
 

Subject:  Middle School Math Pathways 
 
Dear Dr. Hayes, (cc: Dr. Haas, Dr. Keiser and Ms. Mitchem) 
 
Family Council is grateful to Melissa Mitchem, ACPS lead coach for 

mathematics, for sharing valuable information at our February meeting (see minutes) and 
leading a vibrant discussion. 
 
We are writing to share our support for committee work that we believe is underway, and to urge 
ACPS to take action for summer 2024 and the 2024-25 school year. Specifically, please: 

●​ Create a clear course pathway to Algebra I by 8th grade for all students. 

●​ Require every middle school to offer the same math pathway. 

●​ Communicate to families the math pathway options clearly and consistently, in multiple 
formats easily accessible to all ahead of course selection. 

●​ Ensure that 8th grade students who enter Algebra I have experienced no gaps in 
learning pre-algebra content. 

●​ If a summer pre-algebra “boot camp” is needed in short-term, it must be available for 
students at every school. 

●​ If high-intensity tutoring is a short-term solution, we request equity data on how many 
students at which schools are receiving these services. 

●​ Clarify student entry criteria for Math 6 Compacted success. 

●​ Dedicate instructional coaches with deep secondary math teaching instruction to support 
these classroom shifts in middle school. 

 
We are including detailed information of the situation in the Appendix. We’ve identified positive 
examples of what families at some schools are finding helpful re: communication. 
 
A Burley parent and Family Council member provides an excellent summary of our position: 

 
“We know that getting to Algebra 1 in 8th grade is a precursor for success for high school and 
college. ACPS cannot rely upon summer school or skipping a foundational class to be the 
solution. Not only does the current math pathway not promote equity, but it essentially tracks 
students from 5th grade into a certain progression with no room for advancement. The Bellwether 
report called out this deficiency in our math "tracks" last year, so it is imperative we have a 
solution for this next school year. We cannot push this off one more year.” 

 
Thank you for all that you are doing to support instructional improvements for our kids. 
 
Sincerely, 
Heidi Gilman Bennett 
Chair, Family Council 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1RtBs2iZMnp5MlOgkWw0QdrmiXFXzm9MpZMEpMmAzl1w/edit


 

Appendix 
Current Situation 
 
●​ Create a clear course pathway to Algebra I in 8th grade for all students. 
 

Currently – Rising 6th graders must choose between enrolling in Math 6 or Math 6 
Compacted, which becomes a deeply consequential choice. The advanced “track” gets 
students to Algebra 1 in 7th grade, but following the Math 6 “track” leads to Algebra 1 in 9th 
grade. There is no clear option to get to 8th grade Algebra 1 currently, and we urge ACPS to 
make changes ASAP so that families can enroll students for the 2024-25 school year. 
 
Melissa Mitchem summarized the importance of Algebra I for Family Council: 

 
Although every ACPS MS seems to offer the Math 6 → Math 7 → Math 8 pathway, the 
options for moving out of this pathway are unclear once it’s been selected. Families feel 
strongly that the options for student pathways must be clarified. 
 
Furthermore, we would like to see all students represented in the pathways shared with 
families. Multiple participants were concerned that students receiving special education 
services or with 504s or learning differences were not reflected in the pathway options. 
Family Council has shared this input with SEAC as well. 
 
Family Council was encouraged to hear that Melissa Mitchem and team are reviewing the 
enrollment and student outcomes data. We are concerned that the move to every-other-day 
schedule for math in 8th grade may be negatively impacting student success. As a reminder, 
we have requested that ACPS conduct a Middle School Program Evaluation, but we hope 
that the committee currently meeting is considering the every-other-day schedule impact. 
 

●​ Require every middle school to offer the same math pathway. 
 

Currently – No school offers a Math 7/8 class that would lead to Algebra I in 8th grade, We 
understand this is being considered by the committee meeting currently, and we strongly 
urge ACPS to provide this access to 8th grade Algebra 1 for the 2024-25 school year. 
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https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1-ekqzKu8pNQsxa0qwjEiRM7StTJWwk1i4s47C_Dj_ig/edit


 

However, some schools are communicating to families that enrolling in Algebra 1 in 8th 
grade following Math 7 is a pathway. Other schools do not seem to be communicating this 
possibility. To be clear, we are sincerely grateful to all school counselors for communicating 
the options available; our frustration is not with school-based counselors, but with the lack of 
consistency at the division-level. 
 
