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In the otherwise inspiring Oct. 13 Metro article "Scaling Summits: Advanced High School Math," it was unfortunate to see The
Post perpetuate the distinction between "pure" and "applied" mathematics.

Supposedly, "applied" mathematics is used for problem-solving, while "pure" mathematics is studied "for its own sake, for its
precision and beauty."

This is a myth. The most exciting developments in applied mathematics have always followed from the clever use of "pure"
mathematics. Indeed, the subject discussed in the article -- complex analysis -- is not only one of the most elegant fields of
mathematics, it is one of the most useful to engineers. Virtually all of advanced mathematics is both breathtakingly beautiful and
surprisingly useful.

The perpetuation of this false distinction has adverse consequences for math education. If students learn to think of advanced math
as "pretty but useless," they not only don't study it early on but they also carry forward the "I'm an engineer, just show me the
formula" attitude that they must outgrow to succeed at the upper-division university level.

Advanced mathematics for engineering, science and finance is about structure and abstraction, not formulas and calculation, and
our high-school teaching should reflect that reality.

-- Kevin Long
Lubbock, Texas
The writer is an associate professor in the Department of Mathematics and Statistics at Texas Tech University.

Post a Comment

View all comments that have been posted about this article.

You must be logged in to leave a comment. Login | Register

Submit |
Comments that include profanity or personal attacks or other inappropriate comments or material will be removed from the site. Additionally, entries that are unsigned or contain
"signatures" by someone other than the actual author will be removed. Finally, we will take steps to block users who violate any of our posting standards, terms of use or privacy
policies or any other policies governing this site. Please review the full rules governing commentaries and discussions. You are fully responsible for the content that you post.

© 2008 The Washington Post Company

Ads by Google

Niagara Falls from NY
One day tour to Niagara Falls from New York, Save Big!
niagarafallstrip.com

Washington DC Event Guide
Know what's going on in DC Search events by date or interest
www.Frommers.com

Rent a Vacation Home
Less $ than Hotels- Better Choices 118,000+ Homes. Search & Book Today
HomeAway.com

8-11-2008 7:59



