermore, the Algebra Proficiency Exam is just one tool District 113 uses for placement, 
and District 113’s placement process will continue to employ multiple sources of data to help place 
each student in the best course for him or her. 
 

• With respect to math placement at HPHS, District 113 believes that parent/student choice is 
important and they intend to preserve it in the future, no matter what changes to the mathematics 
curriculum occur. District 113 observes that the movement away from “Algebra for All” in America, 
which is the initiative that drove the push to Calculus in high school, represents an important cultural 
shift – i.e., the focus of mathematics placement in 9th grade is moving away from Calculus as an 
imperative in high school and towards the direction of developmentally appropriate placements for 
each student based on where that student is at in 9th grade. District 113 does not want to foreclose a 
student’s chances at Calculus when he or she is in 9th grade. But District 113 feels that they do this 
far more certainly by accelerating a student beyond his/her appropriate placement before he/she is 
ready to make the move to higher levels at his/her own pace. District 113 firmly believes that they 
can keep the pathways to Calculus open for many students, prepare them better to succeed in 
Calculus when they get there, and cultivate stronger conceptual understanding along the way by NOT 
insisting that kids MUST be in Geometry as freshmen or Calculus will never happen for them.  
 

• In District 112, there will be an explicit “on ramp” from 6th to 7th grade or from 7th grade to 8th grade 
to get on the Common Core Algebra track. Hopefully this will be a flexible “on ramp.” Additional 
changes moving up or down from different tracks will also be permitted. This is a new practice and is 
intended to allow more opportunities for students to accelerate into higher math levels when students 
are ready. 
 

• District 112 will publish an integrated “road map” showing how math choices and placement in 
middle school affect a student’s math progression at HPHS. This will help parents make better 
decisions.  
 

• District 112’s and 113’s proposed curricular and sequencing shifts mirror those already implemented 
by New Trier and the New Trier feeder districts. Apparently, the New Trier system (including 
feeders) implemented this system two years ago. District 112 is also looking at curriculums that have 
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been established by other States, like Georgia. Kudos to District 112 for not being insular in their 
approach – there appears to be a significant change in attitude at District 112 from past 
administrations. 
 

• Change in math programming is happening slowly enough at District 112 that District 113 should be 
able to adjust its course programming appropriately. District 113 administrators remarked that their 
curriculum is not well-suited to remediate Algebraic deficiencies that come to light in higher level 
courses - hopefully the new system will reduce or better manage this problem. District 113 will adapt 
their system over time – a system which has “on ramps” available to accelerate kids in high school 
when it’s appropriate. District 113 has made several adjustments to the overall program to give 
students good places to go when they leave the Calculus track – however, their preference would be 
to make adjustments because students are successful and need to move up. 
 

• District 112 listened to parents and teachers and slowed the implementation of these changes and the 
introduction of Common Core State Standards to “get it right.” In other words, District 112 did not to 
modify the curriculum of students who have moved too far through the process to be able to adjust to 
these changes. Those students entering 6th grade during the fall of 2018 will be the first to experience 
these course sequencing shifts. 
 

• District 112 conceded that there are significant problems with the Math curriculum and the transition 
to Common Core – the curriculum is “not where we want it to be.”  The level of candidness is both 
admirable and necessary for improvements to be made. 
 

• Geometry will continue to be taught as one of the 8th grade tracks. Either students will go to HPHS 
for this class or it will be physically taught at District 112. Matt Ericksen referenced the challenge of 
finding K-9 teachers able to teach Geometry, a very challenging class. Either District 112 will 
employ teachers to teach Geometry or they may get a teacher from HPHS to physically come to 
District 112 to teach. 
 

• Honors Physics at HPHS already includes an Algebra and Geometry learning component – i.e., 
complete mastery of these subjects is unnecessary and students who are in Honors Geometry or in a 
higher class during 9th grade should be well-prepared.  
 

• ACT, SAT and AP math tests are being adjusted to reflect the national roll-out of the Common Core 
– i.e., depth of knowledge, conceptual understandings and mathematical habits of mind valued by and 
expressly laid out within the Common Core State Standards. This observation again reinforces the 
fact that District 112 or anyone else can’t go it alone with its current curriculum.  

Differences From Current System: 
 

• While District 112 does not plan any rigid percentages in each track, only 5 – 10% of students from 
5th grade will likely enter the Geometry track – versus a much higher percentage now. As noted 
above, it is expected that the same percentage of students will successfully complete MVC under the 



-6- 
 

new system as under the current system. District 112 believes that the proposed approach (i) is in line 
with current research and best practices around supporting students based on readiness and (ii) avoids 
pushing students through to only have them later drop off or not meet expected levels of success, 
engagement, and achievement. 
 

