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Concerns over how | changed my own teaching stytend a year of mathematics teaching
gave rise to the content of this paper. | will diss how the influence of the culture of an
exam-driven school and the impact of examinationaceed on me, and my teaching
practice. In this paper | tell my story using atitm@graphy. This style of writing invites the
reader to share in my experiences and reflectimngnter into my world of mathematics
teaching, to draw their own conclusions, and prenfiotther discussion and dialogue.

In this paper | will examine the impact of an exdriven curriculum on my past and
present position on the teaching of mathematicsvill be using post structuralist
autoethnography to trouble the assessment discourse |, at the time, unwittingly
reinforced during my teaching (see Davies, 200Q)ill critically analyse the effects that
an examination focus had on my own classroom tegchind the subsequent expectations
and creative thinking of the students in my math#&sealasses. My particular focus will
be on the students in my year elevatass who were sitting the NCEBA.evel One
Achievement Standards at the end of the school year

Autoethnography can provide a medium for an eveeatory, which may activate the
reader’s subjectivities and compel an emotionglaase. | am going to recount the story of
my school and teacher pre-service education andthmamoulded me into the teacher |
am now, and how my teaching practice altered ieesmsngly uncontrollable way.

Clandinin and Connelly (1991) suggest that theniglbf stories is one of the essential
human ways of experiencing the world, where congcigtorying and restorying” (p. 259)
of one’s life is a critical mode of personal deysteent. Before | tell my story | will discuss
autoethnography and the reasons | choose thisddtyleting for this paper.

What is Autoethnography?

The word autoethnography is used by many authden@hin & Connelly, 1991; Ellis

& Bochner, 2000; Newton, 2004; Reed-Danahy, 198 @escribe what | have come to see
as an approach to research which places the seffeatentre of the research process.
Centring the self allows the writer to tell herrstand then offer a critical analysis of her
own lived experiences. Autoethnographies/narratsteses allow the writer to put her

own body into her text to “write in ways that cleaye writing conventions and the

polarities of self/other and subject/object (BoahgeEllis, 1996, p.32). Reed-Danahy

(1997) goes further to define autoethnography affia of self-narrative that places the

self within a social context” (p. 9). In my casbetsocial context is a particular school
system determined in part by a qualification system

1 Year eleven students are students in their tld@ed of secondary schooling in New Zealand appgexb.

2 The National Certificate of Educational Achievernis part of the new qualification system introdddnto
New Zealand in 2002.
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In the process of telling my story | will be cobiwting to my research and examining
my teaching practice and myself. Tedlock (2000gnmeto this process as “observation of
participation” (p. 471) where the self and the otiyg@pear together in the one narrative. My
experience will always be a multiplicity of locat® positions, truths and embodiments
that are socially constructed and always in fluxiti€s of autoethnographic work worry
about the work becoming “vanity ethnography” orlfsedulgence” (Van Maanen, 1988)
but | believe that autoethnography can provideragrehensible, evocative, appealing, and
personally significant alternative to more mainatneapproaches to research.

In the next section | will tell my story and thewlléw this by unpacking some of the
discourses of my story using a poststructuraliss St Pierre, 2000). As a poststructuralist
educator | am able to question and discuss systmas approaches using multiple
interpretations to take into account the diffedlemwledge and ways of knowing present in
the situations | encountered (St Pierre & Pillo@0@).

My Story

| believe that most of us have had at least onleanfial teacher in our school years
whose influence has lasted throughout our lives.ri®, this influential teacher, was John
O’Sullivant, my biology teacher in my final year of secondacooling. John is now a
personal, family friend and he continues to teach.

