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Bookshelf

  New and Noteworthy Titles on our Bookshelf
April 2024
 
  
    
      [image: book cover]The Proof Stage: How Theater Reveals the Human Truth of Mathematics
By Stephen Abbott. Princeton University Press, 2023, 416 pp.
Cover is courtesy of Princeton University Press.
 
    
    
      While the connections between mathematics and music have long been explored, there has been less said about math and theater. Until now. If the connections, collaborations, and comparisons between math and theater intrigue you, this book will not disappoint.

      Abbott presents details from over 30 plays about mathematicians and mathematical topics. You will read about Hardy and Ramanujan in The Disappearing Number, Alan Turing in Breaking the Code, and a fictional John Nash-like character in Proof. But what I suspect intrigues the author more than using mathematicians as the main characters is the embedding of mathematical ideas into a stage play. For instance, Samuel Beckett utilized Zeno’s paradox in Endgame. The playwright Tom Stoppard used the unpredictability of chaos in the plot of Arcadia, and the titular characters from his play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead humorously discuss the possible explanations of why they flipped heads on a coin 90 times in a row.

      Throughout the book, Abbott offers many suggestions for why theater is an ideal tool with which to explore mathematical ideas; truly, a playwright can create the environment of their choosing through the audience’s imagination. There are also parallels between the search for truth. Abbott describes mathematics as the search for abstract truth; some might say theater is a presentation of fundamental truths about human nature. This recreational book will expose you to a large variety of playwrights and theatrical pieces, along with short mathematical expositions. After this book reading, I expect that many mathematicians will be entertained and intrigued by the numerous connections between math and theater.

      
        
          
            
              Grading for Growth
            
          

          By David Clark and Robert Talbert. Routledge, 2023, 262 pp.

        
      
      If a student’s grade indicates successful completion of a course, how much has that student learned? Why will some students do almost anything for points in a course except grapple with challenging material? How can we offer meaningful feedback and increase our students’ motivation? Clark and Talbert, two mathematics faculty members at Grand Valley State University in Michigan, explore possible answers to these questions in Grading for Growth. By examining alternative grading methods, such as standards-based grading (where students must obtain proficiency in course standards) or specifications grading (where each assignment has a set of requirements it must meet in order to pass), the authors emphasize that traditional grading systems can be a barrier to student learning in all academic areas, not just mathematics. This book features alternative grading systems for mathematics, engineering, physics, philosophy, and history courses, just to name a few. These systems exist at large schools and small schools, in coordinated sections and lab courses, and as components of traditionally graded courses.

      This is an incredibly rich and thought-provoking book; the authors not only tell the reader what alternative grading is, but also how to do it. In a workbook section, they encourage a sincere instructor to set aside 6–8 hours to develop a new grading system. The frequently asked questions section addresses a wide range of issues such as how long it takes to implement these systems and how to handle the increased workload of alternative grading. The authors explain how alternative grading systems often result in a bimodal grade distribution (more A/Bs and more Fs), but besides a student’s eventual grade, they reveal that the biggest payout of alternative grading is improved student success with the course content and course outcomes. If you want your students to not only learn the material but also thrive in the learning process, Clark and Talbert make a compelling case that alternative grading systems can help you achieve that goal.

    
  
Article DOI: 10.1090/noti2922

      This Bookshelf was prepared by Notices Associate Editor Emily J. Olson.

      Appearance of a book in the Notices Bookshelf does not represent an endorsement by the Notices or by the AMS.

      Suggestions can be sent to notices-booklist@lists.ams.org.
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