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Excellence in Elementary and Middle Grades Mathematics Instruction 
in Charleston County School District (CCSD) 

Background  
In spring 2007, a small group of fifth and eighth grade teachers participated in focus groups to share best practices in 
math instruction.1 Five exemplary 5th grade teachers and five exemplary 8th grade teachers were invited to participate in 
the two focus groups. These teachers were identified for the focus groups because their students showed gains on PACT 
math from 2005 to 2006 that were higher than would be expected.2 Three teachers participated in the 5th grade focus 
group and four teachers participated in the 8th grade focus group.3  
 
The teachers in the 5th grade focus group taught at schools from various geographic areas within the district: one teacher 
was from a Mount Pleasant school, another from a James Island school and another from a West Ashley school. All three 
of the teachers had taught for more than 10 years and had taught various elementary grade levels besides 5th grade.   
 
The teachers in the 8th grade focus group were also from diverse geographic areas: one teacher was from a Mount 
Pleasant school, one from a North Charleston school, one from a downtown school and one from an Adams 
Run/Hollywood/Edisto school. Two of the four teachers had been teaching for less than 10 years and two had been 
teaching for more than 10 years. Two teachers were currently teaching math in multiple grade levels including 8th grade. 
One teacher taught 8th grade general math, one taught 8th grade algebra, and two teachers taught both general math 
and algebra.  
 
There was strong convergence in the themes that emerged from both focus groups. In fact, the characteristics of good 
math instruction that were identified in the 5th grade focus group were virtually the same as those that arose in the 8th 
grade focus group.  Below are the key themes organized around (1) teacher characteristics, (2) school characteristics, (3) 
instructional planning, (4) instructional delivery, and (5) assessment. 
 
Characteristics of the Teachers 
 
• Hold high expectations for all students. Teachers indicated that they expect all students to succeed. Teachers 

said that while they don’t feel personally responsible when their students achieve, they are personally responsible 
when students do not achieve.  

 
 

"My kids know that I want to see them succeed. They believe that I care about them and they 
will perform for me and I expect the best of them at all times. . . Sometimes they don't do it, so I 

call them out and tell them, ‘This is not your best work, do it over.’, and they do." 
 

 
• Seek out professional development opportunities. Teachers discussed the lack of CCSD-sponsored professional 

development on mathematics in recent years but many of them had sought professional development opportunities 
outside of the district at local workshops and regional conferences.  

  
• Collaborate with teachers outside of their building. Although from different schools, the teachers in each 

group knew each other and had taken opportunities to collaborate in the past. Given that some of the teachers in the 
focus groups came from multi-level schools or departmentalized schools, it is not surprising to find that they seek 
collaboration outside of their building, as many times there was not a team available within their building.  

 
• Are not innately mathematical. Most had not excelled at mathematics as students nor initially trained to teach 

mathematics. For many, their aptitude at teaching mathematics surprised them.  
 

   
"After the first month of teaching I said I can do this all day long. It's the spark that I saw in my 
kids’ eyes and the questions that they would have." 

                                                 
1 The focus was on fifth and eighth grade because PACT math performance for CCSD students historically dips in these grade levels. 
2 Based on a statistical model of students’ 2005 PACT performance as a predictor of their 2006 PACT performance. 
3 Focus groups, by their nature, are not meant to provide the same type of data as surveys.  Whereas a survey attempts to obtain 
descriptive data that is representative of a larger population (e.g., all teachers), a focus group attempts to provide in-depth, often 
exploratory data for a specific subgroup within the population.   
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Characteristics of their Schools 
 
• Teach across grade levels. Many of the teachers teach multiple grade levels or teach in multi-level schools. These 

teachers talked about how this year’s instruction fits in with where their students have been (previous years’ math 
standards) and where they will be (upcoming years’ math standards).  

 
 

"I made a promise to myself that I will provide as much experience for these children in fifth 
grade so that when they're in the abstract level in high school and the teacher refers to previous 

learning, they can connect and therefore understand a more complicated concept.” 
 

