Math is hard. Or is it? Education minister
promises more math class for
Ontario's students.
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The solution to Ontario’s slipping math scores is more math time in the classroom, says
the province’s education minister — both for students and for the teachers who instruct
them.

But Liz Sandals wants parents to understand something that might surprise them: our
young people are actually quite good at basic math skills.

Contrary to public perception, the place where students actually tend to do
best, it’s in basic arithmetic.
— Liz Sandals

It’s in applying the principles that they start to struggle.
That’s what standardized national and international tests say.

They also put Ontario in an upper tier among Canada’s provinces when it comes to our
students’ math abilities.
Not at the top — that’s Quebec’s spot — but in a pack with Alberta and British
Columbia.

The same tests, however, show those students’ skills are collectively slipping, especially
in junior grades, and Sandals agrees that’s a problem. Officials in her ministry have spent
the fall surveying Ontario school boards to find out just how much time students spend
on math and comparing it to other places.

The preliminary information would be that there’s a lot of variability, which is
what I expected. A lot of variability from school to school, throughout Ontario,
on how much is spent on elementary math.
— Liz Sandals
It is clear, however, that Ontario’s schools don’t spend as much time on math as their
counterparts in Quebec.
And Ontario’s training programs for elementary teachers don’t spend as much time on
math as they do just east of here.

When we say that we need to spend more time on math,
part of that focus is actually on using math. That doesn’t
mean that you’re going to spend all that time directly

timetabling math. So for instance, when you’re doing
science, there would be lots of examples in the science
curriculum when you would use math to solve science
problems.
— Liz Sandals

The same is true in geography and other social sciences — distances,
percentages, statistics.
These are all applications of mathematics. Which is, again, the problem. The problem is
not times tables, Sandals insists, the rote learning that advocates of back-to-basics
instruction say we’ve tossed out in favour of touchy-feely “discovery math.”
Many parents struggle to help their children with more complex problems.

That’s partly because the way we teach math has changed a bit but also because we were
never that good at such problems ourselves.

If you talk to adults in Ontario, you will often find that the adults are good at
basic arithmetic but the adults aren’t terribly good at problem-solving. If you
were to ask a lot of adults, they would probably be hard-pressed to explain how
their mortgage is actually calculated. Or what’s the actuarial base of your lifeinsurance policy? They would look at you blankly.
— Liz Sandals
Sandals hopes we’ll soon be turning out more instructors who can teach kids to love
trigonometry. Up to 4,000 teachers have now taken brush-up courses on elementary math
instruction, and thousands more will be able to take them this summer. More short
courses in how to be a better math teacher are included in professional development days.
In the fall, Ontario’s teacher-training programs will extend to two years from one, which
Sandals says is a huge opportunity to catch up to Quebec.

Here's why one Ottawa man says
boxing keeps kids out of gangs
and off the streets
FEBRUARY 1, 2015 1:21 PM

In an effort to keep youngsters out of gangs and other trouble, Final Round Boxing Club
is starting a pilot project that gives youth three-month memberships at no charge. The
program begins today. We caught up with club owner Eric Belanger to find out more.
Explain how the project works and how it came about.
Two things triggered the idea for me. One was a recent trip to Cincinnati, where I walked
into a gym in a terrible neighbourhood — it had signs saying you couldn’t come in with
guns — but it was the most beautiful boxing gym I’ve been in in 18 years. They run a
program where any kid under a certain age gets to train for a dollar a month. I saw
anywhere from 150 to 200 kids between 11 and 14 years old pop into that place.
And I thought that if they could keep even 10 per cent in boxing and in the program,
that’s 20 kids that aren’t out there doing other things.
Last year, it started to hit the news in Ottawa about the big spike in gang activities. And I
thought I could do something to help. I’ve helped out a lot of kids individually over the
years. Some have lived at my house. Most of them have used boxing in one form or
another; they may not have made a life out of it, but it got them out of trouble and onto
the right path.
What is it about boxing that makes it a way off the street?
You often hear boxers thanking boxing for keeping them out of prison, and there are
multiple reasons for that. For one, gang kids are often from broken homes, but at the
gym, no one gets judged.

We have all types of people come in here, but once they’re through that door at the
entrance, none of that matters. Plumbers, lawyers, cops, street kids — all that gets left at
the door, and for those kids, that means something.

