
Mathematics in the Modern World, Fall 2013 

What is this course about?  This course is built around current events and the mathematics needed to 

understand and make sense of them.  For example, we will examine the mathematical underpinnings of 

the housing market, the economy, politics, the stock market, and the age of Big Data.   It may not be 

surprising that much of the mathematics here involves statistics and probability – means, medians, 

distributions, correlations, and margins of error.  But we are interested in more than just memorizing the 

associated formulas; we are interested in understanding these concepts and how they can serve as a lens 

through which we understand the modern world.  The main course objective is to arm you with the 

knowledge and informed skepticism needed to be an active consumer of news and information. 

How will this class be conducted?  It should be no surprise that become an active consumer of 

information requires an active effort!  Each class will consist of small group activities and whole class 

discussions.  You will be expected to attend every single class period prepared to actively contribute to 

both your own learning and the learning of your classmates.  This includes asking questions, answering 

questions, making conjectures, and giving explanations.  You will be encouraged to reflect and think 

critically about the materials through a myriad of different assignments – not just traditional homework 

problems.  Perhaps the main philosophy underpinning these assignments is that there is more to 

mathematics than procedures and calculations (why does a probability formula matter if we don’t know 

how to interpret its results?).  The goal will be for you to think about the concepts and events discussed in 

class in a different way and bring these thoughts to the class for discussion.    

Your grade for the course is comprised of participation (25%), homework (25%), a midterm exam (25%) 

and a final project (25%).  ‘Participation’ refers to your active participation in the class’s attempt to 

uncover and make sense of the content.  More specifically, your participation is not simply a synonym for 

attendance (though attendance is certainly an integral piece of it) – participation also includes coming to 

class prepared to contribute to discussion.  Thus, a substantial component of your participation grade will 

be assessed by reading quizzes.  Also included are your contributions to group and class discussion and 

your ability to stay on task during in-class activities.  Because the primary purpose of many homework 

assignments will be to spend time articulating your thoughts for participation in class discussion, late 

assignments do not fulfill this purpose and will not receive credit.  You can keep track of our daily activities 

and homework assignments at the course facebook page:  www.facebook.com/mathinthemodernworld.  

The course materials for this course include Nate Silver’s The Signal and the Noise: Why So Many 

Preidctions Fail—But Some Don’t, and Using and Understanding Mathematics (5th Edition) by Bennett and 

Briggs.  Also required is the H-ITT remote clicker (which we will use for in-class quizzes), available from 

the campus bookstore.  It is critical to have all of these materials by the next time our class meets. 

If you have any questions throughout the semester, please feel free to stop by my office any time my door 

is open.  I am guaranteed to be in my office during my office hours (unless otherwise stated).  My office 

hours are posted on my office door and on my website.  

Who is the instructor?  I am Dr. John Paul Cook and my email is jpcook@usao.edu.  My office is in Austin 

Hall Room 211B. 
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