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When | read through a variety of old conference proceedings | redised that keynote
addresses took many forms. In some cases they were punctuated by references, supported by
quotes from “scholarly” publications, etc. Namely, they satisfied the traditional concept of an
academic presentation.  Others, while not supported with the usud literature proceeded to
provide an overview of the current dtuation and maybe speculated on the future. But what
did the presentation change in practice; a question that can be aso applied to many scholarly
presentations and papers. Before proceeding let me make some comments. | darted this
paragraph by saying that | was rereading conference proceedings. How often do we do that
in our academic career? We read the conference proceedings when they first arrive, or a the
conference.  The circulation of conference proceedings outsde the participants is very
limited. | looked through a variety of references in journd articles, and most do not quote
from proceedings, and when they do they are usudly from specific research articles, not from
keynote addressed.

| asked colleagues what is was about a specific conference keynote they remembered
that had an impact on them. They focused on two points. One was that the presenter sad
something new, something that had not heard before and it changed ther thinking on a
goecific issue.  Often this was related to issues they were currently conddering in their
teaching or research. | persondly can remember being introduced to LOGO many years ago
and this changing by view of technology in teeching geometry — as wdl as the generd
question of the role of technology. The other “impact” keynote presentations were often
rdaed to forcing the individud to re-evduate their thinking about an issue.  Forcing them to
look a themsdves and their beiefs and ask themsdves whether they are going in the right
direction. Forcing them to ask the question of whether what they were actudly saying was
having an operationd impact. | am sure that we can dl think of keynote addresses that have
had amgor impact on us.

Since | am reasonably sure — | should say certain - that | will say not something thet
has not been said before so | will try and achieve the second type of address. | will try and do
this by radng some questions about usng mathematics as a means of empowerment in the
primary school. My hope is to make you to reflect on your Stuation and ask yoursdf if your
actions empower students in primary school. The paper will look at whether we do or do not
empower students, and conclude by suggesting a course of action that could be followed by
mathematics educators. | will argue that we are not redly empowering students and without
achange in the way we operate real empowerment will not occur.

Empower is defined as “giving power or authority to” or to “enable or permit”
(Webgter's unabridged dictionary — my only quote). The idea of empowerment is not rew,
dthough the word itsdf has not dways been used. The question is what does empowering
primary children mean. | will discuss this under two headings, (1) Empowerment and
curriculum content and (2) Empowerment and evduation. The find pat of the presentation
will suggest what this might look like operationdly if we redly want to empower students.

Empower ment and curriculum content

Who sats the curriculum; adults, educators, experts, parents, etc? Not pupils — and
certainly not primary pupils. The curriculum reflects the socid norms and aspiration of adult
society.  Whether a topic is or is not included and how it is taught depends on the overdl
objectives of the curriculum as perceived by those who have control the sysem. Those in
positions of authority are not dways in agreement. The current “Mathematics Wars™ in the
USA ae an illugration of how competing groups see content very differently (I have usng
the word content with literary licence).  So what is the role of empowerment of primary



dudents in this? Are we redly willing to empower students in this area? Are we redly
willing to "give them powe"? Empowerment does not imply free choice. It is not the
abdication of respongbility. Rather it is dlowing students red input into the curriculum.
There are congraints.  Skills may be needed in order to discuss specific topics.  An
exploration of various textbooks, resources, etc. shows there are many activities, projects and
other classroom idess, paticularly in English. The choice becomes more limited in one looks
for maerids in many other languages. Some of these materials are used in the classsoom. In
gpite of the choice, for many teachers the curriculum is that set down by the School Board,
the Province, State, Country of other body mandated to implement the educational policy at
the local level. The materids used at the locd level are those that fit these policies. Students
are given choices — they can do this activity or this project. Thus, in operationd terms
empower within the curriculum often means dlowing dudents some freedom to sdect
activities or projects that meet the predetermined objectives set by “adults’. This pre-
determination is not necessarily bad, but it certainly is not empowerment. At the end of the
paper | will suggest a course of action needed to empower students.