 
• Departmentalized. Some of the elementary teachers are in schools that departmentalize so the teacher can focus 

on mathematics. They team-teach (for example, with the science teacher) which allows them to make connections 
between math and other content areas and, to re-teach math content in other lessons. 

 
 

"The kids get used to hearing two people talk math and present math in two different ways 
because the styles are different. They don’t resist it-- they embrace it." 

 
 
Characteristics of Instruction 
 
• Instruction is multi-sourced. Teachers have a personal library of resources which include but are not limited to 

CCSD-provided supplemental materials such as vocabulary cards and “question of the day”.  
 

 
"I don't use the book to deliver all instruction. I use my own research for that. I use the textbook 
only to guide me as to what comes next or what’s the next technique that they need to learn." 

 
 
• Manipulatives are heavily used. Teachers discussed the frequent use of manipulatives during instruction.  
 
• Some use technology, some don’t. A few teachers mentioned using SMART Boards and electronic student 

response systems. Others did not have access to this technology in their buildings. 
 

 
"I have a SMART Board and they love to use the SMART Board. They love to get up there and 

calibrate and get it working and they enjoy it, which gets the other students interested." 
 

 
• Encourage questioning. The classroom dynamic that teachers described was one in which the teacher and 

students worked in partnership to solve the problems. One teacher indicated that she intentionally makes errors in 
computation so that students can correct her mistakes. This keeps students questioning, engaged and boosts their 
confidence.  

 
 

"I am a thinker-out-loud-er, like, ‘What should I be doing next?’ and I practice that a lot." 
 

 
• Explicitly teach the problem solving process. The teachers in the groups often said that their students praised 

their ability to explain math in a way they can understand by breaking it down into small steps.  
 

 
"One thing I can pride myself in doing, I think I can break it down pretty good. . .  

and they [students] like that and appreciate that." 
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• Address academic barriers. Teachers consistently pointed to a carryover effect for students who struggle in 

reading: the reading deficit also inhibits their ability in math.  
 

 
"Sometimes I think 80% of my job is teaching reading because  

they don't read and they look at a problem and don't know what to do." 
 

 
• Differentiate. Teachers indicated that they have groups doing different activities within their classroom, sometimes 

re-teaching to one group while another group works independently.  
 

 
"What I have noticed is that when they are in small groups,  

they do so much better. When they are in a big group of 25, they don't do too well." 
 

 
• Engage struggling learners. Teachers acknowledge the difficulties of engaging reluctant learners yet continued to 

try to motivate these students through peer learning (lower group teaches higher group).  
 
• Challenge proficient/advanced students. Teachers are vigilant about meeting the needs of their higher-

performing students. They have developed activities that these students can do independently while the teacher 
works with struggling students.  

 
 
". . . with the higher level students, we made challenge folders. We include an answer key so the 
students can work independently. If it is a skill that no one is getting, we go over it as a group 

until they get it." 
 

 
Characteristics of Assessments 
 
• Teacher-developed assessments. Nearly all of the teachers develop their own assessments from various sources 

(e.g., item bank, teacher-created items, a variety of commercial items) rather than use the assessment from the 
textbook.  

 
 

"I use items from the book, I use my own items.  
I do multiple choice, I do reading type questions." 

 
 
• PACT preparation through classroom assessments. Most teachers in the focus groups developed assessments 

that use the vocabulary and structure of questions that students will encounter on PACT. 
 

 
"I make my own tests, I try to make my test look like the PACT test and  

try to put them [the test items] on a higher level of thinking. . .” 
 

 
Conclusion 
The characteristics and practices of these exemplary 5th and 8th grade teachers provide a sketch of effective 
elementary and middle grades math instruction in CCSD.  These characteristics are consistent with findings 
from external research on excellence in mathematics instruction. The best practices that emerged from these 
focus groups can be used to guide the district’s future professional development and organizational structure 
related to mathematics instruction.  


