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Local Know-How: Math Matters Presenter Honored 
 
The ARCC produces a webinar series entitled “Local Know-How: Appalachian 
Education Innovations” to highlight innovation in education across the Appalachian 
region. The series shines a spotlight on regional educators and education leaders 
who are willing to share their promising practices with other practitioners. 
 
In the first event of the series, Dr. Caitlin Howley, ARCC Director, interviewed a team 
of educators from Pocahontas County, WV. The team consisted of Joanna Burt-
Kinderman, Jennifer Nail, and Terrence Beam—the county math coach, a math 
teacher, and the district superintendent. In January 2018, the team from Pocahontas 
County shared the ways in which Math Matters in their school district.  
 
According to the team, in 2009-2010, Pocahontas County Schools (PCS) faced a 
crisis in its math achievement. Scores fell below the state average and landed the 
district in the bottom 10% of the state for math achievement. Upon confronting 
these data, the PCS superintendent decided the district needed to take decisive 
action. Seven years later, PCS schools scored above average in K-8 mathematics and 
scored #1 in high school mathematics in the state. So, how did PCS create such 
gains? 
 
Pocahontas County is a small, rural district in West Virginia. The county has a 
population of approximately 8,600, with over half the area designated as state or 
federal land. It is difficult to get cell service or reliable access to broadband, and 
according to Burt-Kinderman, “We are an hour from the nearest Walmart.” Students 
typically hail from poverty-stricken homes, and drug addiction is a reality for all too 
many families in this area. Before being hired as the county’s math coach, Burt-
Kinderman was inspired by the book, “Radical Equations” written by Robert Moses 
and Charles Cobb. The idea that mathematics is a gateway and an issue of social 
justice struck her. She carried this idea with her into her role as mathematics coach.  
 
Education issues are rarely black and white, and Burt-Kinderman felt that pre-
packaged curriculum and programs were not the way to go. Instead, she decided 
that she needed to help facilitate new ways of thinking about what effective 
mathematics teaching and learning could look like in the district. Traditional 
methods of instruction and professional development were not producing the 
desired results. To do this, she developed an approach based on three key ideas: 

 Instructional coaching and professional development should look like effective 
mathematics instruction.  

 Everyone (i.e., teachers and students) should have a say in their learning.  
 Celebrate successes rather than hunting for failures.  
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Over the past seven years, Burt-Kinderman has grown as an instructional leader. 
She helped to support and empower the teachers in her district to take charge of 
their professional learning. PCS teachers endured a shift in standards, multiple state 
assessment changes, and initial wariness from the community—but with Burt-
Kinderman’s facilitation, the teachers identified instructional challenges, designed 
and tested solutions, and retained those practices that best fit the community. 
 
According to Jennifer Nail, the math teacher on the webinar team, “The coaching has 
shifted to stuff the teacher wants to work on. I know it is okay to ask questions.” 
When asked how her teaching has changed as a result of the coaching model, she 
explained, “We have shifted to collaborative groups. [The students] are essentially 
the ones helping each other to learn the content, practice, find mistakes, and 
discover big ideas. Then my job is to guide them on the right path and organize the 
thoughts afterwards…A big part of learning is struggling through something difficult 
at some point.” 
 
PCS results have garnered national attention, and Burt-Kinderman was recognized 
as one of Education Week’s 2019 Leaders to Learn From. To read more about this 
honor or to watch the full webinar with the PCS team, please visit the links below. 
 

 Joanna Burt-Kinderman recognized for leadership in math instruction: Click Here 
 Local Know-How: Appalachian Education (Episode 1) Math Matters in Pocahontas 

County, WV: Click Here 


