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Middle Tennessee State University (USA) and Northwest Normal University (P.R. China) are co-hosting a workshop on Mathematics and Science Education in June 2008. The purpose of the workshop is to facilitate the formation of research working groups (RWGs) whose membership consists of scholars from both the U.S. and P.R. China. Members of the RWGs agreed to investigate a particular topic or question of concern to mathematics and science educators in both countries. The intellectual merit of the workshop rests with its potential to promote promising and research-based practices in mathematics and science instruction that will benefit both countries.
Background
In the United States, increased funding in K-12 education over the past two decades has not yielded significant gains in student achievement. There is therefore growing interest in learning from education systems in other countries that produce higher student achievement in mathematics and science. During July 2005, twenty (20) American and twenty (20) Chinese delegates participated in an Educational Leaders Forum on Mathematics and Science Education in Denver, Colorado.  The final report of this distinguished group outlined common challenges and areas of potential collaboration between the two countries. Considerations guiding future collaborative efforts included international partnerships between universities in the U.S. and the P.R. China.

Following the guiding principles from the report of the 2005 Forum, Middle Tennessee State University (U.S.A.) and Northwest Normal University (P.R. China) are co-hosting a workshop in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, to enable American and Chinese researchers in mathematics and science (biology, chemistry, & physics) education to advance their work through international collaboration.  Publications like Knowing and Teaching Elementary Mathematics by Liping Ma, The Middle Path in Math Instruction by Shuhua An, and How Chinese Learn Mathematics edited by Fan Lianghuo, Wong Ngai-Ying, Cai Jinfa, and Li Shiqi illustrate there is much the two countries can learn from each other towards the preparation of mathematics and science teachers and improving the teaching and learning of both disciplines. The purpose of the workshop is to provide researchers in mathematics and science education from both countries an opportunity to discuss common challenges and priorities in their fields and to plan future research collaborations that will result in potentially significant benefits to both countries. The success of the workshop will depend on the unique contributions that develop through international collaborations.
WORKSHOP ORGANIZATION

One hundred twenty-five participants, 50 from the P.R. China and 75 from the United States, have been divided into twelve research working groups (RWGs) through self-selection. The groups are curriculum, assessment, teacher preparation, professional development, integrating technology into teaching and learning, and reaching underserved populations. The RWGs are initially organized by content area; that is, six groups in mathematics education and six groups in science education. Once on site, participants will be allowed to form integrated working groups or subdivide into more defined RWGs.
People who have earned international recognition for their work in a particular area will deliver plenary lectures on four broad topics. Two speakers will come for the U.S. and two from the P.R. China. The intent is to provide a foundation on which to begin identifying common priorities. Additionally, people who have earned national or international recognition for their work in a particular area will deliver topic session papers. Twenty-four researchers from the U.S. and twenty-four from the P.R. China will provide an overview of work being done in their respective countries. Again, these presentations are intended to stimulate the participants’ thoughts towards identifying common priorities that promote collaborative research. Opportunities for presenting and discussing personal research projects will be provided during meetings of the RWGs.
The majority of the week will focus on the discussions of the RWGs as they deliberate and negotiate the concerns and questions that will be tackled by the memberships over the next eighteen to twenty-four months. Each RWG will report its goals and objectives for their collaborative project to the whole body of participants on Friday before the workshop adjourns.

QUESTIONS ADDRESSED BY THIS INTERNATIONAL CO-OPERATION

The objective of this workshop is to facilitate the formation of research working groups whose membership consists of researchers from both the U.S. and the P.R. China. The goal is getting at least twelve RWGs started on a journey of productive and informative research that will benefit mathematics and science education in both countries. The formation of RWGs seemed a reasonable outcome for getting 125 researchers together.  The experiment of the endeavour resides in getting people previously committed to their own personal research to broaden their perspective to include the viewpoints and suggestions of others who approach similar concerns and questions from a different cultural paradigm.
The six topics around which the RWGs are organized are an outcome from a previous international collaborative. The topics are broadly defined allowing maximum flexibility for people to more narrowly define their interests once the RWGs begin discussions toward formulating research questions. The advantage to formulating collaborative RWGs is the opportunity of getting educational researchers together who might otherwise have never met or become familiar with each other’s work. Workshop organizers serve to facilitate the organization of groups whose work will result in outcomes that will benefit mathematics and science education in both countries for decades to come. Participation is by invitation only and by design includes a mix of full professors, associate professors, assistant professors with less than three years experience and those with more than three years experience, graduate students, and people from populations underrepresented in mathematics and science education.
There are barriers to international co-operations particularly when the languages and cultures are remarkably different as with the P.R. China and the U.S. The workshop will be conducted in English which, of course, limits the participation of researchers from the P.R. China. Translating papers from Chinese to English has been a challenge because word-for-word interpretation does not work between these two languages. A female co-chair in the U.S. working with a male co-chair in P.R. China has presented challenges.  U.S. graduate students trying to get information from Chinese faculty members has created problems in respect to authority and channels of communication, a cultural difference.  Also, decision making by one person is acceptable in the U.S. but frowned upon by Chinese counterparts where group discussion and consensus is a model for decision making.
SUMMARY

Planning and organizing the US-Sino Workshop on Mathematics and Science has taken 18 months. Implementation has included writing a proposal to the National Science Foundation and soliciting support from organizations and individuals. The workshop is being funded by the NSF, Texas Instruments, and other local sponsors. I want to participate in DG6 at ICME-11 in order to share my experiences working with colleagues from another country and to hear about the experiences of others in similar situations.  I have identified benefits and problems that arise from planning and conducting an international collaborative event. Finally, I want to share recommendations for strengthening international endeavours and hear from others how to overcome language, cultural differences, and differences in how two cultures define research in mathematics and science education.
The most interesting point that deserves highlighting in relation to the background questions posed can best be described by the NSF program manager who reviewed the proposal and recommended funding.  Equally important to the outcomes of the RWGs future research is what will be learned by how the RWGS are organized into cohesive, productive units when individuals come from such distinctly different cultures.
