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My “Highlights”
Thomasenia Lott Adams

I am looking at my desk right now, and I notice that in 
one of my desk trays, I have a collection of highlighters: 
yellow, orange, green, blue, pink, and neon yellow. Like 
many people who still use highlighters, I use mine to 
mark interesting or important words or statements when 
I am reading hard copies of articles, books, and other 
documents. Sometimes I highlight things that I want to 
go back and review later, or I highlight a quote that I may 
use in a presentation or for some writing of my own. 
Most of the time, though, I really just use highlighters 
to confirm what I feel is an aah or aha or hmm moment 
as I read. Sometimes my highlights reflect thoughts that 
prompt me to ask questions about what I am reading. 
At times, I also create mental highlights of things that I 
hear people say or discuss.

TO PONDER
Here are just a few phrases that I have recently high-
lighted (physically or mentally) that have led to ques-
tions to ponder. I hope that our thinking about these 
highlights and questions will help us strengthen math-
ematics teaching and learning for the rest of 2021 and 
beyond.

Learning Loss
I have seen this phrase many times because we have 
transitioned some or all mathematics instruction to 

virtual or otherwise remote contexts, particularly 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the transi-
tions actually took place, some schools were closed com-
pletely while teachers and school administrators made 
plans for virtual or remote instruction to begin. I think 
this is when people started talking about the loss in 
learning for students as they stayed out of school. We are 
accustomed to hearing about learning loss as a summer 
event, typically described as the “summer slide.” Now 
that schools are up and running, but perhaps in modi-
fied formats, we are hearing more about the potential of 
students’ learning loss in mathematics and in other sub-
jects. This raises some questions for me:

1. Is learning loss really “a thing” or a “nothingburger”? 
For those who say that learning loss is a real con-
struct, then I have a few more questions:

2. Did the pandemic lead to learning loss in mathemat-
ics, or were other factors already in place, hindering 
students’ achievement in mathematics?

3. What learning is being lost in mathematics?
4. Who is losing learning in mathematics?
5. What is the implication of learning loss in 

mathematics?
6. What are we doing to prevent learning loss in 

mathematics?
7. What are we doing to counteract learning loss in 

mathematics?
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8. Is what we are doing now making learning loss in 
mathematics worse or better?

9. Are we studying the cases where learning loss in 
mathematics is not happening? If so, what we are 
finding out about our systems and practices that 
lead to learning loss happening for some students 
but not for others?

10. If learning loss is a nothingburger, how can we 
best challenge this notion so our efforts to support 
students in mathematics are equitable, genuine, 
effective, and long standing? 

Students are Required to Turn Their Videos on
I mentally highlighted this phrase because it reminded 
me of similar phrases that we would be saying in face-to-
face classes, such as “Students need to pay attention.” 
“Students need to be engaged.” “Students need to stay 
on task.” “Students need to get their heads up off their 
desks.” In all these instances, we are focusing attention 
on the students’ actions and behaviors, but I believe that 
we have a role in this as well. When we instruct students 
to turn on their videos, think about these questions:

1. Does focusing on physical compliance guarantee 
deeper thinking in mathematics?

2. Are there alternate ways to monitor thinking, 
select ideas, and ensure accountability without 
requiring video?

3. Are we making mathematics instruction interest-
ing and worthwhile in ways that invite students’ 
attention?

4. What can we do to motivate students to turn on 
their videos during mathematics instruction?

5. When students turn on their videos in mathemat-
ics class, what do we want to see or learn about 
students?

6. What are legitimate reasons that some students 
prefer not to turn on their videos during mathe-
matics instruction?

7. Are we being good participants in mathematics pro-
fessional development sessions ourselves and keep-
ing our videos on for the instructor or presenter?

