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In June 2008, University of Northern Colorado 
(UNC) hosted Las Chicas de Matematicas: 

UNC Math Camp for Young Women, for 30 
mathematically talented 9th–12th grade girls. 
We had several goals for this all expenses paid, 
week-long residential camp. We wanted to intro-
duce the participants to college-level mathemat-
ics through problem-solving and collaborative 
learning, and thereby to allow the participants 
to experience college. We also hoped to provide 
opportunities for our participants to interact 
with women who have careers in mathematical 
fields. The UNC office of enrollment manage-
ment, the MAA, and the Tensor Foundation 
funded the camp. The participants reflected the 
ethnic diversity of Colorado, with over 60% of 
the participants identified as Hispanic and many 
headed towards becoming first generation col-
lege students.

Mathematics

We provided participants an opportunity to expand their 
view of mathematics, to study new areas of mathematics, 
and to work on challenging problems. Each day the girls at-
tended a mathematical modeling class and a number theory 
class taught by UNC faculty who incorporated inquiry-
based learning, interactive lectures, discussions and group 
work. Additionally, the students did homework in an after-
noon study session and a two-hour evening study session. 
Four UNC female mathematics majors (who also served as 
camp counselors) supervised these study sessions.

Initially, many of the participants found it difficult to ac-
climate to the teaching style of their math camp professors 
and the pace of the classes. Some students said that for the 
first time they felt challenged mathematically by teachers 
and peers. This transition was difficult for some students. 
One participant said, “The first day here at camp was really 
difficult and I didn’t get it. We did like a whole year of math 
in one week.” Students quickly adapted to and enjoyed the 
challenge, however, as another student said: “Here they 
make us work harder to get the answer. They explain it, but 
it is like boom, boom, boom. I like it better here.”

For some participants, it was a new experience to be part 
of a class consisting of mathematically talented students. 
“It made me feel weird, like it kind of made me feel like I 
didn’t know anything at first. But then after a while, I saw 
it from a different perspective and thought that instead 
of being the one who knows everything, I will be the one 
learning. It was ok with me.” 

It was also a new experience to work on interesting yet 
difficult problems. “Sometimes it gives me a headache 
but I can’t put it down until I get it because it is stuck in 
my head. Like last night I was working in the dark (after 
lights out at 11:00 pm) because the problem just stuck 
with me.” Many of the participants reported that the 
math camp experience increased their confidence level: “I 
feel like I am a better learner here than in school. Know-
ing that I can do well here, makes me confident to take on 
other obstacles I have in the future.”

The high point of the week was the final banquet during 
which the participants presented the mathematics they 
had learned to their parents and high school math teach-
ers. The joy of accomplishment was evident in their pre-
sentations. That same evening we showed a slideshow of 
the week’s activities and the girls spontaneously stood to-

Las Chicas’ View of Las Chicas de Matematicas
Cathleen Craviotto & Hortensia Soto-Johnson

Las Chicas and one guy: the group photo.



MAA FOCUS | April/May 2009 20 | 

gether at the back of the room, 
joined arms and gently swayed 
as they laughed, remembering 
what a wonderful mathemati-
cally intense week it was. 

Speakers

Each day a female guest 
speaker shared the importance 
of mathematics in her career 
in a one-hour presentation 
followed by informal conversa-
tion with the camp participants 
during lunch. Our guest speak-
ers consisted of a civil engineer, 
a software/electrical engineer, 
a mathematician/statistician, a 
research physician, and a chemist. The participants enjoyed 
hearing about career options involving mathematics and in 
hearing these women’s life stories. One student from a small 
rural town noted, “There is more out there (careers) than 
what I have been shown.” 

Many students did not know about the variety of options for 
careers involving mathematics. One student said, “This is a 
once in a life time experience that I will never forget. I have 
never seen women with these types of careers. In our school, 
we have women who talk about their careers, we have seen 
lawyers and realtors, but not women in math and science. 
We just see what the typical mom does in a job.”

As a result of these talks, our participants felt motivated to 
pursue such careers. It now seemed “doable.” Even though 
these girls are very strong academically, some of them felt 
terrified about the process of applying to college and being 
accepted. One of these girls said the speakers calmed her 
and made her “feel like yeah I can do it, I can do it.”

Social Activities

Breakfast activities and evening social activities gave our 
participants an opportunity to interact with one another 
outside of the classroom and helped balance the intense 
work time. Students had the opportunity to try Yoga, to 
create crafts from other cultures, to experience Crumping 
(a type of dance), to Zumba dance, and to go indoor rock 
climbing. They also watched a movie while swimming, and 
attended the Hairspray musical. These activities were a time 
for fun, and provided opportunities to deepen friendships. 

Some students noted how 
unique it was to be part of 
a group of girls who love 
math and to have a chance 
to interact with girls who 
share their interests. “You 
don’t get that kind of op-
portunity to talk about 
things you really like very 
often,” said one student. 
“I tell all my friends I am 
going to a math camp 
and my friends say I am a 
math nerd and I say, yeah 
I know,” said another.

Follow-Up Activities

We created fall and spring follow-up activities to provide 
a reunion and to remind our chicas of the importance 
of mathematics. (From comments such as, “Everyone 
thinks I am a dork because all I talk about is math camp, 
but really they all want to be here next year,” we realized 
our participants did not need reminding.) In the fall, 
we had two guest speakers and the participants created 
our math camp web page. Since some of the girls did 
not realize that college scholarships exist, we chose a 
speaker from the UNC department of financial aid. Our 
other speaker was David Munoz from the Humanitarian 
Engineering Program at Colorado School of Mines. In 
the spring, we will visit the Denver Museum of Natural 
History.

The Future

We are currently planning our math camp for summer 
2009. Many of our previous students intend to apply for 
another week of learning. This year we will be studying 
Euclidean and non-Euclidean geometries as well as in-
vestigating abstract algebra and combinatorics, through 
the game of SET. Activities such as these affect young 
women’s confidence level, open new career opportuni-
ties, and allow participants to engage in challenging and 
enjoyable mathematics. More information regarding our 
camp can be found at http://www.unco.edu/NHS/math-
sci/facstaff/mathcamp/. 
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