What was it that made him so special? He talket wa, not to us. | remember feeling
so indoctrinated into the system of taking notesige for study for examinations that |
continually worried about the lack of notes thatgage us. | worried about how | was ever
going to pass the external examination becaus# thfat | had nothing to study from. |
need not have worried as | learned more in that tfen | had ever previously learnt or
have learnt since. We talked, we discussed, weteeébave were interested, we were
respected, our opinions counted, we counted! Alg®,all did reallywell on the final
examination.

| went to the College of Education in 1989 and tigtwout that year | kept John’s
teaching style always in the back of my mind. | teanto teach like him. | wanted my
students to learn like | had in his classroom. édugo teach biology, science, and
mathematics and | found that in the science classesoulddiscuss and experiment to our
heart’s desire. However, mathematics was anotbey.st

| recall my final posting at a rural co-educatiorahool. It epitomised the barriers that
| was to face as | moved into teaching more mathiesid was placed with the Head of
Mathematics and his year ten class, a top st#tedmss. When | started teaching the class |
began by trying out some of the many practical iatetesting ideas | had learned about at
the College of Education. He took me aside afteouple of lessons and told me that this
fun stuff and group work was all very well, but no reativhat we had been told at College,
this was just not how to teach mathematics prop&ththematics, he suggested, was about
routines, a fixed way of doing things- that is whis students expected. For my first few
years of teaching, mathematics was just like thhbse ideas and resources were put on
the back burner until about four years later whdredgan teaching part-time at a school

! Name used with permission.

2 Streaming is where classes are sorted based ability of the students. A top stream should htneemost
able students in it.
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with a progressive and enthusiastic mathematicartieent. | stayed there for nine years
moving from part-time to full-time teaching and theventually becoming the Head of
Department.

In this environment | was able to gain back my lesthusiasm (and confidence) and
engage in a style of teaching that reflected mggmality in mathematics. | could try new
things and new approaches. If it did not work, uldoreflect, make changes and try again.
If it was successful, we all collaboratively sharmeeéw ideas around the department.
Mathematics teaching had become exciting and renguat long last.

| have recently had one very frustrating year teagimathematics. | commenced my
doctoral studies in 2004 and did some part-timehiegy at a new school. | loved and hated
teaching mathematics at various times during teat.ySometimes | think that | have read
too much theory and that | am now an idealist waykin an unidealistic system in which |
am powerless to make changes. At other times Ieiegdowered by all of the new things |
have learned and assimilated and | get excitedtaheufact that maybe | coulthake a
difference; sometime, somehow, somewhere. | enjoégadhing the girls in mathematics
that year. This was the easigstching | had ever done in terms of classroom gemant
and the enthusiasm of the girls. It was also theldsiteaching that | had ever done in
terms of the culture and resulting expectationthefwhole school community.

During this year | was allocated a low-ability yedeven mathematics class. In the end
of year practice examinations the girls in my clessld, in general, answer the interpretive
questions in the Graphing standard because of thglr literacy skills. In fact, some of
their answers took them into the Merit level of i@glement in this area. However, very
few of them could draw the two or three graphs meguat the Achievement level. My
dilemma now was that | had very limited time laftthe school year but | still needed to
guide them somehow to reach the achieved levelttiegt the school, and their parents so
desired.

Some readers may be thinking at this point thabhea may have got myself into this
position and | have reflected on this a lot siree énd of that school year. Although my
class was considered lower ability than the othexe mathematics classes in the school, |
was still expected to cover all eight achievemeandards during the year. The timeframe
for the teaching program was very tight and folldwle following structure: teach the
work for 5 to 6 lessons; practise an old assesstasht students then sit a new practice
task; mark it; hand it back to the students andalduigo through it; and then move on to
the next section of work. There were two sets atfice examinations which took out two
weeks of teaching time so with the two periodsrésision and testing multiplied by eight
plus the two weeks for examinations this resultedapproximately twenty-six possible
teaching lessons being lost to assessment rekdkd. t

I now believe that my students would have benefiteth the extra teaching time
rather than sitting practice assessment tasks wdicthhothing other than, reinforce the
inadequacies they already felt about their own ematitics. They also did not gain
anything by having to work at such a quick pacedeer all of the achievement standards.
Cutting back the number of standards for them teco the one year may have benefited
these students in that | could have developed & madepth approach to the teaching and
the learning.

