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AP exam not enough to skip math in college 

By Maya Kashyap 

March 13, 2006

Students who think they can escape math after arriving at college better think again. Universities across the nation are refusing to let students graduate without having taken courses in math, even if that student came in with a grade of five on the Advanced Placement calculus exam.

The problem in question is quantitative literacy, or the ability to apply mathematical skills to real-life problems, such as determining changes in SAT scores, reporting increases in gas prices, or the risks of dying from certain types of cancer. Quantitative literacy is becoming increasingly important in the eyes of top university officials. So important, in fact, that some universities, such as the University of Pennsylvania, are doing away with AP exemption. Dennis DeTurck, dean of UPennâ€™s College of Arts and Sciences states, â€œCollege education is different from high school education. Studying math with a mathematician goes beyond sort of the basic facts and formulas and equations.â€�

Yale University has also joined the movement. As of fall 2005, all students are required to take math, even those with qualifying scores on the AP examination. A 2003 report released by the Committee on Yale College Education writes, â€œThe best high school writer still has a way to go to become the writer he or she could be. Further, when the development of these powers stops with high school, the result can be a going backward, not a standing still. Students who do not use their math...skills in college commonly lose abilities they once had and can graduate knowing less than when they arrived.â€�

The trouble that students face with quantitative literacy is widespread, even with those currently enrolled in math courses, according to studies conducted at various universities. The Mathematical Association of America has long been aware of this problem and, in 1989, established the Committee on the Undergraduate Program in Mathematics. In turn, this committee formed the Subcommittee on Quantitative Literacy Requirements. After reviewing and assessing mathematical knowledge imparted by colleges and universities across the nation, the subcommittee drew four conclusions from their findings:

1.Colleges and universities should treat quantitative literacy as a thoroughly legitimate and even necessary goal for baccalaureate graduates.

2. Colleges and universities should expect every college graduate to be able to apply simple mathematical methods to the solution of real world problems.

3. Colleges and universities should devise and establish quantitative literacy programs each consisting of a foundation experience and continuation experiences, and mathematics departments should provide leadership in the development of such programs.

4. Colleges and universities should accept responsibility for overseeing their quantitative literacy programs through regular assessments.

Schools are now heeding this warning. Wellesley College requires incoming freshman to take a quantitative reasoning assessment. If students fail this test, they must take an introduction to quantitative reasoning course. If they pass, they go head-on into a â€œquantitative overlayâ€� course.

The University of South Florida has instituted the Spreadsheets Across the Curriculum project, where professors from different universities and community colleges are invited to develop courses that have students working with spreadsheets to solve applied math problems.

Baruch College requires a grade of four and above for all Advanced Placement examinations and the total number of credits awarded cannot exceed 16.

The days of students breezing through college without math are clearly over.
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