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Researchers urge early screening for math struggles

Assessing
kindergartners on
counting skills could
help address challenges
before they mount,
expert says

DAVE McGINN
EDUCATION REPORTER

Anna Stokke, a math podcaster
and professor at the University of
Winnipeg, likes to say that math
is “relentlessly hierarchical.”

Students who want to pursue
jobs in finance, technology and
economics must know algebra.
To know algebra they must first
know how to add, subtract, mul-
tiply and divide fractions. To
know fractions they must first
know how to add, subtract, mul-
tiply and divide whole numbers.

It is a chain of skills that
stretches all the way back to the
carliest grades, and every link in
it can determine not only a stu-
dent’s success in the classroom
but much as well about their fu-
ture.

Given the relentlessly hierar-
chical nature of math and the
consequences for young learners
who don’t have a strong grasp of
numbers, a group of researchers
at Carleton University in Ottawa
is calling on the Ontario govern-
ment to adopt early numeracy
screening similar to the literacy
screening already mandated in
the province.

Early numeracy screening
would help solve many of the
math challenges that so many
students are clearly struggling
with, said Jo-Anne LeFevre, di-
rector of the Math Lab at Carle-
ton.

“It’s so hard to catch up,” she
said of students who are strug-
gling. “Kids come in to kinder-
garten with a huge range of
skills. If they’re low and nobody
does anything about it, then
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Jo-Anne LeFevre, director of the Math Lab at Carleton University, says early numeracy screening would help
solve many of the math challenges many students struggle with. KEITO NEWMAN/THE GLOBE AND MAIL

they’re just going to stay behind.”

Numeracy screening begin-
ning in kindergarten, a formal as-
sessment that involves such
things as seeing how high chil-
dren can count and testing their
understanding of how numbers
relate to each other - for exam-
ple, is 8 more than 6? - can iden-
tify students with lower skills,
and targeted interventions can
get them up to speed so that they
do not fall behind, Prof. LeFevre
said.

The very basic math skills stu-
dents may or may not have in
Grades 1 and 2 are not insignif-
icant — research has shown that
children 4% years old who have
low numerical competency are
less likely to take advanced math
classes in high school and are
less likely to enroll in postsec-
ondary education.

How well children understand
numbers in the early grades has
also been linked to their chances

of developing math anxiety, and
studies have also shown kinder-
gartners with lower counting
skills are more likely to do poorly
in math when they reach Grade

Ontario has implemented sev-
eral measures to try to improve
students’ math performance in
recent years, including a new
“back to basics” curriculum, re-
quiring new teachers to pass a
math test and investing more
than $70-million over the past
three years through its Math
Achievement Action plan to sup-
port students through access to
digital math tools and one-on-
one tutoring, among other
things.

But many students are still
struggling. In English-language
schools, half of students in Grade
6 and 42 per cent in Grade 9 did
not meet the provincial standard
for math in the 2024-25 school
year, according to the latest stan-
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dardized test results, released
last December.

A spokesperson for Ontario
Education Minister Paul Calan-
dra would not say whether the
province will consider imple-
menting numeracy screening.

“Minister Calandra has been
clear that Ontario’s math results
are showing insufficient progress
and that school boards need to
focus on student achievement,”
Emma Testani, the minister’s
press secretary, said in a state-
ment. “That is why he is appoint-
ing an expert advisory body to
lead a comprehensive review of
student outcomes and assess-
ment across the province to un-
derstand what additional mea-
sures are needed to support stu-
dents and help them succeed.”

Alberta mandates numeracy
screening twice a year for stu-
dents in Grades 1 to 3, with a
third screening for students who
require additional support.

“It’s massive,” Mike McMann,
superintendent of the Fort Ver-
milion School Division, said of
the effect screening has had.

When his school division be-
gan doing numeracy screening in
2018, only 23 per cent in Grade 1
passed the test. Now, by the time
they reach Grade o, 78.8 per cent
pass, Mr. McMann said.

“We're seeing massive impact
in terms of our math results,” he
said.

Students who fail the screen-
ing are paired with intervention-
ists who help them develop the
skills needed to catch up, Mr.
McMann said.

Just as students have a “right
to read,” said Heather Douglas
from Carleton’s Math Lab, refer-
ring to the Right to Read inquiry
report from the Ontario Human
Rights Commission which led to
the province adopting literacy
screening, so too do they have a
“right to calculate.”

Ashley Kozak, the math curri-
culum lead at the Upper Grand
District School Board, in Guelph,
Ont., has worked with the Math
Lab to do early numeracy screen-
ing of Grade 1 students since
2024.

Ms. Kozak has no doubt that it
should be implemented across
the province.

“I absolutely think that Onta-
rio should mandate the screener
and put money and time into
that for the province,” she said.

But doing it properly will re-
quire investments to support
teachers, she said.

Screening requires effective
intervention to improve stu-
dents’ performance, Prof. Stokke
said. That requires investments
of time and other resources. But
those investments are needed for
students to excel in math, she
said.

“Youve got to identify who’s
having trouble, and you've got to
fix it. We don’t have to have this
math crisis, but we continue do-
ing the same thing over and
over.”

NEW YORK Neil Sedaka, the hit-
making singer-songwriter whose
boyish soprano and bright melo-
dies made him a top act in the
early years of rock 'n’ roll and led
to a second run of success in the
1970s, has died.

Mr. Sedaka, whose hits in-
cluded Breaking Up Is Hard to Do
and Laughter in the Rain, died
Friday at age 86.

“Our family is devastated by
the sudden passing of our be-
loved husband, father and grand-
father, Neil Sedaka,” his family
said in a statement. “A true rock

and roll legend, an inspiration to
millions, but most importantly,
at least to those of us who were
lucky enough to know him, an
incredible human being who will
be deeply missed.”

No other details of his death
were immediately available.

A key member of the Brill
Building songwriting factory, Mr.
Sedaka teamed with lyricist and
boyhood neighbour Howard
Greenfield on songs that reflect-
ed the teen innocence of the
post-Elvis/pre-Beatles era of the
late 1950s to early 1960s, in-

cluding Happy Birthday Sweet
Sixteen, Calendar Girl and Oh!
Carol, alament for his high
school sweetheart, Carole King.

After along dry spell, he re-
emerged with such smashes as
Laughter in the Rain and Bad
Blood. Captain & Tennille’s cover
of his Love Will Keep Us Together
was a chart-topper in 197s.

Short and dark-haired, with a
big smile and high-pitched voice,
he was a Juilliard-trained, Brook-
lyn-born son of a Jewish taxi
driver who began performing as
ateen and kept at it for decades.

Mr. Sedaka still played dozens
of concerts a year well into his
80s. He retained the enthusiasm
and broad vocal range of his
youth and never tired of the
standards he had sung hundreds
of times.

Mr. Sedaka grew up in Brook-
lyn’s Brighton Beach neigh-
bourhood, pampered by his
grandparents, aunts and mother
in a two-bedroom apartment he
shared with 11 relatives. He has a
street there named in his hon-
our, Neil Sedaka Way.

But his music compensated

for his unpopularity as a kid, he
once recalled. His talent was
recognized by a second-grade
teacher who urged his home-
maker mother, Eleanor, to buy
him a piano.

Mr. Sedaka loved songwriting
and never quit, but he craved
performing.

“Once a performer, always a
performer. It’s that adrenalin
rush. It’s like a natural high when
you're in front of an audience,
and if you get that standing
ovation, it’s infectious,” he told
the AP. ASSOCIATED PRESS
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