MATH 485: Seminar in Mathematical Problem Solving
Spring 2014

Instructor:

Dr. John Beam
Swart 110
424-1058
beam@uwosh.edu

Office Hours:

Tue 10:20-11:20
Thur 10:20-11:20, 3:00-4:00
Also by Appointment

Prerequisites: Completion of core, Math 222, and 9 credits of math numbered 300 or above.
Course Description: In this course we will be developing our own abilities to pose and to solve mathematical problems, as well as to understand and interpret other people’s ways of thinking about these problems. Many of you are
preparing to be mathematics teachers, and both of these aspects of problem solving will be important to you when
you interact with your own students. In your previous college mathematics courses, you will have solved many
problems, but in those courses the problems were usually directed toward a specific topic within that course. In contrast, it will be a challenge to decide what area of mathematics might be relevant to solving the problems in Math
485, and different people might approach the same problem with a completely different set of tools. This course
should therefore also help to strengthen your understanding of a wide variety of subject areas within mathematics.
Homework: I will collect written homework assignments almost every week, typically consisting of a small number of challenging problems. These written assignments will account for a total of 40% of your course grade -- but
when I grade them, I am not expecting you to have completely solved every problem. Rather, I am looking for evidence that you have seriously attempted to solve each problem, and to recognize and describe the obstacles that you
encountered. You should come to class prepared to ask specific questions if you need help, or to answer other people’s questions if you can provide help. You may discuss the problems with your classmates as you are working on
them, but make sure that your written work is in your own words. And please do not look for solutions on the internet, because that will rob you of the learning opportunities that the problems are designed to offer you.
Class Participation: Rather than my lecturing for two hours each week, I will dedicate most of our class time to
opportunities for you all to lead discussions of the problems you are working on. I will expect you all to be active
participants in this process. Attendance and class participation will account for 20% of your course grade.
Journals: Twice during the semester, tentatively scheduled for March 18 and May 13, I will collect journals from
you, accounting for a total of 40% of your course grade. Each week I will update you on the specifics of what to
include in your journals, but for the most part I will expect you to include your graded homework problems as you
originally attempted them, accompanied by completed solutions, and reflections based on the class discussions of
those problems or assigned readings.
Grading Summary:

Grading Scale:

40%
20%
40%

Homework assignments
Attendance and participation
Two journals

Course grades will be assigned according to the following approximate cutoffs:
A
B
C
D
F

Grade 90%
80%

Grade
93%
83%
70%
60%
below 60%

Grade +
87%
77%
67%

