MERGA President’s Report to the AGM: July 2009

Judy Mousley
On behalf of all members of MERGA, I would like to start with sincere thanks to the Executive members of MERGA. Each one has carried out her or his responsibilities throughout the year, and provided valuable advice to me as well as helping each other willingly. Three new members of the Executive started in January, and the previous members organised a smooth handover with as much advice and continued support as was necessary. 

Our thanks are also due to Robyn Jorgensen, Peter Grootenboer, and Ray Brown for taking over and performing well as editors of MERJ, and to Sandra Frid, Merrilyn Goos, and Len Sparrow for their work as editors of MTED. The VP (Publications) says more about this in her report.
Once more, we should thank AAMT (and Melinda Pearson in particular) for their ongoing assistance with the membership database and journal mail-outs as well as some conference support. It is not only good to have AAMT undertaking this work so capably and reliably, but also wonderful to have a like-minded and supportive AAMT President and Council, enabling us to work together on major issues. You would have noticed that your membership details are now accessible on line, in case you wish to change them, and that you could pay for your membership and this conference on line. This was all initiated by AAMT and is supported by their database procedures.

We owe a particular debt of gratitude to Andy Yeh. Andy worked with Bill Atweh to get the first batch of journals online and fully searchable via the MERGA site, and he has continued doing this in the past year. Anyone who has watched their citation index quadruple over the last few years like I have will appreciate the value of having his or her publications readily accessible in the world’s biggest and most-used library. If you want evidence of usage, type your name into the publications search box on the MERGA website and be astounded by the number of people who have downloaded (and hopefully cited) your own publications. 

Further, last October Andy approached the Executive with some ideas for the MERGA website, and these have also lead to significant “added value” for members. Andy had given the site a brighter, more modern look and has added five new areas. The first is a password-protected repository for Executive papers so that on-going and historic records can be posted there and accessed at any time in the future. This is much better than keeping files on the computers and in the filing cabinets of Executive members, especially since Executive membership changes over time, and this resource has already proved very useful. The second area is an Executive forum, where we could post drafts of papers and hold on-line discussions. I must admit that we mainly do this work with email— but it is there if needed. Hopefully, you all know about the third area: the members’ forum where discussions were held recently about the two journal questions. It’s great to have an area where feedback on important issues can be sought. Fourth, it is already easy to create spaces where groups can engage in discussion and co-operative writing — perhaps SIGs or groups of members working together on a common research project. It is only a matter of creating a password-protected page and any group of members (perhaps with some outsiders) will be able to use it for discussion, writing, limited storage of relevant documents, etc. The final area now available is a general forum area where non-members can participate in discussions, and that has not yet been used. 

Regarding the latter potential facility, the forum areas are currently controlled by the Executive questions, and Andy was keen to have more general wiki-like spaces where people could discuss topics like using ICT in maths classrooms or the use of problem solving in mathematics education. The Exec felt that there are already lots of such discussion areas available on the web and it is not MERGA’s role to add to them, so we decided to keep the MERGA forums for MERGA business only — but of course that feeling could change in the future with future Exec members so it’s really up to the members. It is only a matter of such a motion being put to the Policy Meeting by interested members. 

Over the four years that I have been president of MERGA, there have been some other major changes of practice. Papers are reviewed now by panels, instead of individuals, and I am delighted to announce that nearly every author who submitted a paper this year had it accepted for presentation, even though many were not published in full. New members were also given information about getting papers accepted and published, not only in the Proceedings but in journals too. You will also have noticed that even authors of papers that were accepted for publication were given advice about the next stage: re-writing for a journal. I encourage people to take that advice and to flood MERJ and MTED editors with their improved articles. I know a couple of people whose papers were not accepted have already submitted their re-written papers, and that is heartening news. These refined papers will have a much greater chance of acceptance in journals with the comments of reviewers having been used to guide the refinements.
Journal issues are now all up to date, and at the AGM we will be making two very important decisions: whether to continue producing two separate journals, and whether to continue with hard copy issues as well as on-line publication. These have been points discussed in various areas for a few years now, so it will be good to bring some closure to these debates. Not everyone will be happy with the decisions, but the majority will be satisfied, and all will have had a chance to have a say — and that is the best that can be expected with democratic processes. 