Everyone is equal here, and it’s
consistent. If you’re getting bounced around foster homes or getting kicked out of
schools, the boxing gym is still home. Number two is the aggression. A lot of these kids
need an outlet, and one of the things that feels the best is taking an hour on that heavy
bag.
Whatever your day’s problems are, whether it’s a kid who’s angry or someone who’s
having a rough day at work, it all leaves. You lose 400 pounds off your shoulders.
And then there’s the cost. Not everybody can afford hockey.
A regular membership here is $49 a month, and that’s six days a week, and if you don’t
have a skipping rope or gloves, we can lend that to you.
And there’s the team feeling, while being an individual.
It’s an individual sport, but a lot of these kids want that family feel that they might not be
getting at home, and we have that.
Finally, kids from about 14 to 18 — that’s the prime ages where they’re easily influenced
at school. Maybe that’s when they’ll start smoking weed or trying other things. But if
you’re competing at any level in boxing, it’s an extremely demanding sport, and you
can’t afford to be smoking weed. So you can tell your buddy ‘I can’t; I have a fight next
week,’ and you’re still cool. No one’s laughing at you, and all of a sudden that pressure is
gone.
Who is eligible for the program? Anyone 21 and under.
It’s a three-month trial. What comes after that? I’d love to continue it. The only
reason it’s just three months is that there’s only so much I can do on my own. We need to
raise some money to keep it going. For things like gloves, hand-wraps, skipping ropes, all
kinds of things. I’ve already raised about one-fifth of the $60,000 we’re hoping to come
up with to keep it going for a year.
Visit http://www.finalround.ca or call 613-371-1543 for more information.

Citizen Arguments: Chocolate
milk in schools? Not so fast.
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Ottawa writer Amanda Gordon argues against chocolate milk in schools.
A recent study out of the University of Saskatchewan found that children drink far less
milk if chocolate milk is not available in schools. Some schools have actually banned
chocolate milk and this, say researchers, is a concern because children miss out on the
vitamins and nutrients they need to be healthy.
Instead, they gravitate toward drinks that still taste good, including sugar-laden juices and
soft drinks.
So what do they conclude as a result of this study? Schools should continue to offer
chocolate milk because drinking it is better than drinking no milk at all.
Not so fast.
It’s true that chocolate milk has the same nutrients as white milk, including calcium and
vitamin D. But a quick glance at the nutritional facts on the carton of a common brand at
your local grocery store is all it takes to see that not all is the same when comparing the
two.
A one cup serving (250 ml) of one-per-cent chocolate milk offers 160 calories and 25
grams of sugar. The same serving of one-per-cent white milk is 90 calories and 13 grams
of sugar. This particular brand does offer a “reduced-sugar” option for chocolate milk,
which registers at 140 calories and 19 grams of sugar per one cup.
Same nutrients? Sure. Healthy? Not so much.

The dangers of processed sugar are well documented. We know it isn’t good for us.
It offers no health benefits and is so addictive that the more we eat it, the
more we want it.
White sugar is not good for you, plain and simple, and that’s why this study is so
perplexing. It presents chocolate milk as the only option for children because, if it’s not
offered, they will simply turn to sugar bombs like fruit juice or pop.
But therein lies the problem. We are letting our children dictate what they drink (and eat),
rather than us doing it for them.
Sure, teenagers are going to drink what they want. They likely have a bit of spending
money to buy it, so they can ingest all the sugar they crave and then some.
But children? Young children typically don’t have disposable income, at least mine don’t,
and they are at the mercy of their parents and whatever they decide to stock their fridges
and cupboards with. Same goes for when they are at school. If they have money to buy
drinks from the vending machine or cafeteria, it came from mom and dad.
If chocolate milk and other sugar-filled drinks are offered, of course they
are going to buy that over, say, water or white milk. They are children after
all.
But what if they only had access to water and white milk? Would they die of thirst
because they couldn’t bear to drink it? Would they shrivel up and suffer from dehydration
because their beloved favourites weren’t available? Seems doubtful. I remember using a
water fountain at school to rehydrate.
I’m not sure where this idea of catering to children’s every whim came from. Having two
children of my own, I’m no stranger to the picky eater.
But that doesn’t mean it’s chicken nuggets, french fries, pizza pockets and fruit punch
every day. They drink water or white milk most of the time.
As for food, it takes a little creativity, but there are healthy options that they enjoy.
At the end of the day, they will eat and drink what I serve them, because as
much as my four-year-old tries, he’s not the one filling our grocery cart.
Schools should be able to ban chocolate milk guilt-free and, while they’re at it, they
should limit other sugary options as well. Water and white milk will do just fine, and the
kids will be better off for it.

Ottawa school for children with
disabilities wins $100,000 to
build accessible playground
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Clifford Bowey Public School (near Bank Street and Walkley Road) was one of five
national winners in a competition sponsored by insurance company Aviva Canada Inc.
The playground will be built this summer and will have ramps and accessible swings.
But principal Laurie Kavanagh said its most significant feature will be a protective
ground cover made from recycled tires, in place of the usual sand.

This will allow our walkers and wheelchairs and some of
students with mobility challenges to access it.
— Laurie Kavanagh
The school accommodates more than 100 students between the ages of 4 and 21 with
developmental disabilities. Some students are non-verbal or blind and others autistic.

All of our students will have access to the playground
where they can play, they can have fun, they can be kids
in a safe environment.
— Laurie Kavanagh
There were more than 700 entries in the Aviva Community Fund competition.
The Clifford Bowey submission went through a number of rounds of online
voting between October and December. It received 2,500 votes from across
Canada.
Projects earning the most votes went to a panel of judges, which picked the five winners.
School council member Françoise Slaunwhite said the playground will be available to the
public after school hours.

