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Mathematical Literacy (ML) was introduced as a new compulsory subject (alongside Mathematics) into the 
South African curriculum in 2006 and presented teachers with daunting challenges. Teachers felt that they 
did not receive adequate training and struggled with diverse interpretations of the subject. There were also 
differing philosophical views on the importance of context versus mathematical content within the subject 
constraints. They had to deal with, and are still grappling with, negative parent and learner perceptions 
about the new subject. Many teachers struggle with assessment issues, diverse multilingual and 
multicultural settings and a lack of consistent resources, to name but a few obstacles.   
 
It was therefore decided to create a community of practice (CoP) where teachers could air their problems 
and share their resources and successes. A CoP, according to Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002:4), 
consists of “a group of people who share a concern, a set of problems, a passion about a topic and who 
want to deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis”.  
 
ICT as an enabler: The tools used 
The original online space was created in Yahoo groups and mainly functioned as an e-mail newsletter 
distribution system where e-mails to the central group are distributed to the rest of the group. We also 
created a static website as entry point and a place to do parent advocacy. A file transfer protocol (FTP) 
server was used for storing resources as well as the file area within Yahoo groups. An FTP server stores 
files which are uploaded using a file transfer protocol program. In addition an internet messaging service 
called Gabbly chat (www.gabbly.com) was used for online real-time meetings. The use of these online 
tools did however pose some problems. Teachers struggled to get into the online community and reported 
that the lengthy registration process was confusing and that their e-mails were sometimes being rejected by 
the system. This made it difficult for them to become part of, let alone participate in, the online 
community. 

 
In May 2008 we decided to move the 
community to a more user-friendly 
interface by creating a social network 
using the NING platform 
(www.mathsliteracy.ning.com). This 
platform addressed some of the 
technical issues experienced by the 
teachers in as far as it simplified the 
registration process, discussion and 
uploading of resources. It also gave 
the teachers control over which e-
mails they would like to receive. The 
interface allows for file, photo and 
audio uploads, easy retrieval of 
forgotten passwords, the use of 
widgets (small applications from 
third party applications which can be 
embedded in pages on the network) 
and feeds (small pieces of automatically updated summarised article headlines) which helps to maintain up-
to-date information and interactivity. It also has a built-in events manager, forums, blogs and a text chat to 
facilitate real-time discussions and online meetings. 



Page 37 

 

Learning and Teaching Mathematics, 9, 40-41 

 

 
We have added an external blog (http://mathsliteracy.wordpress.com) as the link between parents, 
learners and the teacher community and to act as a way to do advocacy for ML. It is linked to an 
automated newsletter system from where we can publish newsletters and resource notifications.  

Tracking and finding resources as well as establishing a database have been problematic as volunteers do 
not have sufficient time to create and maintain such a facility. It was therefore decided to use a social 
bookmarking system, Diigo, (http://groups.diigo.com/group/ml-123) which could record and tag 
uploaded resources as well as other useful content links across the internet. This collection is then 
embedded into the network using RSS feeds (real simple syndication) and a tag cloud of recognizable 
keywords.  
 
How do the tools support the Community goals and experiences?  

Learning communities are about people, not tools. Tools are merely there to assist in the task of helping 
the community reach its goals. These goals are continually redefined by the needs and expectations of the 
community itself within the domain of ML practice, professional development and support. New tools are 
also constantly being investigated and implemented if they can assist in achieving the goals more 
effectively. The initial goals (with the relevant social media tools and explanations alongside) of the 
community can be defined as follows: 
 

Goal Tool used/explanation of use of tool 

Share 
curriculum 
documents 

Documents are hyperlinked from the Thutong portal / governmental site to 
discussion forum threads on the NING site in order to facilitate discussion 
and comment.  

Upload 
resources: 
exams, lesson 
plans, 
worksheets, 
assignments, 
projects etc.  

Resources are uploaded into the 
discussion forum. Up to 3 resources can 
be uploaded per discussion comment. A 
detailed explanation of how to upload 
resources has been created in PowerPoint 
and it has been embedded into the site 
using Authorshare (http://tr.im/Aqht).   

