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Dear Colleague,

FROM NEWSLETIER #1

August 3. 1987

This newsletterfollows athree-day conference to Examlne Mathematics as a Humanlstlc Discipline inClatemont
1986 supported by the Exxon Education Foundation, and a specia l session at the AMS·MAA meeting in San Antonio
January 1987. A common response of the th irty-six mathematicians at the conference was, -I was startled to see so
man y who shared my leelings:

Two related themes that emerged from the conference were 1) teaching mathematics humanistically, and
2) leachi ng humanistic mathematics . The first theme sought to place the student more centrally in the position of
inqu irer than is generally the case , wh ile at the same time acknowledg ing the emotional climate of the activity of
learni ng mathematics. What students could learn Irom each other, and how they might better come to understand
mathematics as a mean ingful rather than an arbitrary discipline were among the ideas of the lirst theme .

The second theme was locused less upon the nature of the teaching and learning environment and more upon
the need to reconstruct the curriculum and the discipline of mathematics itself. The reconstruction would relate
mathematical discoveries to personal courage, relate discovery to verification, mathematics to science, tl'lJlh to utility,
and in general, to relate mathematics to the culture in wh ich it is embedded.

Humanistic dimensions 01mathematics discussed at the confe rence included :
a) An appreciation of the role 01intuition, not only in understanding, but in creat ing concepts that appear in their

f inished versions to be -merely technicat."
b) An appreciat ion for the huma n dimensions that motivate discovery - competition, cooperation, the urge tor

holistic pictures.
c) An understand ing of the value judgments impl ied in the growth of any disc ipline. Logic alone never completely

accoun ts for what is investigated, how it is investigated, and why it is irwestigaled.
d) There is a need for new teach ing, learning formats that will help wean ou r students ' rom a view of knowledge

as certain , to-be-received.
e) The opportunity lor students to think like a mathematician. including a charcetowcrx ontasks of lowdefinilion ,

to generate new problems and to participate in controversy over mathematical issues.
f) Opportunities lor facu lty to do research on issues relat ing to teaching , and to be respected for that area of

research.
This newsletter, also supported by Exxon , is part of an effort 10 fuUilI the hopes of the part icipants . Others who have

heard about the conlerences have enthusiastically joined the eHort. The newsletter will help create a network of
mathematicians and others who are interested in sharing their ideas and experiences related to the conference
themes. The netwcnc w ill be a community of support extending over many campuses that will end the isolation that

individua ls may feel. There are lots of good ideas, lots of experimentation, anc:llots of frustration because ot isolation
and lack of support . In addit ion to informally sharing bibliographic references, syllabi , accounts of successes and
failures, . . . , the network might forma lly support writ ing , team-teaching, exchanges, conferences, .. ..

Please send references, essays, half-baked ideas , proposals, suggestions, and whatever you think appropriate
lor this quarterly newsletter. Also send names ot coUeagues who shouk:l be added to the mailing list . All mail shouk:l
be addressed' to

Alvin White

Department of Mathematics
HarveyMudd COllege
ctarerront. CA 91711

This issue contains some papers and excerpts of papers that were presented at the conferences.
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