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I would very much like to be reporting on all the work I have been doing as
President of the Society for the last two months, since I wrote the last column.
Of course, there have been meetings to discuss various important things that
will come to light in coming months, but the reality is that for the last two
months I have had my head down, reading over 100 ARC Discovery and DECRA
proposals as a member of the ARC College of Experts. It has been a fascinating
opportunity to observe the breadth and depth of mathematics research already
underway and planned across the country. I’d like to encourage colleagues to
consider being nominated for this role in the future, for the personal benefit they
will receive from a broadened knowledge of mathematics, but also for the important
contribution they will be making to the mathematics community to ensure that
there is sufficient mathematics representation on the College of Experts panels. I’d
like to congratulate all applicants for their efforts to describe their work in the most
accessible manner possible, and to acknowledge that there are significantly more
outstanding proposals than will be funded within the tight budget. Thanks to all
those who provided detailed assessor reports over the last couple of months. The
time taken to provide insightful comments is much appreciated and critical for a
system of peer review like ours. I will have more to report once we have held College
meetings in Canberra in July, but already I can make the following observation.
The opportunity to view the broad landscape of mathematics in this country
makes it clear that there are many potential synergies between groups, working
on answering the same key questions but competing with each other for a small
amount of funding to support a postdoc and some travel. There is no doubt that
there will always be a need for these grants to provide funds for postdocs to start
their academic careers, important travel funds to enable mathematics research to
thrive, and much valued recognition for applicants about the quality of their work
to support their career progression. But I wonder if there is more we should be
doing, at a national level, to support significant research themes we see emerge
within the mathematics community. College of Experts members get wonderful
oversight of this landscape, but what do we do with that information next?
Where do we communicate that knowledge to create more national synergies?
There are many avenues that can be explored to provide the opportunity for
synergies and collaborations and I look forward to contributing to the ongoing
strategic discussions over coming months about how our mathematical landscape
can become more integrated, so that we benefit from more than the sum of our
parts.

In April, I signed my name on behalf of the Society to an Open Letter organized by
Science Technology Australia (see https://scienceandtechnologyaustralia.org.au/
tag/open-letter/). Concerned by the growing disregard for evidence-based decision-
making internationally, STA and the signatories have spoken out in defence of
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pursuing and using evidence to make important decisions for our lives and futures.
The CEO of STA, Kylie Walker writes ‘We are extremely fortunate to have sound
community and government support for science and technology in Australia, but
with a growing distrust and disregard for science around the world, we thought it
time to speak out’. Increasing mathematical literacy is critical to a society that
values and understands evidence-based arguments, and reinforces the importance
of the key recommendations from the Australian Academy of Sciences Decadal
Plan for the Mathematical Sciences:

(i) giving all Australian school children access to outstanding mathematics
teachers

(ii) guaranteeing high standards of mathematical sciences teaching at Australian
tertiary institutions

(iii) achieving both local and global impact for Australian research in the
mathematical sciences

(iv) ensuring that Australian society is capturing the benefits of new mathematics-
based technologies.

There are many wonderful initiatives already underway to do everything we can
to increase mathematical participation, literacy and to address public perceptions.
The AMSI CHOOSEMATHS program, for example, is making great progress,
and recently launched the careers awareness campaign I am more than a number

(http://teachers.choosemaths.org.au/careers/). In this spirit, I have agreed to film
a TED-style talk aiming to debunk some of the myths around mathematics.
These myths include a stereotype of mathematicians, thanks to Hollywood
misrepresentations, as (usually male) geniuses who sit in an office by themselves
trying to solve an impossible problem for about a decade while grappling to retain
their sanity! There is also the perception that mathematics is just about adding
up numbers quickly, following strict rules, and is devoid of creativity. By sharing
my personal mathematical journey I am hoping to debunk these and other myths
along the way. Please do contact me and let me know if there are other myths you
would like me to attempt to debunk!
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