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D
enise Mewborn’s vi t ae re ad s
l i ke that of a sen i or profe s s or
who has spent dec ades te ach i n g

and con du cting re s e a rch in mathem a t-
ics edu c a ti on .

The University of Georgia associate
professor’s research has been published in
dozens of academic journals, and she has
received numerous awards for her excel-
lence in teaching.

Last spring, she was inducted into the
Illinois State University College of
Education’s Hall of Fame – an honor that
recognizes extraordinary contributions to
education in leadership, service, practice,
scholarship, productivity and innovation.

No t a bly, Mewborn has accom p l i s h ed
a ll of this before even cel ebra ting her
40th bi rt h d ay.

Af ter receiving her bach el or ’s degree
in el em en t a ry edu c a ti on and her mas-
ter ’s in mathem a tics from Ill i n ois State
in the late 1980s, Mewborn stayed at
Ill i n ois State until 1991 as a tem pora ry
i n s tru ctor before coming to UGA to
begin her doctoral work in mathem a ti c s
edu c a ti on . Af ter receiving her PhD from
G eor gia in 1995, Mewborn was of fered
an assistant profe s s or po s i ti on at UGA’s
Co ll ege of E du c a ti on – a dream job for a
young sch o l a r.

“I think the University of Georgia
Department of Mathematics Education
has a premier reputation around the
country for doctoral education and K-12
teacher education. There are some out-
standing nationally and internationally
recognized faculty members here with

whom I’m thrilled to be working,” she
said.

And work she does. In addition to
teaching, Mewborn is the principal inves-
tigator for a five-year project, Learning to
Teach Elementary Mathematics – a study
funded by a $250,000 grant from the
Chicago-based Spencer Foundation.

“My whole goal in research is to
understand how pre-service teachers learn
to teach math so that we can do a better
job of that at the college level,” she said.

Mewborn and her two doctoral stu den t
assistants began stu dying 30 ju n i ors and
s en i ors in mathem a tics edu c a ti on at UGA
and then fo ll owing them into their firs t
couple of ye a rs of te ach i n g. Th e
re s e a rch ers loo ked at how the stu den t s
vi ewed their own mathem a tics edu c a ti on
f rom kinder ga rten thro u gh co ll ege , wh a t
t h ey thought te aching math would be like
and how they interpreted their ex peri en ce s
in the te ach er edu c a ti on progra m .

With the stu dy now in its fo u rth ye a r,
Mewborn has narrowed it and is fo ll owi n g
t wo co h orts of six stu dents in their first and
s econd ye a rs in full - time te aching po s i-
ti on s . She and her assistants revi ew vi deo-
t a pes of the 12 te ach ers in the cl a s s room ,
ob s erve them te aching in pers on and inter-
vi ew them . These findings and ob s erva ti on s
a re then cro s s - referen ced with their wri t ten
work du ring their two ye a rs in UGA’s
m a t h em a tics edu c a ti on dep a rtm ent (pro-
viding evi den ce of t h eir mathem a ti c a l
u n derstanding) and with recorded ex a m-
ples of t h eir ex p l a n a ti ons of t h eir own
math edu c a ti on ex peri en ce s .

Den i se Mewb o rn has be en re co gn i zed fo r
h er extra o rd i n a ry co n tri bu tions 

to edu c a tion in leaders h i p, servi ce ,
pra cti ce , sch ol a rs h i p, produ ctivi ty and

i n n ova ti o n .
PHOTO BY PAUL EFLAND

Young Re s e a rch er Strive s
to Ma ke a Di f feren ce
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Ma t h em a ti cs in 2003. He has taught math-
em a ti cs edu c a tion cou rses at severa l
Eu ropean and La tin Am erican univers i ti e s
and has re ceived Fu l b ri ght awa rds to su p-
po rt his wo rk in New Ze a l a n d , Spa i n ,
Col o m bia and Swed en .

Born in Iowa and raised in Southern
California, Kilpatrick began his teaching
career in 1957 at Garfield Junior High School
in Berkeley, Calif. After earning a doctorate
at Stanford University, he worked his way
through the ranks at Teachers College at
Columbia University before joining the UGA
faculty in 1975.

Q: One of the basic premises of the
National Research Council report, Adding
It Up, is that all students can and should
be mathematically proficient. Where did
that idea originate?

J K : It’s been around for some ti m e , but it
recen t ly became prom i n ent as part of t h e
m ovem ent to raise standards in edu c a-
ti on , and parti c u l a rly thro u gh the ef fort s
of the Na ti onal Council of Te ach ers of
Ma t h em a tics to ch a n ge mathem a tics cur-
ricula and the way mathem a tics is taugh t .
Th ere is a ten s i on bet ween edu c a tors wh o
bel i eve that mathem a tics should be taugh t
in a direct way – just explain the mathe-
m a tics ch i l d ren need to learn and give
t h em lots of practi ce doing it – and those
who bel i eve that ra t h er than just em ph a-
sizing procedu res and skill , te ach ers
should pay atten ti on to ch i l d ren’s ide a s
and unders t a n d i n g.

Both of these po s i ti on s , in my op i n i on ,
h ave some meri t , but they are not
en o u gh . Th a t’s basically our message in
the boo k : It’s not re a lly a qu e s ti on of
ei t h er / or but of both and more if we
want all ch i l d ren to be prof i c i en t .

Q: Aren’t the grades from pre-kinder-
garten to eighth – the ones discussed in
your book – the most important in build-
ing a foundation for any learning?

JK: Well, every mathematics teacher would
say that his or her grade was important. I
think grades pre-K to 8 certainly are a criti-
cal time for foundational learning to take
place,and yet that’s often when students
turn away from mathematics. Children
start school for the most part with good
attitudes about mathematics. While they’re
in middle school,many decide that it’s con-
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