"No More Excuses for Poor Student Performance"

(1) Don't know much geometry.

Don't know much trigonometry.

Don't know much from the science book.

Don't know much about physics I took.

(2) Or something like that. But I do know that the United States isn't going to be "first" in the world in mathematics and science by the year 2000, our goal.

(3) According to a major international study released last week, our 12th‑graders are closer to last place. A cross‑section of U.S. public and private school students did poorly on basic math and science knowledge, according to the Third International Mathematics and Science Study. In advanced math and physics, our very best students ranked in the cellar.

(4) Students completing school in 21 countries, mostly in Europe, took the math and science literacy test, while 16 participated in the advanced testing. Asian countries, top scorers in the fourth and eighth grade, didn't participate.

(5) "TIMSS  makes it clear we don't ask enough of our kids," said Sandra Feldman, president of the American Federation of Teachers. "We're near the top in fourth grade, in the middle by eighth grade, and at the bottom in 12th grade."

(6) The usual excuses don't wash, said Pascal D. Forgione Jr., U.S. commissioner of Education Statistics.

(7)  TIMSS  doesn't compare our average students to their elite. The United States no longer has a significantly higher percentage of young people completing secondary school. The general knowledge test was given to a range of students, including 10th‑graders completing vocational school in some European countries. Students taking the advanced math and physics tests represented the top 14 percent of American students enrolled in pre‑calculus, calculus, or advanced placement calculus and in physics. The international sample was less selective in math, representing 19 percent of students, and similar in physics.

(8) Diversity isn't to blame. "Most countries have students from diverse language and cultural groups, "Forgione said.

(9) It's not low‑achievers pulling our average down. "The entire distribution of U.S. scores both starts and ends lower than in most other nations, "Forgione observed. "This means the average level of general knowledge in mathematics among students in a majority of these countries matched that of the top quarter of U.S. students."

(10) TIMSS  looked at various factors believed to affect achievement. Few proved relevant in explaining the 12th grade results.

(11) U.S. students reported studying for 1.7 hours a day, compared to the international average of 2.6 hours, but study time didn't correlate strongly with scores.

(12) Our students watched about as much television (also 1.7 hours a day) as the average.

(13) U.S. 12th‑graders were more likely than foreign students to say they really liked mathematics and various sciences, more likely to use computers and similar in calculator use. Advanced U.S. students were more likely to say they're often asked to explain their reasoning and apply lessons to real‑world problems. It wasn't relevant.

(14) Money didn't matter. The U.S. spends more per student in elementary and secondary education than two‑thirds of the other countries, the report noted. "U.S. performance resembled, on average, the economically less‑affluent countries those with lower GNPs per capita and lower per capita expenditures on elementary‑secondary education participating in the general knowledge assessments, and two of the less affluent countries Hungary and Slovenia also outperformed the United States."

(15) Instruction time made a difference, but only for advanced math.

(16) The real answers come from the fourth and eighth grade studies, concludes William Schmidt, national research director of  TIMSS.  Our fourth‑graders compare well to students elsewhere, especially in science, but achievement scores slip by eighth grade, due to a repetitive, unfocused, unchallenging middle‑school curriculum. "Our students take a much weaker foundation into high school," Schmidt says.

(17)  TIMSS  isn't about bragging rights. It's about our economic and social health.

(18) "If we're to continue to be global competitors in the new knowledge economy, we'll need a steady and competent pool of employees," said U.S. Education Secretary Richard Riley, who touted the president's proposed eighth grade math test.

(19) California and many other states have developed challenging math standards that should help focus curriculum. Requiring kids to meet grade‑level standards to be promoted should make it possible for teachers to spend less time on review, more time teaching new concepts.

(20) At least, the old complacency is gone. We don't know much, but we know it won't be a wonderful world for math and science dummies.

