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If You Can Read This Title Why Aren't You a
Mathematician?

John Mighton Gives the 2005 Nerenberg Lecture

By Christopher Essex

The title of the 2005 Nerenberg Lecture provides mathematicians with an amusing logical
twist in the form of a false question. But that fun is minor in comparison to the bold challenge
the title represents for every other literate person. With it, John Mighton threw down his gauntlet
at the 2005 Nerenberg Lecture on March 8.

Earlier that day he gave a seminar to the Department of Mathematics entitled, Graphs, Knots
and Binary Matroids on Bipartite Graphs. Given that and his adjunct professorship in mathemat-
ics at the University of Toronto, with of�ce at the Fields Institute, his challenge to the audience,
that mathematics is for all, might easily be dismissed. He could easily be seen simply as just
another academic promoting his own specialty.

Western's President Paul Davenport,
Christopher Essex and John Mighton

However, he speaks from a compellingly
broad perspective. In addition to being a math-
ematician and being involved in teaching chil-
dren, he is also a playwright, who has lectured
in philosophy and even has made a foray into
acting. Moreover he is not just a mathemati-
cian who has done some writing on the side.
His plays have won national awards, including
the Governor General's Award. They have been
performed around the world. While he plays
down his acting, it is hard to overlook his sup-
porting role in the academy award winning �lm,
Good Will Hunting.

Ironically, the �lm's theme (spontaneous
mathematical genius) is something that he sub-
stantially disagrees with. His reasons for doing
so were made plain in the lecture itself, which was also the topic of his book, The Myth of
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Ability. It describes the methods and results of JUMP, a charity which he founded in 1998 to
provide free tutoring in mathematics for inner city children and which is now being replicated
in Britain, the United States and Australia.

John Mighton lecturing

He argued that mathematical ability becomes mythol-
ogized because many remember personal dif�culties with
math in school. The myth emerges when some other student
inevitably seems to have no dif�culty. As this is a com-
mon recollection, the majority thinks of math as the most
dif�cult of subjects. It is presumed that few children can
enjoy it or do well at it. However, Dr. Mighton's work
with hundreds of extremely challenged students, spanning
�fteen years, suggests that this view is incorrect and does
inestimable damage to children. He believes mathematics is
the most natural subject for children to learn and enjoy-even
more so than reading.

He used a white board to share his teaching methods.
There were no �ashy audiovisual aids. There was no com-
puter. Yet he fully captured the attention of the audience as
he used this elegant simplicity to bring out structures and
patterns in the most elementary mathematics. He teased out
seemingly trivial steps that he �nds to be enormous obsta-
cles for beginners, while indicating ways he has found that help to get around them.

Samantha Brennan, Chair Dept of
Philosophy, John Mighton and

Allan Pearson, Dean of Education

The con�dent simplicity and the probing of
mathematical insecurities, which all understood
implicitly, won the audience. Many may have had
a sense that Mighton was speaking about them
personally, but it was clear that whatever personal
doubts some had about mathematics, they were
open to give it another chance afterward. This
is a surprising outcome of the Lecture. The dis-
cussion was for the most part nominally about
children, but the resonance with the adults in the
audience revealed a reservoir of personal regrets
about the mathematics they missed, putting the
title of the Lecture into a different light.

Organized by Western's Department of Applied Mathematics,the Nerenberg Lecture is
named after the late professor Paddy Nerenberg and is intended to honour his appreciation
for the democracy of ideas. He was Professor at Western for more than a quarter century, and
a founding member of its Department of Applied Mathematics.The annual series is meant to
challenge the public with ideas connected to mathematics that they may not see in any other
forum.
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2005 CAIMS rSCMAI Research Prize
Presented to Michel Fortin

by Jianhong Wu

The CAIMS rSCMAI Research prize Committee (Jianhong Wu, chair; Anthony Pierce, Don
Dawson) received two nominations for the 2005 CAIMSrSCMAI Research Prize, and the com-
mittee recommended that the prize be awarded to Michel Fortin.