Unfortunately, | was unable to alter the numbeacdfhievement standards they had to
do so | made the decision, after discussing thaasae of these students needing to learn
some quick fix approaches in a short time frameh enother mathematics teacher. She
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suggested that | teach them step-by-step how w dman x/y table, fill it in using the
formula/rule and their calculator and then plot pleents. What | discovered was that even
this was not a simple process as there were sdiff@ulfies to overcome, which are listed
below:

« | had to give them some strategies to use to Yirstentify if the graph was indeed linear or
parabolic. They could cope if the parabola wasiénform y=X-2 but when they were given y=(x-1)
(x+2) they could not see thé.x

e They had difficulty choosing appropriate x valuesinput into the formula (from their own x/y
table). They were easily stumped if the graph wagsyx) (x-10) and they filled in their table with
values of 0, 1, 2, 3, and 4.

« Even the use of their own calculators was problentstcause the model that most of the girls used
required them to input brackets around (-2) othegwP would give them an incorrect answer of -4.
These students tend to plot their inaccurate coatds on their graph, as they believed what the
calculator tells them.

I've spent quite a bit of time reflecting on thedhing approach | ended up using to
show how to draw graphs. | believe that these stisd@anted to be taught quick, ‘easy to
follow’ rules and procedures because success to th@ot about understanding what they
are doing in mathematics, but about knowing howldaa particular type of question in a
particular way so that the marker will put that nea‘A’ (for Achieved!) in the space on
the right hand side of the examination paper.

Any grand ideas that | had of making their mathérsaad connected and relevant
experience were greeted with a total lack of en#tsms from the students. What | had to
remember was that some of these girls had beertimaated in the culture of the school
so by the time | became their mathematics teachadImany years of examination focus
and pressure to battle against. This school priidedf on excellent academic results in
external examinations. The girls come from afflumhilies who have high expectations
of their daughters and of the school. What follagva description of how I felt restricted
by the examination and school culture as the scywen drew to a close.

Bound by the Rules

The issues that stand out from my story revolvauragothe key themes of school
culture and expectations and the role that assedgssti# has in dictating a certain style
and approach to teaching. However, this story @aitime and how | felt | had to alter my
teaching style in my mathematics classroom. | agvitk Angier & Povey (1999) that
mathematics needs “the room to grow as an opercagalive subject not restricted to a
rule-bound set of procedures” (p. 148). Howevez, rimlity that transpired for me was that
| was restricted to this rule-bound set of procedumot due to a lack of enthusiasm,
passion or creativity on my part but as directedty expectations of the traditional
examination-oriented push of the whole school comityu

Holton (2005) suggests that mathematics is a hustmwity, not “a set of facts cast in
stone and handed down from the mountain”. It iziad breathing entity that students can
participate in. It is a subject that can involveithcreative abilities and a subject where
discussion is valuable. When the gaining of thdification becomes more important than
the learning then | believe we have serious problemour schools. | feel that | can say our

! Under the NCEA Achievement Standards are awardedrides; Achieved, Merit, Excellence or Not
Achieved.
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schools as | have heard many comments about howmahge of the standards and the
enforced style of assessment are affecting mamgyofolleagues teaching styles (and not
just in mathematics). Holton (2005) discusses desttiof his who has reiterated what |
have been feeling during this teaching; that iat tie would all love to teach in a problem-
solving, creative, open-ended way, but the readitthat we would be “lynched” by the
school community at all levels.

| believe that the primary purpose of all assessmehether it is school-based or
externally operated, should be to improve studele@’ning and the quality of learning
programs. Nisbet (1994) states that teachers “worthe reality imposed by assessment
rather than to the rhetoric of a statement of itfitgm 165). In my opinion the solution is
not straightforward. Abolishing external examinagomight appear desirable but it is a
simplistic notion to eliminate them. Educating amforming the public that external
examination results are not always a true reflactb a student’s abilities and strengths
may be a more valuable and useful strategy fontpkine pressure off students and their
results from external assessments.