Share resources 
 

As the community is growing, more and more 
resources are being uploaded. We use the internal 
NING bookmarking system which allows for 
keywords (tags) with every resource upload. We 
also us the Diigo bookmarking system to keep 
track and to create a database. Every time a 
resource is uploaded, I or a volunteer teacher tags 
it to our database. It is then automatically 
displayed on our resource page in NING as well 
as in a collective tag cloud on the page. All the 
resource links are also automatically combined 
into a weekly blog post which is posted to our 
“outside” blog (http://tr.im/nwW3). This post is 
then auto-distributed to everybody who has 
subscribed to receive the newsletter. The latest list 
of resources also appears as an RSS widget on the home page of the NING 
community as well as on the mathsliteracy blog. [RSS widget: A piece of code 
you can insert on any web page which will show an interactive web element 
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that will automatically update information from where the RSS feed is linked] 

Discuss issues 
and resources, 
give feedback 
and support 
one another 

We are still finding our feet within this new subject and discussion is therefore 
central to our community and understanding. The NING platform has a built-
in discussion forum which allows threaded discussions where you can 
reply to individual messages or the main topic. It is then displayed in a nested 
structure. You can even upload additional resources from any place within the 
discussion.  

Reflect on our 
teaching 
practice 

The idea is that we learn over each other‟s shoulders and teachers are 
encouraged to blog (online journal) about their classroom practice. Even 
though only a few teachers have taken up this challenge we hope that as 
confidence in the class and in the use of the NING tools grows, more 
teachers will begin sharing. NING has an internal blogging system and 
external blogs are hyperlinked back into the community. 

Job 
opportunities 

This is done using a thread in the discussion forum where teachers can post 
their interests. 

 

Gauge trends 
and gain insight 

We use external poll widgets from 
www.PollDaddy.com to do this. NING has also 
now activated a facility whereby members can 
create their own polls within the NING structure. 

 

 

Interview 
experts in the 
field 

Podcasts (audio recordings) and videocasts 
(video recordings) are used to interview ML 
experts. The NING platform has facilities to 
upload videos and audio. You can even record it 
straight to your cell phone and submit it via MMS 
using an individual e-mail address. For example, 
we have recordings of a symposium where experts 
debated if last year‟s exams were difficult or not. 

Have online 
meetings 

We organise, from time to time, real-time online meetings. We have used 
various online chat tools like gabbly.com, Cbox, IM and Skype to facilitate 
this. Recently the NING platform has incorporated an internal chat facility 
and we will be using that in future. 

Create specific 
interest groups 

As we are faced with various issues, the creation of specific focused interest 
groups is essential. For this purpose we have created textbook groups where 
teachers can engage with publishers on problems they are experiencing, give 
feedback and share how they are using a specific textbook. NING facilitates 
these separate groups and you can choose if they are open or closed. Every 
group comes with its own separate member list and discussion forum and wall 
(a place to publish brief announcements/comments).  

Keep abreast of The NING network allows for dedicated event posting, which comes with 
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events RSVP as well as a discussion forum. 

Do advocacy As the teacher community is restricted to ML teachers and teacher supporters 
(publishers/HED and NGO personnel) advocacy is mainly done using our 
outside blog in Wordpress. We also have a dedicated twitter account to 
post brief snippets about what is happening within the community, do 
advocacy as well as post resources for learner consumption and parent 
updates (see www.twitter.com/mathsliteracy). The twitter feed is also visible 
as an embedded widget on the main page of the network. [Twitter is a 
microblogging communication tool where you can give updates of 140 
characters or less. You can follow each other‟s twitter updates]. 

Create a fun 
and interactive 
experience 

Photo galleries of what is happening in the classrooms as well as face-to-face 
meetings can be uploaded into the NING platform or can be embedded from 
other photo sharing sites like Flickr.com to create a buzz. Videos relating to 
ML can also be uploaded directly into the network from your cell phone or 
can be embedded from other video sharing tools. 

 
A significant number of ML resources have been collected (634 items in databank) with quite a few 
resources that to date have not yet been tagged. The quality and quantity of resources have improved 
significantly from the first year of implementation. Teachers are submitting resources in formats that can 
be electronically edited and re-used which act as a time saving mechanism.  
 
Community obstacles: 

It is heartening to notice that the community is being extensively used. Between January and August 2009, 
3482 pages were viewed a total of 32 431 times according to Google analytics. We do, however, need to 
entice more active participation – ie. to get members to contribute actively rather than simply to access 
resources. To this end we will host a number of face-to-face meetings where teachers can share resources 
to be uploaded and come to grips with the technical uses of the NING platform. Online communities still 
pose a significant barrier to those teachers who do not have access to computers and the internet. We are 
hoping that governmental, NGO and corporate initiatives will reduce these barriers and will open the door 
to a more sustainable online community as the NING platform is relatively bandwidth-intensive due to its 
interactive nature.  
 
What the teachers say about participating in this online community of practice 

“This site is of value to me especially as I can keep in touch with news and colleagues” 

“I don’t know what makes me share other than a real belief in helping each other, gaining ideas from each 
other and not reinventing the wheel every day which is just plain stupid- work smart, we don’t get paid enough 
to do it in any other way” 
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