The Teachers’ Bursary was made available for the first time this year, and it is delightful to welcome the inaugural recipient of this award to the Wellington conference.

Thanks to Gloria Stillman’s initiative this time last year, and after discussion in the AGM, two new research awards — the MERGA Career Research Medal and the MERGA Research Award — have been introduced. At the time I am preparing this report, there have not yet been applicants so I encourage people to read about the purposes and selection criteria then consider nominating themselves or someone else.

The Recent Graduate Award that we have had for many years now to encourage new graduates to join MERGA has been changed to a fixed amount per person ($500), and the cap has been raised to $5000 per annum so that more applicants can be catered for. The RGA is an excellent way of attracting recent maths education graduates to MERGA and over the years I have noticed how MERGA’s RGA and Beth Southwell ECA awards that support young researchers have paid dividends. It is just wonderful to be able to work on the Executive with energetic and imaginative young people whose level of initiative and dedication is noteworthy, and I do encourage more people to apply for these awards.
During the year, the Executive was notified by AAMT that we had quite a bit of stock that was unlikely to sell, especially since past journal articles are now available online. Julie Clark collected these from AAMT and they were sent off to eight countries in Africa. It was delightful to receive appreciative emails to MERGA such as the following:

I would like to express my sincere gratitude for a donation of books you have just made to our institution. I am head the Department of Foundations in Maths and Science, a bridging programme aimed at increasing access to the University of Namibia. I have a number of staff who are pursuing Masters degrees in Maths and Science Education. Indeed the journals will be very useful to them and for research purposes for the staff and students. Thanks once again to MERGA. 


Elizabeth Ngololo, Namibia.

This is to acknowledge, with profound gratitude, receipt by post of the parcel you sent me recently. It contained 13 copies of past issues from the 2 MERGA journals you produce. What a pleasant surprise that was. I could immediately identify 5 articles that were relevant to a paper that I and a colleague of mine … are busy trying to write for the AFRICME conference at the University of Botswana … The journals from MERGA couldn't have come at a better time.  Needless to say I am still wondering how you got to decide to donate these valuable literature materials to me. For now I consider it as "just providence from above". Once again many thanks for your very highly appreciated donation, which makes us aware of some of the exciting work going on in your part of the world — courtesy of the MERGA association. 

David Mtetwa. Zimbabwe.
Over the past three years, I have continued to represent MERGA on the National Professional Standards Committee of Management. This AAMT-based group assesses the work of Highly Accomplished Teachers of Mathematics (HAToMs). Currently there is a large group of HATOM applicants being sponsored by the Catholic Education Office in Melbourne, and it is pleasing to see evidence of the professional learning and high standards. 

You will notice that the website now has much more detail and advice for members, including advice on writing research papers for conferences and journals as well as updated lists of duties of the Executive and acknowledgements of the members of past editorial panels and committees. I am writing a history of MERGA, and the latest draft is on the website at http://www.merga.net.au/node/75, so I would really appreciate it if some of the longer-term members could have a look at it to suggest corrections or additions. There is a list on that page of people who have already made contributions, and I really appreciate their willing assistance.

A vote of thanks is also due to the universities that have supported MERGA in many ways throughout my period as president. This has ranged from support for conference organisation and attendance, to postage and photocopying, to the valuing of the editorial and administrative work that members have contributed—as well as the research and teaching that we value so highly. It has been delightful to see evidence of this valuing of members’ contributions to MERGA in many promotions and community service awards over the past few years.

My final acknowledgement is to Ross and the many other partners and family members who have supported us all as we have used all the time and energy that it has taken to make our various individual contributions to MERGA. They realise, I think, how important such work is to the discipline and future of mathematics education, to our work as academics and teachers as well as the overall work of universities and colleges involved in teacher education and development, as well as to participants’ sense of “self” and “association”. 

Personally, I have thoroughly enjoyed being President of MERGA, and thank all of its members for giving me the opportunity to have this experience. 
June 6, 2009.
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