For example, Henley shows visually that skipping Math 8 is an option, and Burley described 
this as an option in a recorded Zoom (screenshot below), but doesn’t share on the course 
selection form distributed to families: 

  
 

To clarify, we do understand the value of piloting new programs and approaches at single 
schools before rolling out to others. However, we would like to see equity in access for these 
basic math pathways across schools. 

 
●​ Communicate to families the math pathway options clearly and consistently, in 

multiple formats easily accessible to all ahead of course selection. 
 

The Bellwether Audit provided feedback to ACPS about the need for communication to and 
engagement of families, and even gave specific examples about the need for sharing math 
pathways information: 
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wiWwr6Y0gSss54CQjRVbzjEBepfRm3ds7MI3Bl7DXiQ/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cnbhShYAxb7BGNgQTSLYq0zMmSfz2Ph0/view


 

 

 
As we noted above, the communication to families has been inadequate and inconsistent, 
but we find many positive examples of individual school counseling teams working hard to 
provide information to families. Notes of both praise and opportunities for improvement by 
increasing consistency across schools: 

 
○​ Middle School Program Guide – Multiple middle schools refer to the MS Program 

Guide to provide families with essential course selection information. For ex: 
 
 “Here is the list of course descriptions.” [Links to MS Program Guide.] 
 
Family Council has been advocating to ACPS division leaders since November to 
update this “brochure” which serves as the primary vehicle for centralized 
communication to families. As of now, the school board has approved the current 
version despite being aware of the errors and lost opportunities, and we have 
received no confirmation from central office leaders that this Program Guide will 
be modified. While making edits on paper will not solve this complex problem, it 
is evidence of a much broader communication challenge in ACPS. 
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https://bms.k12albemarle.org/fs/resource-manager/view/7dad1716-f87b-4c51-a541-42e41923c1de
https://bms.k12albemarle.org/counseling/rising-6th-grade-registration
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https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1xsfcQU-ziLe82ajTZ8rQgDOzYZETJrQ5CupEOCx52tI/edit


 

○​ Middle School Course Listing – Likewise, in the same advocacy, we pointed out 
to ACPS leaders that Math 6 Compacted is entirely missing from the only 
centralized listing of MS courses, which was also approved by the school board 
in December despite having received timely notification of errors. 

 
Descriptions of course content are essential pieces of information for families and 
students to make decisions about enrollment. However, most MSs are not 
sharing descriptions for the existing math courses. We urge ACPS to make these 
publicly available so families can make informed decisions. See Henley 
Counseling website, which seems to be the only school that publishes this 
information for each middle school grade level. 

 
 

○​ Video – We really appreciate this 3-minute video created by Ms. Rocket, who is 
both a Henley school counselor and math teacher, and we hope that ACPS 
central office will create a series of short and simple videos to guide families and 
students to make math course selections. So many families are unable to visit 
school in-person during the workday or after-school hours to meet with teachers 
or counselors, so this type of video is a great vehicle for communication. We like 
that Ms. Rocket directs the information to students, and also urges families to 
reach out to teachers and counselors, as families may be reluctant for cultural or 
practical reasons to contact school staff. 

 
We also want to acknowledge the inclusion of a student voice video by the Burley 
counseling team, as families are hearing quite discouraging messages coming 
from our easily-influenced early adolescents about enrolling in anything but the 
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1jjl5ehSl6ChxEZ-Id5XcpDDr7zsfUNaTjXf6ZQgNujE/edit#gid=533406107
https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1xsfcQU-ziLe82ajTZ8rQgDOzYZETJrQ5CupEOCx52tI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12uqmWeNTYw7lKE8BjN8dTVKrq6aY71vRJWGnlflxlK8/edit
https://app.screencastify.com/v3/watch/B4QIoJ0FIAGFg1Fy1KZJ
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1pZ88eUox-8bNL4gCOo-VvxpBWC37mMIlsWpCQuGCkg0/edit#slide=id.p


 

most advanced math track. The recorded Burley Zoom sessions, one for rising 
6th and a separate for rising 7th/8th, are lengthy but appreciated. 

 
 

○​ Languages – We can find very little information available to families in 
non-English languages, nor is information published in formats that allow for easy 
Google Translation. We appreciate that the Henley information has headers in 
Spanish, with Google Docs also available in Spanish. Muchas gracias, 
consejeras escolares en Henley. 