Empower ment and evaluation

It is this area that most students have the least authority. Studies such as TIMSS
provide data that is used to argue that educational systems are succeeding or faling. There is
pressure to succeed — meaning to do better on the International Scene or relative to other
comparative groups. There appears to be growing pressure, paticularly in the West, for
accountability as messured by Standardised tests administered to al dudents a various
selected ages. The results of such tests then play a pivotd role in a student's future.  Students
have little of no input into this sysem. They are not empowered. If they succeed in doing
wdl within this dructure they continue within the system, otherwise they are excluded or
margindised. They ae rewarded if they have adility and “play the game’. There are
obvioudy exceptions to the rule. There are students who are so good that the system decides
the rules do not apply. Others have access to resources to continue their education. Current
assessment practices do not empower students.

The above two sections paint a blesk picture of student empowerment in terms of the
ovedl gtuation. This does not imply that some students are not empowered. It does not
argue that students should be given total power to make decisons on what to study. Students,
paticularlly primary dudents, are not in a pogtion to desgn ther own curricullum and
assessment modes without some guiddines.  However, it does argue tha it terms of
curriculum and assessment current practice mediates against empowerment.

There are two key terms that appear in the business literature that would seem
appropriate to education.

M ass customisation

At firg this teem seems to be a contradiction. How can we mass customise? It
implies that we can produce a product for the mass market while a the same time
cusomising it for the user. There was a suggestion that the time would come (within the next
decade) when one would go to the Internet, choose the features on a car you want (colours,
engine, etc.) and then wait three weeks for ddivery. You, the customer, sdect the mass
product customised to your requirements. This is redly empowering the consumer. Is it
possble to cusomise education in this way? Can the student sdect and customise ther
educationd experience within reasonable congraints.

Just in timeddivery
Many firms have found the cogt of inventories expensve, 0 they set up a product
flow so0 tha the specific part or product arrives just when it is needed? Is this gpplicable to



education? Should be learn sKkills and concepts just in time? Why learn dgebra when it has
no "red" use? Why do we want to learn about congruence?

Statistics Education —a model for empower ment.

Statigtics provides a grest opportunity to empower students. It can ded with rea data
of interest to students. It can empower them to make decisions about issues that concern
them. | will briefly describe one activity and will expand on this and others in the address. |
adso suggest that we need to act differently in our professond lives if we are to have a red
impact on change & amore globd leve.

Real questions

A few years ago | was working with a class of primary students and the issue of
goending money came up. Many of the students felt that they did not have enough spending
money - a common complaint. This resulted in the class trying to decide how much they
needed. It became dear that the students spent their money on different things, had different
needs, etc. They had to customise the dtuation to fit their needs. In order to answer the
questions the students redlised that they had to collect data and this became an gppropriate
place to ded how to collect data, etc. | will not give the detals here, but will note that one
outcome was that the students contacted a locd store indicating that they were charging too
much and managed to get the owner to reduce his price.  The sudents felt empower in that
their action redlly produced a change.

Political action

Even a cursory examination of the literature shows that there are many good ideas out
there. The problem is not idess; the problem is trandating those ideas into practice.

When one mentions political action to many groups, paticulally academics, the
response if often extremely negative or, if one is lucky, neutrd. Mathematics educators do
not see themselves as politicd animas on the globd or nationd scene. They do have input
into decison meking — a different levels. They can produce documents that suggest the
direction of education. However, they usudly do not undertake concerned campaigns to
change public opinion.  We may act locdly, in terms of our school board or school, but it is
rare that we act globaly in a concerted way to implement change. Produce documents, yes -
but what next? | will leave the question of what action as part of the presentation - you just
might like to think about what we should do if we want to change the redity to what we
believe?

Thiswould appear to be avery open way to end this "paper in progress'.