The committee believes that Michel Fortin is a world class scholar who has made important
contributions to numerical analysis and �uid mechanics andhas contributed much to applied
mathematics in Canada. He will certainly bring great prestige to the prize.

The committee congratulates the Society for having such an outstanding nomination, and
Dr. Fortin for the honour he fully deserves. The citation read at the presentation of the award at
the annual meeting in Winnipeg follows:

Michel Fortin is an outstanding numerical analyst and specialist of �uid mechanics
with the rare talent of successfully and convincingly combining mathematical and
computational skills and intuitions. His seminal work and quiet leadership have
deeply in�uenced the whole �eld of computations in partial differential equations.
He is the father with Franco Brezzi of the mixed and hybrid methods in �nite ele-
ments.

He has been an exceptional leader who has trained a large number of students who
are now in universities, governments, and industry. He madethe effective transi-
tion from excellent mathematics to concrete useful applications. He has worked in
partnership with industry (e.g. Dassault Aviation in France, Pratt and Whitney in
Canada) where his scholarship, opinions and skills have always been sought-after
and highly regarded. He was the founder in 1996 of GIREF (Groupe interdisci-
plinaire de recherche en éléments �nis) where he engaged in truly multidisciplinary
research in the �eld of numerical modeling and simulation.

He has served the mathematical community in a tireless fashion. At NSERC, he
was member of the Grant Selection Committees in 1987-1989 and 1999-2001 when
GSC 16 split into two committees. He was a member of the CMS Research Com-
mittee in 1980-82 and 1993-95 at a time when francophones andapplied mathe-
maticians were very scarce in the Society and was one of the plenary speakers at
the 50th anniversary of the CMS. He was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in
1999. He is also member of the editorial boards of several prestigious journals.

The CAIMSrSCMAI Research Prize was established in 2002 to recognize innovative and
exceptional research contributions in emerging areas of applied or industrial mathematics.
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2004 CAIMS rSCMAI Cecil Graham
Doctoral Dissertation Award

by Leah Edelstein-Keshet

Every year, CAIMSrSCMAI adjudicates an award for an outstanding Canadian Doctoral
Dissertation. In 2004, the CAIMSrSCMAI committee (consisting of John Stockie, Gail Wolkow-
icz, and Leah Edelstein-Keshet) had the dif�cult task of selecting a winner from around one
dozen talented candidates in branches of applied mathematics, mathematical physics, and com-
putational methods. The slate included many �ne works, witha range of mathematical topics,
and areas of applications.

Two of these theses were of particular note. The �rst was thatof Dr. Ovidiu Voitcu, (Depart-
ment of Mathematics, U. Alberta; supervisor Yau Shu Wong), titled Neural Network Approach
for Nonlinear Dynamics Prediction and Feature Extraction.Dr Voitcu investigated the long-
term prediction of nonlinear oscillations using arti�cialneural network (ANN) methods. His
goal was to reconstruct the asymptotic state of a system froma limited data set based on predic-
tions of a neural network. The thesis included an excellent summary of neural networks, their
history and areas of application. The minimization of prediction errors, and the optimization
of design of the appropriate neural networks (with fewest neurons, robustness in the presence
of noise, and optimal predictions) formed one theme of this work. It was shown that two-layer
feedforward ANNs with normalized second layer weights, trained with a constant learning rate
were the best type to use. The committee was impressed by the fact that Dr. Voitcu had used
real-world data from vibrations of airplane wings in order to test these methods. His thesis
demonstrated that neural networks are a promising tool in predictions of complex nonlinear be-
haviour, and feature extraction. Dr. Voitcu is now in the Department of Chemical and Materials
Engineering at the University of Alberta.