 
 

○​ Family Options – We appreciate the Lakeside counseling team’s explanation that 
the selection of courses is flexible with room for movement: 

 
 

○​ Equity Statement – We appreciate the Walton counseling team’s recognition of 
course selection as an equity issue, and strongly suggest that the specific 
information listed in #1-3 be made available to all families. 
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https://sites.google.com/k12albemarle.org/hmscounselingdept/6th-grade-transition_1
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●​ Ensure that 8th grade students who begin Algebra I have experienced no gaps in 
learning pre-algebra content. 

 
Currently – We appreciate that parents and caregivers can opt to enroll students in any level 
of course without prerequisites, and that the counselors are strongly advising families to 
speak with math teachers. However, what isn’t currently clearly communicated in writing is 
that when students enter Algebra 1 in 8th grade from Math 7 (or “skip Math 8” or “override”), 
they will have missed learning important pre-algebra content. 
 
We urge ACPS to create a math course pathway that ensures all students are taught key 
math concepts for pre-algebra during the school year math courses. Bellwether noted this 
deficiency in the ACPS-created math content: 

 
 

Family Council members are hearing directly from a number of families who plan to 
“override” and move into Algebra 1 in 8th grade, and have no idea that their child will have 
missed important pre-algebra content. We are also worried about the burden this places on 
math teachers as expressed above, and would like to understand whether negative student 
outcomes are resulting for students who make this jump. 

 
●​ If a summer pre-algebra “boot camp” is needed in short-term, it must be available for 

students at every school. 
 

Currently – The primary route for students to receive instruction in pre-algebra content when 
moving from Math 6 into 8th grade Algebra 1 seems to be to sign up for a summer course, 
which has sometimes been described as an Algebra “Boot Camp” or “Summer Bridge”.  
 
However, this summer course has not been offered by every middle school, and not every 
year. We understand that staffing and transportation have been barriers, but urge ACPS to 
make this summer offering available to all middle school students. 
 
Bellwether recommends this as a short-term solution to building equitable enrollment and 
success in Algebra classes, but sets a goal of this summer course being available for 2025. 

Page 7 

https://admins.k12albemarle.org/hms/


 

We are hopeful, as Melissa Mitchem alluded to at a school board meeting, that it can be 
available for 2024. 

 
 

●​ If high-intensity tutoring is a short-term solution, we request equity data on how many 
students at which schools are receiving these services. 

 
Families have been assured that lots of work is being done to make improvements aligned 
with the Bellwether audit recommendations, but have little documentation of the work 
underway nor data to provide assurance that short-term solutions like high-intensity tutoring 
are reaching students equitably. As reference, here is the information we see as of Feb 28 
on the Bellwether Audit Status Board: 

 
Family Council repeats our request for detailed information on high-intensity tutoring delivery 
to be shared publicly, preferably at a school board meeting as well as in a public 
family-friendly forum such as an Office of Community Engagement webinar. 
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https://www.k12albemarle.org/our-departments/accountability/instructional-practices-audit/audit-initiatives-progress-tracker


 

●​ Clarify student entry criteria for Math 6 Compacted success. 
 

Math 6 Compacted condenses 3 years of math into a single academic year. Family Council 
is hearing anecdotally that students are entering the advanced course and then struggling 
with the content, which suggests that the criteria for entry is unclear. We urge ACPS to 
examine the data on student success and use this to create more consistent entry criteria. 
While we appreciate that families may elect to enroll students in any level of course, the lack 
of clearly-communicated and data-based criteria is problematic. We are also concerned that 
this lack of entry criteria puts teachers into an impossible situation where they must 
additionally reteach basic math skills in an every-other-day schedule for 8th grade Algebra. 
 
As reference, we find that some middle schools are communicating only student dispositions 
(attitude, work ethic, etc) while others focus strongly on quantitative measures. Family 
Council assumes that both are relevant, and 
we ask for consistency and clarity.  
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●​ Dedicate instructional coaches with deep secondary math teaching instruction to 
support these classroom shifts in middle school. 

Finally, Family Council members are concerned that instructional coaches with 
secondary math experience and/or credentials may not be hired for the next school year. 
We will be watching the budget discussions to understand more deeply about the ACPS 
proposal and prioritization of needs. We would like to understand what will be done to 
address Bellwether’s identification of lack of instructional coaching for secondary math. 
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