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Mathematicians in schools:
What's going on out there?

Bronwyn Welch*

‘We cannot hope that many children will learn mathematics unless we find a way
to share our enjoyment and show them its beauty as well as its utility’ [1]. Mary
Beth Ruskai may well find that CSIRO Education’s Mathematicians in Schools
(MiS) is a way to address this. Over 160 mathematicians around Australia are
participating in 220 Mathematicians in Schools partnerships. Currently, we have
approximately 40 mathematicians registered with the program who identify them-
selves as members of the Australian Mathematical Society.

There is a critical shortage of STEM skills within industry [2] and this is com-
pounded by the declining number of students undertaking advanced mathematics
in secondary school [3]. Furthermore, the proportion of school student participa-
tion in STEM subjects has flat-lined over the past decade at around 10% [4].

Here’s a glimpse of how a few AustMS members are helping to address the STEM
skills shortage through the MiS program:

Finnur Larusson, Associate Professor at the School of Mathematical Sciences, Uni-
versity of Adelaide is partnered with Candice Mangan of Belair Primary School.
Finnur visits Candice’s class twice a term and engages students in some well-known
maths investigations. The investigations include the Seven Bridges of Konigsberg,
the Four Colour problem, Prime numbers and their mysterious patterns, to name
a few. The beauty of these investigations, which are pitched perfectly for the year
4/5 class, is that the concepts lead to serious mathematical content.

Finnur considers the most fun topic to be investigating pi. He guides the stu-
dents through finding areas of rectangles to estimate the area of a circle and hence
discovering this famous number and ‘there is great suspense as we collect the stu-
dents’ approximations . . . wait to see who came closest to the true value of this
mysterious number. The answer is only revealed at the end.’

Meanwhile in Canberra, PhD candidate Lucia-Marie (Billie) Ganendran and teach-
er Stephen Robey, are engaging Year 11/12 students with statistics at Gunghalin
College. Billie is part of a research team conducting a detailed examination of the
effects of several environmental factors, such as sea surface temperatures, wind
strength, ambient temperature and rainfall, on the survival of Little Penguins
Eudyptula minor. Through a lecture to the students she explained how the study
will assist in predicting the potential effect of climate change on the viability of
this species.
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Armed with the context of the research, the students have heard how statistics
helps to understand the variables that affect the survival of these special penguins.
The students will be conducting their own analysis of various aspects of the data
from the study at the end of the term. Billie states her experience has been ‘im-
mensely satisfying to be able to engage students’ and ‘they were a fantastic class
full of enthusiasm . . . I always like to get across to students the collaborative na-
ture of applied maths and science, and the sheer enjoyment and productivity that
collaboration generates.’

In the warmer clime of Brisbane, Andy Wilkins, a Research Projects Officer at
CSIRO Earth Science and Resource Engineering and his teacher partner Ruth
Burnett have set up a STEM program in Brigidine College, catering for about 25
scientifically bright students in Years 8 and 9. Each Friday at lunchtime they run
focused activities including the building of batteries out of different metals and
solutions, the dynamics of water rockets, and robotic programming.

Andy’s aim is for the students to see that maths lies at the core of everything, even
if they are not explicitly doing the maths. Of course, the activities and the projects
cover a multitude of mathematical topics including statistics, parabolic flight paths
and drag, convection and diffusion, algorithms and orders of magnitude. According
to Andy, the best part of the partnership is ‘having fun exploring and explaining.
Oh, and everyone thinks I’m brainy which is nice!’

These opportunities are provided through MiS, which matches volunteer math-
ematicians with teachers to form tailored ongoing partnerships in schools. MiS
partnerships are designed to bring mathematics to life inside the classroom, en-
riching curriculum delivery and enthusing students and teachers about the subject.
Volunteer mathematicians can share their passion and reveal the power, subtlety
and beauty of maths to the current generation of mathematics learners and edu-
cators.

Suspense, mystery, enthusiasm, exploring, explaining, enjoyment . . . perhaps this
is where your story begins.

If you want to know more, contact Bronwyn Welch (bronwyn.welch@csiro.au).
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