January 06, 2011
Dear Mr. Gross:

I am a mid-career switcher...from law into teaching math in inner-city schools (or perhaps we're supposed to call them urban schools; the vocabulary changes so quickly that I feel dazed much of the time)...and this winter vacation, was fortunate enough to discover your "Calculus Revisited" lectures from the early 1970's, which is exactly the time that I was learning calculus. When I prepared to become a teacher in 2007, I had to take the requisite math tests. Algebra, geometry, and trigonometry presented no problems (before going to law school, I was trained as a chemist until I realized that there weren't any OLD organic chemists and started researching the carcinogenicity of the solvents we were so freely using the lab), but found integration difficult to get back into, and series to have completely escaped my understanding. I relearned enough not to be embarrassed in the classroom, but hardly enough to satisfy my own standards.

The "Calculus Revisited" series really got me back on the road, helping me to realize I hadn't forgotten QUITE as much as I feared, but also realizing that few lecturers or textbooks have your ability of explication. I still have a long way to go even to approach your lectures, but seeing a good lecture always gives me hope, even for myself!

I should also add that the lectures were extraordinarily valuable in helping me to reintegrate most of what I know about mathematics into a vertical structure. For some reason, I was never taught combinatorics (which I've since learned), and I now see why we teach them in California, anyway, in preparation for pre-calculus. I often scratched my head about the binomial theorem when I learned it in precalculus (not called that, but that was essentially what it was), but your course made it clear.  Odd that my calculus professors had never emphasized that, but I find that a lot of basic skills weren't used by my professors. Happily, having seen your course, I now have the road map of what I need to do.

When I started teaching, I taught geometry, then algebra 1, and then remedial math (there's a more politically correct name for it, but that's still what it is). This year, after struggling in the California charter schools (I have lots of opinions about the fraudulent nature of most charter schools if you're interested; Diane Ravitch has THIS issue nailed), I finally got a real job (as my family calls it) at Garfield High in East Los Angeles, where Jaime Escalate taught. The AP program has died off, and besides teaching two classes of what I call pre-pre-pre-pre-pre-pre-pre-algebra, I also teach one class of trigonometry/precalculus. The students in the latter class are so unprepared that it took me three months to figure out that (1) they've barely mastered algebra; (2) they're used to having everything pre-digested for them, and (3) they have no clue about how to read the textbook. (It's a shame about (3), because it's the Foerster precalculus textbook, one which I greatly admire.) We've been agonizing over functions and inverses, but your presentation gives me new hope that I can actually make the function machine clear to them. I'll keep you posted; if it's successful, I owe it all to you!

May I also compliment you on your sense of humor which infused the series. My impression is that the camera made you nervous for the first 10 lectures or so, but than you began to warm to it, and we got a better idea of how Herb Gross thinks (I don't blame you; I spoke in public for 30 years as a lawyer, and cameras STILL terrify me.) But I must tell you that by the time we reached sequences and series (which, thanks to you, I **finally** begin to understand!), I nearly died laughing in first section in section VII when you asked "well, so it's counterintuitive; what do we do?" and offered the (sage) observation that "Now we come to a very important crossroads. After all, if infinity is going to be this difficult a concept to handle, let’s get rid of it the easy way:  let’s refuse to study it! That’s one way of solving problems. It’s what I call the right-wing conservative educational philosophy:   if you don’t like something, throw it out! The only trouble is…we need it!" 

Thanks again for all you've done and continue to do in inspiring those of us in the trenches to do better!

Best regards,

Joe Hartley

