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Changes in students' calculating strategies since the introduction of the National Numeracy Strategy 

Julia Anghileri

The National Numeracy Strategy was introduced in England in 1998 to reform mathematics teaching in all primary schools. In addition to introducing a three part daily lesson in numeracy, teaching of number had a new focus on mental calculation. Written calculations were to be taught later, and informal as well as standard written methods were to be taught. The strategy has been widely implemented and this study analysed some of the changes that were evident after the first five years.

This study followed an earlier investigation undertaken before the introduction of the National Numeracy Strategy. With the data already collected in the first study there was an opportunity to replicate the tasks and analyse any differences between 1998 and 2003. 

The studies were undertaken in the same ten schools in and around Cambridge and involved students (n = 259 in 1998 and n = 308 in 2003) in June of year 5.

Reporting a comparison between students’ calculating strategies for division, variation among the schools shows there is little uniformity in the methods that students use despite the apparent widespread implementation of a national Framework. Teachers appear to be selective in implementing the guidelines for calculating methods. In some schools the dominant method continues to be the traditional algorithm while in others there is evidence a new ‘chunking’ algorithm. In some schools there continues to be extensive use of unstructured informal written methods, often based on students’ intuitive approaches. In other schools a more structured written record appears to be helpful to the students.

Overall there is some improvement since 1998 but not as much as national test results would suggest. Change is evident in the performance and strategy use of boys and girls, with the boys being significantly more successful in 2003 (in 1998 there was no significant gender differences). This reflects other studies that show the National Numeracy Strategy approach appears to be more helpful to boys than to girls. While the boys made more use of informal working and mental strategies, the girls relied on more structured written methods and were less successful with unstructured working. In the schools where girls did better they used mostly the newer chunking algorithm. 

The results of this study were presented at the International Congress for Mathematics Education in Copenhagen in July 2004 and have been written in a paper ‘A study of the impact of reform on students’ written calculation methods after five years implementation of the National Numeracy Strategy in England’, submitted to the journal Oxford Review of Education in November 2004 and accepted for publication in 2006.
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