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A WORD FROM...
Robin Wilson, Professor of Mathematics1

Robin Wilson is a professor of mathematics at California Polytechnic State University, Pomona. His email address is robinwilson@cpp.edu.
1The opinions expressed here are not necessarily those of the Notices or the AMS.

Sankofa is an Akan word from the people of Ghana, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. The literal 
translation of the word the Sankofa symbol is used to represent is “it is not taboo to go 
back and fetch what you forgot,” which embodies the idea of learning from the past as we 
move forward to the future [Tem20]. The Akan people inhabit the regions of West Africa 
where some of the largest slave trading outposts operated for hundreds of years during 
the Transatlantic slave trade when tens of millions were captured and sold into slavery in 
the US, the Caribbean, and Central and South America. This year, during Black History 
Month, we are reminded like Sankofa of the importance of learning from the past to en-
sure a strong future. 

The Sankofa symbol is one of many Adinkra symbols, each conveying its own message 
of traditional wisdom. They appear as the name of a type of graph being studied in a re-
search group led by Sylvester James Gates as a part of the African Diaspora Joint (ADJOINT) 
Mathematics Workshop at MSRI. Dr. Edray Goins of Pomona College and Hélène Barcelo, 

Deputy Director of MSRI, introduce this new and promising program that works to increase the productivity and 
visibility of African American mathematicians by hosting small 
collaborative research groups for two weeks over the summer 
along with support for continued collaboration during the 
academic year. 

The feature articles in this issue provide just a sample of the 
scholarship and breadth of mathematics research being pro-
duced today by Black mathematicians. Their research interests 
and accomplishments are substantial enough to be highlighted 
in any issue of the Notices, yet the authors were generous enough 
to share their work in this special issue. In this issue Professor 
Gerard Awanou from the University of Illinois at Chicago 
introduces us to the study of partial differential equations of 
Monge-Ampere type that arise in the study of geometric optics. 
Aaron Pollack, Assistant Professor at the University of Califor-
nia at San Diego, explains automorphic forms on exceptional 
groups in a way that can be appreciated by mathematicians out-
side of number theory and algebra. And Joel Nagloo, Assistant 
Professor of mathematics at CUNY Bronx Community College 
and Graduate Center, shares with us an overview of the study 
of differential equations using a model-theoretic approach. 

The year 2021 will mark 96 years since Elbert F. Cox became 
the first Black person to earn a PhD in mathematics, and 76 
years since Euphemia Lofton Haynes became the first Black 
woman to earn a PhD in mathematics. In this issue, in the 
spirit of honoring the legacy of those that came before us, 
we celebrate the life of a prominent member of the second 
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Figure 1. The Sankofa symbol, generally depicted 
as a mythic bird flying forward with its head turned 
backward with an egg, embodies the importance 
of learning what the past can teach us as we move 
forward toward the future.
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generation of Black mathematicians. Dr. James Ashley Donaldson was a giant, not only in stature but in spirit. He was 
a distinguished mathematician and activist whose accomplishments range from starting the PhD program at Howard 
University to successfully advocating against the AMS reciprocity agreement with the South African Mathematical Sciences 
Association (SAMSA) during the anti-apartheid movement of the 1970s. Dr. Donaldson was one of the earliest and most 
vocal champions of equity and inclusion in the mathematical sciences, and his life and work should be remembered. 

The autobiographical article by Nathaniel Whitaker tells a compelling story about growing up in a supportive Black 
community during segregation, and his path from being a graduate student at UC Berkeley to the University of Massa-
chusetts, Amherst, where he is now Department Chair. His story reveals important insights into successful practices for 
recruiting and supporting Black students in mathematics. For example, the story of his early life provides a view into the 
complicated history of this country’s education system. When writing about his experience as a graduate student, Whitaker 
shares insight into the efforts of Maxwell Reade at the University of Michigan and Leon Henkin at UC Berkeley to bring 
African American graduate students into their mathematics PhD programs in record numbers in the 1970s and 1980s. 
The impact of their efforts is still paying off today and can provide ideas for graduate programs looking to include more 
Black students in their programs. 

The Transatlantic slave trade has had long-lasting effects on both sides of the Atlantic. On one side of the Atlantic, 
Black people suffered from the loss of nationality, erasure of language, culture, and all liberty. On the other side of the 
Atlantic the loss of at least 10 million men, women, and children on the African continent has yet to be fully studied and 
understood. Black communities on both sides are connected by this reality. The Masamu Program was developed by Dr. 
Overtoun Jenda of Auburn University and colleagues from SAMSA in 2010 to support and enhance research collaborations 
between African and American mathematicians. The program, highlighted here, has made an impact on research and 
development of talent in both the US and Sub-Saharan Africa. The Masamu Program only scratches the surface of Dr. 
Jenda’s work in mentorship and outreach; in this issue, we also highlight his 2020 Presidential Award for Excellence in 
Science, Mathematics, and Engineering Mentoring with an article written by his colleagues about the impact he has had. 

Now, more than ever it seems, many instructors are looking for suggestions on how to support Black students and 
other students of color in their classrooms. In the Early Career Section, whose February theme is “opportunities for di-
versity in the classroom,” Ranthony Edmonds and John Johnson, Candice Price, and Colleen Duffy offer three articles 
that provide concrete suggestions for ways we can build courses in our curriculum where students can see themselves and 
windows through which they can see the cultures of others. In their mathematics education article, James A. Mendoza 
Álvarez and Minerva Cordero share their own thoughts on this timely topic. They draw on important frameworks from 
education literature and suggest practical recommendations: changing the messaging we give to students about who can 
do mathematics, identifying with our students, recognizing the humanity in our students, providing opportunities for 
collaboration, presenting mathematics through personally meaningful contexts, and practicing an asset-based approach 
that values the knowledge students bring into the classroom. These practices support the most marginalized students that 
we teach, and at the same time promote success for all students, even the most privileged. 

This past year has been an especially difficult one for the Black community. The disproportionate consequences of 
COVID-19 have unmasked the intersection of far too many inequities facing Black Americans. Last Spring, the brutal 
killing of Amaud Aubrey was witnessed on video, Breonna Taylor was killed by police, and when the video of George 
Floyd’s murder went viral, people across the globe stood up to say that enough is enough. Individuals and institutions 
around the country, including the AMS, were forced to reflect on their own historic roles in perpetuating racism, commit 
to working against it, and admit that there is no place for neutrality on the issue of racial justice [Rob20, CBMS20]. 

What each Black History Month issue of the Notices teaches us is that despite a deep history of the systemic anti-Black 
racism within institutional spaces in mathematics, Black mathematicians have been present in the American mathematics 
community from its beginning [Rob20]. We have not always been welcomed or included, yet we have persisted and made 
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significant contributions to the field of mathematics. Black mathematicians have also provided leadership and have been 
a moral compass in the struggle to create a mathematical community free of racism where wider communities of color are 
not only welcome but able to thrive. These stories also tell of allies that have used their voices and institutional power to 
stand up against injustice. We all suffer from the burden of racism in this country. It will take collective effort to lift this 
historic burden off of our backs. I hope you enjoy this issue, and hope that this collection of articles fosters professional 
dialogue and forward-thinking policies that will continue to help us inch closer towards the goal of an equitable, inclusive, 
and just mathematics community.
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