• Many more students will wind up taking Algebra at HPHS – both District 112 and District 113 
administrators were supportive of this change given the number of students who have taken Algebra 
at District 112 and not mastered it. One can reasonably ask “is this because of developmental 
differences” or “is this because of some defect in District 112’s way of teaching or 
curriculum”?  Both District 112 and District 113 administrators believe the answer is that too many 
students aren’t developmentally ready for Algebra at the point in time at which it is being offered to 
them. 

What Concerns Me – Either Potentially or Actually - About the Status Quo And New Process: 
 

• It appears that placement in 6th grade Math will be the result of a placement test, such as an SAT 
math test or some other test. District 112 characterizes the placement test for 6th grade Math as one 
based on readiness – if you pass the test, you are ready for the Geometry track, if you don’t pass, you 
are not ready. District 112 notes that the goal of the mathematics curriculum is to support students in 
acquiring deep understandings of mathematical concepts and practices as laid out by the CCSS and 
identified through their curricular scope – not to pass any particular placement test. District 112 also 
notes that placements are flexible and that students can move between tracks during middle school 
when they are ready. 
 

• I would characterize the 6th grade placement test as a “high stakes” test – it’s “high stakes” because if 
you pass it, you’re in, if you don’t, you are not. D112 has had a long history using high stakes testing 
and single criteria to evaluate placement – this was and in my mind continues to be a mistake as 
readiness for a particular class is a function of many factors. The good news is that this test only 
applies to the highest track – i.e., those students heading to Geometry in 8th grade and Multivariable 
Calculus in 12th grade. The bad news – as one parent at the meeting noted – is whether District 112’s 
existing elementary school curriculum will adequately prepare its students for the particular test 
involved.  
 

• I am concerned about the ability of District 112 to provide a successfully differentiated experience for 
all students in the Common Core 6th Grade math class (the basic 6th grade math class). While there is 
no fixed percentage of students in Common Core 6th Grade math, it is likely that around 90% of all 
6th graders will be in this class. District 112 and District 113 each strongly believe that successful and 
substantial differentiation in classrooms is what excellent teachers do every day in Highland Park and 
Highwood. District 112 notes that in recent years they have focused their staff training on designing 
and supporting student learning within a  heterogeneous context and that middle school faculty began 
this training in 2014-2015. The first set of students to receive this full instructional progression will 
be those students entering 6th grade in 2018 and 6th grade teachers will have had 4 years of training, 
practice, and implementation of these teaching strategies. 
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• I hope that District 112 is successful in its approach. However, in my experience, meaningful and 
substantial differentiation in the classroom is the “unicorn” of education – it may exist, but I haven’t 
observed it. In the context of our discussion, the question is “will students placed in the 6th grade 
math track who would like to enter the Algebra track in 7th grade receive the additional instruction 
necessary to be successful?”  This is a real question, a valid concern particularly since the existing 
math program has 3 tracks and obviously, at some point, educators thought having 3 tracks was 
important to further math achievement for all students.  
 

• Why are District 112 students only completing 2/3 of the Algebra course in 8th grade this year, which 
is resulting in at least some students being unable to pass an Algebra proficiency exam without a 
summer class?  Is it the introduction of Common Core?  Will there be a problem again next 
year?  Although District 112 has attempted to explain the situation to me, I am still not sure what the 
correct answer is and I don’t want to hazard an inaccurate guess. Whatever the reason, District 112 
needs to communicate better with existing middle school parents to alert them of this difficulty and 
enable these parents to take appropriate action. 
 

• The system of trying to develop a Math curriculum in the absence of a workable textbook series that 
aligns with the Common Core – while better than District 112’s old system – is an absolutely awful 
system. It requires a huge amount of preparation time from both administrators and teachers – time 
which could be better spent in other ways. While District 112 will collaborate with other school 
districts, the curriculum will in many ways be unique to District 112 (and every other school district 
in America) and having to come up with a seamless curriculum in math that works well is a daunting 
proposition.  
 

• One doesn’t have to have a doctorate in education or in operations management to realize that having 
each of 5,000+ school districts in America putting together a math curriculum to cover the Common 
Core State Standards – in the absence of a textbook foundation - is not a recipe for success  In my 
opinion, instead of focusing on the question of “what concepts to teach when and what materials to 
use,” teachers and administrators should be spending their time on “how to explain concepts so that 
students are able to deeply internalize this material. Textbooks aren’t perfect and may require 
supplemental material (for deeper, problem-based learning) but the lack of a textbook foundation is 
clearly not optimal. 
 

• It isn’t District 112’s fault – Common Core is mandated – but, as a theoretical matter, one has to 
question the trade-off  here – i.e., you give up a coherent Math series developed by top educators 
nationwide based on decades of usage and refinement which may lack some of the standards or the 
depth in certain areas that you want. Maybe, eventually, the new system will be successfully 
hammered out so that there are no cracks in learning, every standard appropriately covered and with 
sufficient depth. Based on my 2 daughters’ experience 3 to 10 years ago at Lincoln – where there was 
a move away from textbook systems and towards a more ad hoc series of handouts that focused on 
addressing Power Standards – there were major cracks and I’m concerned here.  

