
30 VOL.1 #6 MARCH-AUGUST 2016THE CLARION
T

he
Cl

ar
io

n
N

ew
s,

vi
ew

s
op

in
io

n
s

an
d

ac
hi

ev
m

en
ts

in
ed

uc
at

io
n

Continued from P. 4

One man who went to school with
James, remembers learning about South
American civilizations, but James has
said that his first experience of West
Indian history was at the UWI. Another
man who attended Kingston College
(KC) and his exposure to the history
and novels of the Americas started
when he read his brothers’ schoolbooks
fromWolmer’s….Is there a late demerit
here for James? He seems to have
missed those classes.
The book series, The People Who
Came, exposed the history of the
Caribbean islands and civilizations of
Central America. It was written by
educator Alma Norman; African culture
scholar Kamau Braithwaite; Jamaican
historian Jimmy Carnegie; and librarian
Patricia Patterson. It is unlikely that
these writers would write
acknowledging the UK as their centre.
The KC old boy said that his school
infused Jamaica’s history and culture in
the learning, and mentioned a
memorable school trip to the historic
maroon town Accompong. This is the

same school that produced the musician
Augustus Pablo, and his music from the
70s inspired James as he wrote his
famous novel in the 2000s.
The Wolmerian who was mentioned
earlier suggested that the feeling of neo-
colonialism at the school at that time
could have been because the teachers
would have been women who neither
looked like nor spoke like, people in the
homes and communities of many of the
students. That experience would indeed
be an additional layer of alienation for
some students, and supports arguments
that there should be more male teachers
in boys’ schools, and so on.

FRIGHTENED AND THRILLED
Over at Calabar, a past student said that
the background of the teachers there
harmonized with the proud black man
ethos of the school’s founding
institution, the Jamaica Baptist Union.
A female friend says that when she
started teaching at Calabar in 1973, she
first saw the novel by Jamaican YA
author Vic Reid, YoungWarriors, which
is about children resisting an unjust
government, she was frightened and
thrilled all at once.

It may be true to say that Jamaica’s
latter-day writers are just catching up
with the narrative of beyond the post
colonial. The migrant workers,
sportsmen and musicians had gone
beyond long before. Stories about the
earlier waves of Jamaicans in the USA
in the 1920s and 1930s were written
down by Claude McKay, and Marcus
Garvey shaped our movement.
Olympian Herb McKinley, and others,
used the Jamaican secondary school
system to nurture a generation of
athletes who built the Jamaica brand
name in the USA, starting with the first
school team to run in the Penn Relay
Carnival in America in 1964. The study
of street dances by Jamaican dance
professionals who disassembled them,
and then rebuilt them and for
commercial use has helped to make
many of our moves a part of the
repertoire of pop stars from Harry
Belafonte to Beyonce and Rihanna.
Our celebrity crossover creatives like
Marlon James, Buju Banton, Shaggy
and Sean Paul, all educated in Jamaica,
express aspirations of beyond neo
colonialism. They are the vintage of the

winepress of a 1980s schooling in
Jamaica.
So where is the radicle that roots the
idea that schooling in the 1980s saw the
UK as the dominating reference point?
It can be more strongly argued that we
are now overwhelmed by USA culture.
We are long overdue a Naipaul for the
beyond post colonial era. The fact
remains that James, and many other
Jamaicans, feel that our education
system short changed them in various
ways. That is their true and deep
sadness. There needs to be greater
listening to students to reach those who
will feel alienated in our culture. There
are still areas of acceptance that our
society needs to address, and the
Jamaica Teachers Association can lead
the way to make justice and truth
become a part of Jamaican society,
forever. Our St Hugh’s lady leaders did
not speak loudly, and they held
discussions over tea; but talking
through difficult subjects help us to do
the brave and important work of
thinking.

THE VINTAGE OF THE ‘80S WINEPRESS

Continued from P. 7

The failure so far to compete with
higher offers from abroad has made the
proposal a non starter in retaining let
alone increasing the supply of math
teachers. That it is being frowned upon
by many is perfectly understandable.
Perhaps the most egregious aspect of
the proposal is its overlooking key
postulates in learning and teaching as
well as its flawed underlying
assumptions. One such postulate is that
there is a direct positive relationship
between the effective teaching and
learning of the content matter of
subjects like social studies, the natural
sciences, music and economics and the
effective learning and teaching of the
content matter of mathematics. The
subjects are mutually reinforcing. This

implies that the effectiveness of
mathematics teachers depends in part
on the effectiveness of other subject
teachers.
To remunerate one group of subject
teachers at a higher rate than another
when both groups may be equally
qualified and effective or are highly
interdependent must be considered
negatively discriminatory and unfair. Of
course measuring their unique
contribution to the total learning gain of
the student and hence assigning a
percentage is fraught with
insurmountable difficulties and nigh
impossible if attempted. Otherwise pay
differential based on sentiment would
be untenable. Put another way, what
would be a defensible percentage pay
differential? Would any differential not
create a class of elite classroom

teachers with attendant undesirable
social consequences?
Would a pay differential be confined
to secondary school teachers most of
whom teach a combination of
subjects such as mathematics and
economics? How would their
eligibility for premium pay be
determined? Would it be on the basis
of periods of mathematics taught per
week? What range band would be
reasonable? Where some primary
schools are experimenting with
subject teaching would the scheme be
applicable to them? What would be
the implications?
Lastly it is premature even
unreasonable to invoke the
economics theory of increasing
supply by raising price where
demand outstrips to justify the