There Are Ways to Make Mathematics Come 
Alive When Teaching Virtually
Yes, ways exist to make mathematics come alive when 
teaching virtually. This will create a direct impact for the 
“keep your video on” issue. Many times, we want to blame 
unengaging mathematics on virtual learning restrictions, 
when in reality, it may have been that way all along and 
this virtual setting has helped us realize it. This setting 
has made it clear who does the talking because we cannot 
rely on body language to guide our instruction. We have 
to create deliberate opportunities for student talk. Let’s 
use this opportunity to focus on student engagement and 
helping re-create mathematics education by collaborat-
ing and finding creative ideas from research and fellow 
educators. I raised this question with several colleagues: 
“What are some things you do to engage learners in a vir-
tual environment?” Here are a few of their suggestions:

A number of tools such as Desmos activities . . . 
require responses from students that the teacher 
can view immediately and provide feedback, similar 
to face to face. Misconceptions can be determined 
and addressed in the live session; discussions can be 
generated from students’ responses. The expecta-
tion from . . . students is not diminished because of 
the different learning modality. (Makini Sutherland)

Send students “private” chat messages when they 
log on to welcome them to class and ask them 
about their day/weekend/etc. This will help to 
build a connection with each of your students. 
(Edward C. Nolan)

Use Nearpod and the “draw it” tool so you can see 
student models and thinking. (Melissa Carli)

Don’t stay sitting at a computer. You can still 
teach live lessons where children have to track 
you  moving. Engagement factor increases when 
a teacher is up and moving. Pretend you have stu-
dents in front of you, and get up and teach rather 
than sitting behind a camera and showing slide 
after slide. Create a balance. (Samantha Neff)
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Have students chat privately to the teacher. I will ask 
questions (problem types, a specific strategy, etc.), 
and they answer privately just to me. They are also 
able to ask clarifying questions or other questions as 
we move through the lesson. (Heidi Eisenreich)

Use Google SlidesTM to have a place for students 
to show their work. (Janet B. Andreasen)

 Online whiteboards such as whiteboard.fi, Peardeck, 
and Desmos allow students to share their thinking 
while maintaining the anonymity that they (my high 
school students) have come to appreciate with dis-
tance learning. (Lauren Johnson; see video 1)

 I have students work on Google Slides or Jamboard, 
and I communicate to each group based on their 
work by typing in a designated text box. The group 
 members delete my comment or respond to it once 
they see it. This seems so simple, but it provides a . . .  
use of student evidence and questioning directed to 
individual groups at a level that is even greater than 

what I was able to accomplish in face-to-face teach-
ing. (Juli K. Dixon)

I Can’t Wait Until We Get Back to Normal
Whenever I hear or see this phrase now, part of me 
agrees. Yes, it would be nice to be able to go here and 
there without fear of contracting the dreadful COVID-19. 
I wish so much that we did not have such tragedy in our 
nation associated with COVID-19. That being said, nor-
mal for some students still had its troubles. Take, for 
instance, the recent results of the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) Report Card: 2019 NAEP 
Mathematics Assessment (https://www.nationsreportcard 
.gov/highlights/mathematics/2019/). It contains much to 
take in regarding the mathematics  proficiency of students 
in grades 4 and 8. For instance, “percentages of students 
at or above NAEP Proficient [is] unchanged in mathemat-
ics and lower in reading since 2017” (p. 2). So, it appears 
that normal does not have us where we want to be with 
students’ mathematics proficiency. Why not redirect our 
focus away from going “back to normal” and instead move 
“forward” with support environments that allow student 
thinking to thrive,  create opportunities, and continue the 
varied student work opportunities that have emerged from 
these experiences. Consider these questions:

1. What we are doing or should we stop doing to 
empower students to grow mathematically?

2. Are we providing each and every student the best 
of curriculum and instruction?

3. In what ways are we examining systems, practices, 
mandates, and so on that are hindrances for stu-
dents’ success in school?

4. Can we envision a normal where all students are 
growing mathematically?

Thank you for taking a walk with me through some 
of my highlighting moments. I have many others, and I 
am sure that you have yours too. As you read the articles 
in this issue of MTLT, make a note of thoughts that stand 
out for you and lead you to ask questions that challenge 
the status quo. Enjoy!   
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Video 1   A High School Math Teacher 
Discusses the Article

 Watch the full video online.
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