Brutally Honest:  My Math Autobiography


Every great Narrative has two basic elements:  a protagonist, or hero, and an antagonist, or enemy.  This story will not be very different from those other tales with which you are no doubt familiar.  First, meet the Protagonist:  My name is XXXXXX, and I am the narrator of this story.  I will begin by telling of the first meeting between my arch nemesis and I.  If the material does not make since, I suggest rereading aloud, with a semi-sarcastic and somewhat cynical tone (alliteration aside).  

Though math and I were “casual acquaintances” for as long as I care to remember, our first true clash came in my fourth grade year.  It was the first year that my class was divided into higher levels of education.  I had the distinct joy of being put in the advanced math class.  This class was taught by Mrs. Albert, who was an X-cheerleader (nuff said), and loved to count off points for such horrible infractions as writing on the wrong side of the notebook paper (fringe to the left). God forbid a student not put the date on their paper. Both offenses were punishable with a zero.  I was on the lower end of this high class, and convinced that I had been put here due to some critical error in the standardized test grading-machine.  

Fifth grade rolled around, and went slightly better overall.  I was beginning to think I had lost him; I soon found out, however, that my archrival (evil math) had just been hiding out in the sixth grade for the last year, taking the form of Mrs. Apple.  Mrs. Apple was a strange individual indeed.  She liked to dress and talk as if she was a preschool teacher.  Classes were now 85 minutes long, and Mrs. Apple liked to get the most out of her teaching time.  She loved to teach the 25 sixth graders of her advanced class (of whom, about 3 of us were still paying attention to her drone after the first problem) for about 82 of those minutes.   We would then be given an assignment of 40 or so problems, which she would expect us to get a legitimate start on in the three minutes remaining in class.   

Now on to seventh grade year, and pre-algebra!  My aunt taught this class, and was actually a very good teacher, however biased that statement may seem.  It was always easy for me to get help when I did not understand a concept, since it was just a call to Aunt J.  Unfortunately, I was still naturally weak in math, so while this year was an improvement, I still did not have much of a foundation to work from.   


Math decided to metaphorically kick me in the groin again the next year, this time in the form of Mrs. H., a new teacher fresh out of college, who closely resembled a catfish.  Mrs. Catfish could not even control the students; much less explain to me why math recently decided to expand its arsenal to include the alphabet.  Some of my more dubious classmates figured out how to get on her nerves after about day three, and so my algebra 1 skills took a major hit.  She did not stay long at the school.


Freshman year high school brought many new experiences, but some things never change.  Among these are my hatred of Math, and its hate of me.  I was actually optimistic that I had him beat finally.  I had been assigned one of the best math teachers in the school for my Algebra 2 class, and everything I had heard was positive.  After all, a new school meant a chance to turn over a new leaf, right?  I would soon find out that Math had other plans for me.  My “great new teacher” was pregnant, and planning a 6-month maternity leave in the middle of MY school year.  During this time, we would have a sub.  Great.  This sub, while an exceedingly nice person, lacked the basic requirements to teach an algebra 2 class for 6 months (among these, a degree in either teaching, or math).  It was hard to expect us to perform on tests, or even learn the concepts, when our sub could not even understand them.  Another “benefit” soon presented itself:  We were in a class after lunch with the seniors who failed.  Not only did they fail in providing an environment of optimism, they also often showed up to class reeking of pot, and usually did everything they could to distract and disrupt our luckless substitute.  The icing on the cake:  our teacher decided that since she was already taking six months off, she might as well just send in the old resignation.  So we basically had a substitute the entire year.  

My sophomore year I was in geometry.  Surprise!  Another new teacher.  This time it was 65-year-old Dr. Freeze (whom the students joyfully referred to as Mr. Freeze, the diabolical supervillain from batman).  I remember one of my classmates leaning over to me on the first day and making the comment that the Dr. was about to be driven to an early retirement or suicide. The good part was that geometry was finally something I could understand!  I was good at this class due to a summer course I took, which put me ahead of my classmates.  This was lucky, because Dr. Freeze earned a PHD in geometry, but not in education, and was way too smart to teach a bunch of high school kids.  He was so smart, that he shared with us the fact that he had been designing in his free time a robotic system that would one day replace video stores.  At this point, my friend made him an offer to go in 70/30 on a robot army.  

I managed to have this same teacher for my final two years of high school as well, through pre calc and calculus.  While he was a good man, and always willing to put in extra time to help his students, he often got frustrated when we didn’t understand concepts.  Many of my classmates did not like him, and I think he realized that, which is not a good combination.  During my senior year, math had me up against the wall.  I had taken calculus against my better judgment, because I had some idea that it might be useful where I was going.  Dr. Freeze, as stated above, did not like our class, so he assuaged his anger by giving us quizzes and tests that we were not prepared for.  The student body rebelled by programming answers into their TI-83s.  It wasn’t that the class was inherently dishonest, they just felt justified due to the ridicules information he was requiring everyone to regurgitate before it had been mastered.  Overall, this was just a bad situation, and was definitely the low point in my math career.  


Freshman year at the Academy, my relations with math took a turn.  It was now a love-hate relationship.  Even the casual observer could see that I was still mildly retarded when it came to numbers, however, I now had the somewhat sarcastic, but ever motivated Dr. Erickson as my instructor.  Dr. Erickson was the first teacher I ever had who genuinely seemed to enjoy doing mathematics.  His motivation in class was awesome; even in the face of 15 sleep deprived, glassy eyed plebes who had difficulty doing long division during first period.    While it could be said that he took a little too much enjoyment in his sarcastic remarks about cadet life, he was always willing to meet outside of class, and would work with students until they mastered the material.  Every time I got study help he would try to convince me to be a math major, no matter how dumb of a question I was asking.  I passed the FCE on the second try with an 80% exactly, thanks to him.  I have no doubt that, because I came in for extra help, he took pity on me, and recalculated my test a few times to find some extra points.  Dr. Erickson, if this document ever falls into your hands, God bless you.   This class was probably the high point in my math career, since math modeling was something that I could really get my mind around.  For the first time, I saw math class as a useful skill, instead of pointless number crunching. 

Second semester was a brutal reminder that math still had it in for me.  I had Dr. Fusilier as my instructor, who is one of the nicest individuals I think I have ever met.  He made class enjoyable, and was very patient with stupid people, like myself.   Unfortunately, that did not make calc 1 click with me any easier.  There is not much to say about this class, other than it was much harder for me than math modeling.  


And so, as I continue my journey, my head is bloodied, but unbowed.  I end my tale hoping to find the type of protection and solitude from my rival that only a major in history with an environmental engineering track can promise (sorry Dr. Erickson, but thanks for trying).  