It appears far too common sense for me to just shait the external examinations were
dictating the way in which | taught. | believe thmtiny schools rely on their students’
results to promote the academic image of their alshd see this culture of market-driven
education as; “more bottoms on seats” means mairfg, which means more and better
programs, which means attracting better teachelnsgchwmeans better academic results.
Here lies the school circle of life. | felt thab&d to teach to the examination; | felt that |
owed it to my students to prepare them in the ey | could for those external
examinations. However, | believe also that | haahbligation to teach my students how to
learn and how to think.

Did my students want to think or did they just wahto ‘pass’? Regularly comments
were made like ‘Just show us what to do to AchieVBb | really need to know this?” or
“Will this give me credits?” The Achieved level ain Achievement Standard is
predictable. Just like many external examinationshe past you can practise the ‘right
material’ until it is automatic. The difference novas that these students of mine appeared
happy just to learn those limited skills in thetregt for credits. The Merit and Excellence
level required more work, more effort, and more ensthnding — three things they
appeared not to want or experience. | believe tthede students saw their own futures as
determined by the number of credits. “How many itsedo | need to get into Level 2
mathematics?” was another very common question.y Tinever asked “If | don’t
understand this work properly what will it mean foe during the following year’s maths
course?”

| sensed that the quest for understanding — myfgoghem — was not a priority in their
lived reality of school mathematics. Was their gaat to get the minimum level of credits
with the minimum level of work? An intrinsic lovd tearning in mathematics was never
apparent to me. Their position in the school tHewang year appeared dependent on this
credit accumulation and their status may have sagmitly dropped if they did not achieve
the prerequisites. Did they want a rewarding lesgr@xperience in mathematics? For some
of these students the credits gained would all@mtlthe option to opt out of mathematics
entirely at Year 12. Failure to gain the creditd.evel One would be placing them in a
‘catch-22’ position of having to do mathematicsyiear 12 solely for credit accumulation.
Another year of mathematics was not an option nklsome of these girls desired. Like
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many other girls in many other schools (see Shan?2@®4) many of these girls wanted to
opt out of mathematics entirely!

Concluding Comments

For the purposes of this article, one year of temchas become an autoethnography as
it encompasses my practice and reflections duhagyear. | did not anticipate until after |
left this school that my students would becomeftioeis of my reflections and they do not
know that they have become that either. | am spgalibout and for this group but also
about and for myself. | have territorialised thgmace in my research (St Pierre, 1997) to
show these realities in my writing but | have aésaluded many other realities in my
snapshot of their edification in my classroom.

In summary, as | see it, there are four main isthegsstandout from my story:

1. | felt that | had to change my style of teachingamcommodate the examination culture of the
school;

2. | do not believe that it is sound pedagogy to teaethematics in bite-size pieces as this distracts
from the creative side of mathematics;

3. There were many discrepancies between what | waotdd in my mathematics classroom and what
| felt | could do; and

4. | could not be the teacher | wanted to be. The ISullivan style that | wanted to model appeared
unattainable in an exam-driven environment.

| do need to be careful here to say that just exdwanted to teach mathematng
way does not mean thaty way is the right way. | believe that teaching and the
development of a teaching style is very much agresjourney but a journey that needs to
be based on sound pedagogy and the best intefedtstudents.

| don’t have any answers. | can see the issued ead see the source but | cannot see
the solution. Who has the last word? My readersld@e. told a story about my year
teaching. If my readers have been able to enterffelda part of my story then part of my
goal has been achieved. If my readers have beert@abdel and think about their own lives
and experiences in relation to my story then anaibal has been achieved.

| have not provided facts but | have provided hureaperience and personal voice. |
do not want to stand and speak with all-knowindharity. | want my readers to make their
own interpretations and meanings from what | haviéen. | want them to put themselves
in my place, think about what they would have ddmay they would have reacted and
voice their own point of view and perspective.

Often our accounts of ourselves are unflatterirdjieaperfect, but human and believable. The text is
used, then, as an agent of self-understanding thimhkdiscussion. (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 748)

As writers and readers we need to broaden our drsjzconsider critically our own
experiences, enter other worlds disparate to our experience in a compassionate way
and engage in dialogue on the social and moralicapdns of the different perspectives
and standpoints that we encounter. | invite yobdoome co performers in this narrative.
Let the dialogue begin.
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