My Opinions & Other Observations from the Meeting; 
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• Our current system of teaching math works for a substantial majority of the students – well over 50% 

of the students are numerate and achieving at an appropriate and often very high level. The focus on 
fixing the problem should be on (i) helping parents/students make appropriate course choices, thus 
reducing the number of students who have problems later on and (ii) making sure every student has a 
strong understanding of Algebra – even if it requires, for some students, 2 years of teaching or a 
delayed introduction to Algebra until 9th grade.  
 

• We never talked about the pre-meeting New York Times article that Jennifer Ferrari referenced 
(“Why Do Americans Stink at Math” http://nyti.ms/1ryR2If ) and the critique of this article by a 
Brookings scholar (“Six Myths in the New York Times Math Article” http://brook.gs/1KelpJf).  
Significant issues were raised in the NYT article about how difficult math curriculum change is and 
how many failures there have been in the past. District 112 would argue that past failures occurred 
because not enough time was spent supporting and addressing the core instructional practices taking 
place in the classroom – mistakes that District 112 will not repeat through its significant professional 
development efforts.  
 

• The protagonist of the New York Times article, DePaul University Professor Takahashi, spoke at 
Elm Place on October 22nd. There are significant differences between American society and 
Japanese society that lead one to reasonably question whether Professor Takahashi’s preferred 
approach will work here – in Japan, there is nearly twice the teacher preparation time; practice 
lessons are delivered to and critiqued by colleagues; and students widely participate in Kumon-like 
drilling after school. There is a balance between learning equations and procedures (the “tools in 
one’s math tool kit”) and learning to think mathematically and approach novel problems. It’s an 
obvious false dichotomy to think it’s either one or the other approach. I hope D112 doesn’t lose the 
good and important elements of the current curriculum.  
 

• I disagree with some of the methodology used in determining how many students were “falling off 
the math track at HPHS” and what the implication of this observation meant. Just because a student 
chooses not to take Calculus as a senior doesn’t mean that student is not numerate or sufficiently 
comfortable in math. Seniors have other math choices – like AP Statistics and AP Computer Science. 
I agree with District 113 that not everyone needs to take Calculus – whether in high school or college 
– for many majors (economics, political science, business, epidemiology, etc.), a class in Statistics 
(which helps students to analyze large data sets, evaluate causation and correlations, etc.) is much 
more important. The point is that we should be preparing and enabling students to be able to 
successfully complete any of these higher level math offerings at HPHS – then it becomes the 
student’s choice whether to take Calculus, Statistics or Computer Science.  
  

• District 112 and District 113 need to collect more data and do more data analysis about math 
outcomes for students growing up in Highland Park and Highwood. There are many, many questions 
that need to be asked and addressed including “how many students over the past 10 years took 
Geometry or Algebra at District 112?  Breaking each yearly cohort down, where did these students 
wind up at HPHS in the math department? How many students at HPHS over the past 10 years have 

http://nyti.ms/1ryR2If
http://brook.gs/1KelpJf
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enrolled in AB, BC, MVC and Statistics over the past 10 years?  How many AP math tests were 
taken, what was the distribution of scores, what percentage of students received a 4 or 5?” 

Closing Comment 
 
I agree with District 112 and District 113 that students shouldn’t be pushed into a class at which they can’t 
succeed – but there is a balance here and there are important countervailing considerations which I hope our 
educators appreciate. In particular, I believe the following statements to be generally true: 
 

• Having to take a 4 week summer school class to learn a subject like Algebra II or Pre-Calculus is 
inferior to taking a full year class in that subject. It seems obvious to me that 6 hours of math for 15 
or 20 days does not help students to fully internalize or deeply grasp a subject area. You can’t 
possibly master the subject material as well and any student who can master this subject matter in 20 
days should have been placed in Honors Geometry in 9th grade. Setting the expectation that the way 
to Calculus for many students is to take a summer school class therefore represents a questionable 
trade-off to me.  
 

• Students who attend HPHS and apply to highly selective colleges (Ivy League and similar schools) 
without taking difficult classes in all subject areas don’t get accepted. It doesn’t matter that you want 
to study poetry or any non-math area – colleges expect students to take advantage of the most 
challenging classes available at their high school, be it in science, math, foreign language, etc.  
 

• Students at HPHS who want to enter into top college engineering and math programs but who 
haven’t taken Calculus in high school are at a significant disadvantage to being admitted. 
 

• Students who go to college without taking Calculus are less likely, unless required, to choose to take 
Calculus in college or be successful at it. It is clearly much harder to learn Calculus sitting in a 
lecture hall for 3 hours/week with a T.A. than it is to study Calculus on a daily basis with an 
experienced teacher at HPHS. Additionally, there is the perception among college students – real or 
not – that they are at a disadvantage to other students in math and engineering classes if they haven’t 
had Calculus yet.  