A second, equally impressive PhD thesis was that of C. Lindsay Anderson, (Dept of Ap-
plied Mathematics, U. Western Ontario; supervisor, Matt Davison) titled A Hybrid Model for
Electricity Spot Prices. In her thesis, Dr. Anderson addressed the uncertainty and volatility of
electricity as a commodity: electricity cannot be stored, it is dif�cult to adapt supply to poten-
tially rapidly increased demand, so sharp price spikes often occur. To manage such risks and
plan investments, one needs a reasonable and robust model for spot prices. Dr. Anderson's
thesis addressed this need. In her thesis, Dr. Anderson developed a model that incorporates un-
derlying modules for forced outages, maintenance outages,electrical load, and a price module
based on these components. The committee was impressed by the novelty of the thesis and by
the fact that real data from the Pennsylvania-New Jersey-Maryland Market, was used to test the
performance of her model. The model was applied to pricing ofderivative contracts on electri-
cal power and to comparing portfolio scenarios. Dr. Anderson is now a faculty member at the
University of Western Ontario in the department of Civil andEnvironmental Engineering.
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What made both dissertations outstanding among the �ne selection we received is that, in
each case, the writing was exceptionally clear, interesting, and well-done. One committee mem-
ber remarked that “once one started reading [these works], it was hard to put them down”. A
second attribute is that, in each case, the writer had provided excellent motivation, a good review
of the area of research, and a detailed explanation of the methods, the concepts, and their prac-
tical implementation. While the CAIMSrSCMAI Doctoral Dissertation Award is directed at all
areas of mathematics with an applied component, these two theses had used actual real data to
show the practical implementation of their novel ideas. Based on the excellence of both theses,
the committee made the unusual decision to award the prize jointly to both candidates. Drs.
Voitcu and Anderson presented their �ne work at excellent talks, given at the CAIMSrSCMAI
meeting in Winnipeg (June 16-18, 2005).

Arthur Beaumont Distinguished Service Award
to Sue Ann Campbell of Waterloo

At the Banquet of the 2005 Annual Meeting in Winnipeg, the Arthur Beaumont Distin-
guished Service Award was presented to Dr. Sue Ann Campbell of the University of Waterloo,
in recognition of her outstanding service to the Canadian Applied and Industrial Mathematics
Society. Dr. Campbell served as Secretary of the Board of Directors from 2001 to 2005. Her
diplomacy and fairness, and her ef�cient management of the business of the CAIMSrSCMAI
Board and Newsletter, were invaluable to the Society.

CAIMS rSCMAI 2006 Election - Call for Nominations

CAIMS rSCMAI will be holding an election next winter (March 2006) for

� Treasurer

� Two Members at Large on the Board of Directors.

All members of CAIMSrSCMAI are invited to suggest names of candidates for these of-
�ces. Nominations should reach the Chair of the NominationsCommittee, Bob Russell
< rdr@cs.sfu.ca> by 31 December 2005.
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Update on the Canadian Applied Mathematics Quarterly

by Jack Macki, Managing Editor

CAMQ has appointed a revamped editorial board, broadening the areas covered while re-
taining a major part of the old (and very hard-working) board. We will be making the of�cial
announcement in January.

The third number of Volume 12 (2004) is at the printer, so it should be sent out some time in
December. The fourth and last number is still being TeX edited, and it is expected that printing
and mailing will be early in the new year. It is hoped that all of Volume 13 (2005) will be
�nished in early 2006 so the earliest we can be current, giventhe time required for authors'
proo�ng, is late Spring. At that time we will be current with volume 14 (2006).

The new editorial board will be
listed for the �rst time in Volume 13
(2005). This volume will also con-
tain streamlined and bilingual infor-
mation for authors and subscribers.

CAMQ will be going online
sometime in the �rst six months of
2006. Institutional subscribers will
have the option of hardcopy only
or hardcopy with electronic access
as well. Some libraries don't want
the hardcopy, in which case we tell
them to send it to the math depart-
ment for the lounge. It seems that
storage issues are very important
to librarians. We are scanning in
all back volumes, so electronic ac-
cess to the archives will be avail-
able as well. For individual sub-
scriptions, I will be proposing to the
U of Alberta Applied Math Insti-
tute that full electronic access be al-
lowed, including the archives.

The plan is to have new manag-
ing editor(s) in place within a year.
It is time for some new blood to
move CAMQ to the next level.
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