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How to Excel at Math Transformation
John Loase

I started teaching math 41 years ago in an economically dis-
advantaged junior high school. On day one I was given the 

syllabus — adding and reducing fractions by prime factoriza-
tion, least common multiples, an axiomatic approach to prove 
why the product of two negatives was positive. As most of my 
eighth grade class did not know the times table, the curricu-
lum was sheer madness. 

I adjusted, taught a lot of basics. Despite herculean efforts, the 
majority of the students never reached the eighth grade level. 
I believed things might have been better, had the students 
been properly taught in sixth or seventh grade. The next year I 
taught one sixth grade class, and tried to do it “properly.” De-
spite my assertive efforts, most who started way behind stayed 
way behind. I learned that if a student falls three or more years 
below grade level, catching up is rare. 

Remedial efforts usually have limited success, especially at the 
college level. The conditional probability of a remedial college 
professor of imparting facility with arithmetic and algebra to 
a student who has failed to achieve mastery of these in the 
previous 13 years is very low. How low? A recent report from 
the Strong American Schools initiative in Washington, D.C. 
found that only 19% of students who require three or more 
remedial courses in college graduate with a four year college 
degree within eight years. 

It is time to change. Here are five suggestions for how we can 
improve our colleges’ dismal record with such students.

1) Give talks at the high school level about the importance of 
taking hard high school classes and striving for excellence. 
This fall I delivered two seminars at local high schools entitled 
How to Excel in College. I organized these in partnership with 
honors students from Concordia College, where I head the 
mathematics program. I divided my part of the seminar into 
two parts: strategies for students for whom mathematics poses 
an obstacle, and strategies for those for whom it is an oppor-
tunity. 

I gave the audience both verbal and written advice on how to 
optimize their college opportunities, based on my 40 years of 
teaching mathematics, from grade six through graduate level. 
Our Concordia honors students discussed how they have 
achieved success at college. Naturally, the college students 
stole the show, as they should. They are nearly the same age as 

the audience and spoke with an authority that was a 
pleasure to witness.

I waited 24 years to visit economically disadvantaged 
high schools. This was too long. We have to leave the 
Ivory tower and serve as guides and mentors. We plan 
to visit Harlem’s Promise Academy in the spring to 
deliver our seminar. Geoffrey Canada’s revolutionary 
effort in Harlem and beyond, designed to transform 
educational achievement in economically disadvan-
taged schools, is a national imperative. We should join 
in. Please email me at Concordia, and I will send you 
a copy of my PowerPoint, that you may use to develop 
your own outreach efforts. 

2) Scrutinize the math requirements at your college. At 
one of my former colleges, the Director of Counseling 
regularly told me that mathematics was cutting the 
graduation rate in half. In an article in the December 
2007 issue of MAA FOCUS, I suggested that statistics, 
if properly integrated into the college requirements, 
could increase college success for remedial students. 
We need to develop alternative routes to certify that 
our students can succeed in their future profession. At 
present we frequently serve as their executioners. We 
should be allies instead. 

3) Staff remedial courses with professors who are stu-
dent-centered and patient. Most of us mastered algebra 
by age 14 and we may feel this level of understanding 
is a “standard” that every student should reach. But 
most of us were not educated in economically disad-
vantaged schools, where some math teachers may not 
have achieved mastery of algebra themselves. Nearly 
one-half of eighth grade math teachers in the U.S. are 
not currently certified. Affluent communities, where 
many professors were raised, only employ the best 
trained teachers.

4) Search for talent among women and the economically 
disadvantaged. According to Alan Greenspan in his 
recent autobiography, our math and science education 
poses a greater national risk than international terror-
ism. If an economically disadvantaged student earns a 
550 on the math SAT, this student should be encour-
aged to discard the anti-mathematics attitudes com-
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mon in many communities and guided through calculus 
and beyond. In an economically advantaged environment, 
this same student might have earned Ivy League math-
ematical proficiency. We have to be creative to train more 
mathematicians, statisticians, and mathematics teachers. 

5) Adjust the college mathematics curriculum to emphasize 
the least you need to know for the next level. You do not 
need the quadratic equation and algebraic fractions to 
learn statistics. According to Ben Fusaro, statistics is the 
most important undergraduate course for all students. 
I wholeheartedly agree. We are currently depriving our 
society of future English teachers and social workers due 
to their lack of ability to solve for imaginary numbers in a 
quadratic equation.

Many colleges seem willing to countenance a failure rate 
above 50% in their remedial programs. At Concordia, we 
have a 10% failure rate. We use the “least you need to know 
for the next level” approach. And many students jump to 
calculus most successfully with this program. Our frater-
nity of mathematics professionals may have been part of 
the problem in the past, but we can now lead as partners in 
the solution. 

John Loase is Head of Mathematics at Concordia College–NY. He 
can be reached at splurge47@aol.com.

Alder Awards: 
Call for Nominations

MAA’s Henry L. Alder Award for Distinguished Teach-
ing by a Beginning College or University Mathemat-

ics Faculty Member honors teaching excellence in begin-
ning university and college faculty members. Established in 
2003 and named after Henry Alder, former President and 
lifetime active member of the MAA, this prestigious award 
is intended to stimulate beginning faculty to accomplish-
ment in teaching as well as in their scholarly endeavors. We 
are looking for members and sections to nominate their 
most promising young teachers.

The deadline for receiving nomination packets for the 
Alder Awards is October 1. Awardee must have taught full 
time in a mathematical science in the United States or Can-
ada for at least two, but not more than seven, years since 
receiving the PhD. For more information and nomination 
forms, visit http://www.maa.org/Awards/alder.html.  

Bella: Look, You gotta give me 
some answers. 

Edward: Yes. No. To get to the other side. Uh, 
1.77245... 

Bella: I don’t need to know what the square 
root of π is. 

Edward: You knew that? 

   Our heroine, Bella, 
talks to Edward, the vampire 

   with whom she is in 
love, in the film Twilight (Nov 2008).

   — Thanks to Darrah 
Chavey, Beloit College

Found MathSections Elect New Governors 
Several MAA Sections have recently elected new governors. 
Congratulations to all!

Kansas: Jean Johnson, Baker University

Missouri: Yungchen Cheng, Missouri State University

New Jersey: Mark Korlie, Montclair State University

Northeastern: Ed Sandifer, Western Connecticut State University

Ohio: Alan Stickney, Wittenberg University

Pacific Northwest: Stuart Boersma, Central Washington University

Seaway: Cheri Boyd, Nazareth College of Rochester

Southeastern: Stephen Davis, Davidson College

Southwestern: Thomas Gruszka, Western New Mexico University
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