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Math program adds up for
Vermont’s teachers

BY JEFF WAKEFIELD

“Are you ready for this?”
Vermont Technical College Math
Professor Beth Gamble cheerily
questions a room full of elementary
schools teachers in Delehanty Hall
on the campus of the former Trinity

College. “It’s algebra time again.”

In answer, an electric pencil
sharpener stationed on a table near
the front of the class gives a series
of staccato bursts, activated by a
group of particularly determined
looking teachers seated around it.
The class dissolves into laughter.

The can-do attitudes, if not the
sharp pencils, are shared by all 34
teachers in the class, part of a group
of nearly 70 kindergarten-through-
sixth-grade instructors from all cor-
ners of the state who drove through snow and freezing
rain on a recent Friday to attend a two-day session of
the Vermont Math Initiative.

VMI, a joint venture of UM, the Vermont State
Colleges, the Vermont Department of Education and
the Vermont Institute of Math, Science and Technol-
ogy, is an innovative degree program designed to im-
prove elementary school math instruction in the state.

Participants attend two-day workshops six times
during the year, complete lengthy homework assign-
ments between sessions and attend a two-week summer
institute. After three years of the regimen, they earn a
master’s degree in education with a specialty in K-6
mathematics. :

According to Ken Gross, the UVM professor of
mathematics who created the program’s curriculum
and masterminded its basic approach, VMI teachers

Ken Gross heads class of VMI teacher-students.

earn more than a degree.

“As their knowledge base grows, that’s transformed
to confidence,” he said. “Teachers who in the past were
reluctant to spend time on math in the classroom now
say it’s their favorite subject to teach. They develop the
self-confidence to not just teach rules but engage in a
math discussion with their children.”

Gross and math instructors like Gamble bring about
this transformation not with new age hocus-pocus, but
by emphasizing, of all things, the mathematics itself —
and plenty of it. “Our motto is ‘Competence leads to
confidence,”” Gross said. “We want teachers to have a
deep understanding of mathematical content. That’s the
core philosophy of our program.”

VMI evaluations routinely overflow with the enthu-
siasm of a recruit who has survived boot camp. “This
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