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Mastery approaches to mathematics and the new national
curriculum

‘Mastery’ in high performing countries

The content and principles underpinning the 2014 mathematics curriculum reflect
those found in high performing education systems internationally, particularly those
of east and south-east Asian countries such as Singapore, Japan, South Korea and
China. The OECD suggests that by age 15 students from these countries are on
average up to three years ahead in maths compared to 15 year olds in England’.
What underpins this success is the far higher proportion of pupils reaching a high
standard and the relatively small gaps in attainment between pupils in comparison to
England.

Though there are many differences between the education systems of England and
those of east and south-east Asia, we can learn from the 'mastery’ approach to
teaching commaonly followed in these countries. Certain principles and features
characterise this approach:

« Teachers reinforce an expectation that all pupils are capable of achieving
high standards in mathematics.

« The large majority of pupils progress through the curriculum content at the
same pace. Differentiation is achieved by emphasising deep knowledge and
through individual support and intervention.

« Teaching is underpinned by methodical curriculum design and supported by
carefully crafted lessons and resources to foster deep conceptual and
procedural knowledge.

« Practice and consolidation play a central role. Carefully designed variation
within this builds fluency and understanding of underdying mathematical
concepts in tandem.

« Teachers use precise questioning in class to test conceptual and procedural
knowledge, and assess pupils regularly to identify those requiring
intervention so that all pupils keep up.

The intention of these approaches is to provide all children with full access to the

curriculum, enabling them to achieve confidence and competence — ‘mastery’ — in
mathematics, rather than many failing to develop the maths skills they need for the

future.
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Curriculum changes

The 2014 national curriculum for mathematics has been designed to raise standards
in maths, with the aim that the large majority of pupils will achieve mastery of the
subject. Mathematics programmes of study state that:

o Al pupils show'd become fluent in the fundamentals of mathematics,
including through varied and frequent practice, so that pupils develop
conceptual understanding and are able fo recall and apply their knowledge
rapidiy and accurately to problems.

» The expectation is that the majority of pupils will move through the
programmes of study at broadly the same pace. When to progress should
always be based on the security of pupils” understanding and their readiness
fo progress fo the next stage.

# Pupils who grasp concepis rapidly should be challenged through rich and
sophisticated problems before any acceleration through new content. Those
pupils wha are not sufficiently fluent with earier material should consolidate
their understanding, including through additional practice, before moving an.

For many schools and teachers the shift to this ‘mastery curriculum’ will be a
significant one. It will require new approaches to lesson design, teaching, use of
resources and support far pupils.