proposal. The truth is that the
applicability of the theory to an
imperfect market of state supplied
educational services is yet to be tested
for efficacy. For those advocating
differential pay for teachers of
mathematics I persuade a rethink based
on the multivariable nature and
complexity of the problem.
I have further concerns. In the present
programme aimed at raising awareness
of the importance of mathematics, I am
concerned that the impression is being
given that since mathematics is all
around us it is not difficult and its
application should be the single
most critical objective. Indeed the
environment presents great
exploitable opportunities to learn
and teach some mathematics
topics but there are others that are

purely abstract and won’t be found in
the world around. While the application
dimension will remain indispensable,
equal importance is now attached to the
abstract dimension which itself is
indispensable to advancing knowledge
in diverse areas such as national and
cyber security, brain research,
computing and software engineering
and development among others.
All students can and ought to learn both
application and abstract mathematics at
appropriate developmental stages. Both
aspects are also mutually reinforcing. If
students are helped to conceptualize
mathematics as the science of patterns,
that is, patterns of number and counting
(arithmetic and number theory),
patterns of shape (geometry), patterns
of reasoning (logic), patterns of chance
(probability) and so on they will
appreciate the importance of
mathematics for application and for
academic pursuit. They’re likely to
appreciate its beauty as they love and
learn it.
Fostering student nutrition and friendly
classrooms, continuous training for
teachers, innovative programme
planning and articulation within
classrooms and across grade levels and
raising the status of teachers with across
the board significant salary increases,
will all improve mathematics
performance quicker than perhaps
anything else.

Performance in mathematics

Mr Barrett is a retired chief education officer with
the Ministry of Education. He served as teacher
and as principal before spening 31 years at the
Ministry of Education prior to his retirement in
2004. He also served as pro- registrar for the
Caribbean Examination Council (CXC)
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Wesley E.Barrett

Concerns about the
teaching and
learning of

mathematics and hence
performance in this
subject in our schools
have been longstanding.
They are often raised by
policy makers, parents
and employers among
others at the occasion of
the publication of results
of external examinations. The
experience for several years has been
that our students under-perform in
respect of the relatively low
percentage and quality of subject
passes and the low participation rate
of the cohort sitting the examinations.

The responses have been of two kinds,
one wholly positive and the other
dubious. The latter has taken the form
of a sporadic proposal to offer
differential pay packages to teachers of
mathematics to increase the supply of
such teachers. It should be fruitful to
examine some obscure but relevant
issues pertaining to this particular
proposal. This brief article attempts to
do that and to thwart early revival of the

proposal. Suggestions for
the way forward are
offered.
Firstly it is probably worth
reminding that during the
late sixties into the
seventies there was a
spirited programme
launched to improve the
teaching and learning of
mathematics. Then
performance in
mathematics was slumping
and the ‘new math’ was in

vogue. Misunderstanding of the ‘new
math’ actually aggravated performance
not only here but in other countries as
well. This point won’t be pursued here
but it suffices only to say that there
were concerns about the state and status
of mathematics education and attempts
were made to give more impetus to its
learning and teaching through various
innovations.

Among many initiatives was
curriculum reform. Several
internationally funded (IDB, World
Bank, USAID) projects were
undertaken involving among other
things, the provision of ‘math labs’ in
primary schools, the mounting of
mathematics workshops and seminars

for teachers in primary schools and a
reading literacy initiative which
enhanced mathematics learning. These
activities were quite positive but
regrettably many of them were short-
lived because of under-funding or an
aversion to continuation of painstaking
efforts.
When the acceleration in reclassifying
‘new secondary schools‘ as high
schools took place in the nineties an
initiative was taken to mount, in
collaboration with the UWI, a special
programme, “Summer Math and
Science Workshops” primarily for the
teachers in those schools. The
workshops focussed on the teachers’
content knowledge over the
programme’s ten year duration, 1992-
2002. They proved extremely beneficial
to those schools. Disappointingly, they
were discontinued because they were
thought to be ‘unaffordable’ and a
burden on the budget! From as early as
the seventies when greater
consciousness about poor examination
results emerged, some teachers heard
mutterings about the issue of paying
premium salaries to mathematics
teachers. By the nineties calls became
loud for such an initiative but these
were rebuffed by the teachers’ union.
Since then the calls have been

‘springing up’ fairly frequently not
unlike those calls to ‘pay teachers on
the basis of examination results’.
Interestingly both are of the same
syndrome and considered negatively
discriminatory.
In examining this dubious response to
poor mathematics results it is well to
reflect on the global scenario. It is now
common knowledge that
internationally, there is great
competition to recruit and import
competent and effective teachers of
mathematics.Potentially the richest
countries will have an advantage in any
international recruitment drive on
account of their stronger economies and
hence superior ability to pay more
competitive salaries. Recent
experiences confirm. Unless there is
over-powering patriotism by the
Jamaican professionals not to be
induced to migrate for higher salaries
and superior equipped classrooms
abroad it is virtually impossible for
Jamaica to compete successfully with
countries like the USA and the UK who
have been actively recruiting teachers
of mathematics and science.
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Performance in mathematics--
concerns and responses


