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Group Efforts: children hooked on numbers games!

Back when I was in elementary
sehool and junicr high, the only
ids who voluntarily spent Saturday
mornings working math problams
ward the nerds - you remeinber, the
dull trus brainy kids with rumpled
elothes, thick glasses, and a slightly
Flazad took, who sschewed all fun in
favor af study. But times, [ suspact,
hawve changed, ['we st witnessed
about 200 kda, aged 10 to 15,
SitHTg inang rocrmn - of their owrn
free will - and attacking math
praoblems with a gusto worthy of
Jamas Beard. Theay wera normal
kids, wearing Afros and shaggy
hair, jpans, jersays, and gym shoes,
and complaining alternately about
oube roots and English teachers
{“Bhe's short and ahe @ives Loo
muech homework!™), They certainly
weran't nerds, but for two straight
hours this Saturday morning they
zat riveted to their chairs, furously
craating aquations and loving every
rnimte of ik,

The oceasian of this momentmis
gathering was Lhe monthly
rournament of the Chasago
Anadarnic Games League. The
league, mads up of kids from all
over the city who meet to compsate
in mathematically based games, 15
the brainchild of math and scisnce
teacher Sheila Sconiera of Hay
HSceheol and of John Dalida, a
Umversity of Chocago gradusts
student in education who waorked
with Sconiars last year, Before
coming o Chicago, Dalida taught
Junior high math in Michigan and
worked closely with the Michigan
League of Acadernic Games. He
introduced Sconiers's math class to
one of that league's activities,
Equations, a prealgabra game that
threatans to revolutionize the
teaching of alamentary
mathernatics. Basically, in
BEquations, one player sats a goal
that is half of an sguation, Then the
goal satter and his two opponents
try to develop a golution Lo complete
the equaticn, waing mimbers Aand
mathematical signs [1om a
randomly selected pool of resources
Thus if the goal set for & particalar
ronrid 18 24, one acceptable solution
woldbe (2 + 1ox B -as longas all
the munbers and signs in that
aolution weare availabls in the poal
of reaoures - because (2 + Lyxnd =
24 Bound simple so B9 As the
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game progresses, thowgrl, the
players have the opportiunity ta
limik the pool of Tesouress thal can
b used 1in creating the equation:
they can requirs the use of some of
Lhe mumbers and signs in the
angwer and forbid theuse of othars,
o if In his solution 4 player needs A
& and cne of Tis opponents has
forbadden the nss of all Bs, lie's got
Lo corne up with a different aolution,
perhaps (4 - 13 x 8, w0 equal 24 The
game requires an understanding of
mathematical processes and an
abiliby o manipulaie numbers,
Morecver, itz competitive edge
excites the students and gives them
a tangible reasan Lo learn such
akilla as multiplicaticn of fractions
and division of rooks, Sooniers's
class progressed so rapidly with the
game that within weeks of laarning
ik they enterad the Michigan
Tournament and wan sevaral
trophiea, And one of Seoniers's
students, Thomas Andrews,
managed to capturs first place in
the Mational Academic Games
League Oympics last Apml, after
only a few months experience wikh
the game,

Based on Lhelr past suceess,
Seoniers and Dalids wrote an open:
letter to math teachers thooughoul,
the ity this past fall, inviting therm
o bearn Ahout acadernic games and
Lo form A leagiue, The responss wis
gratifying, As of now, teachers and
students from 15 schools
participate. Despate (U8 obanous
connections with the Chicago public
achieol aystemn, however, the league
ig actually a civilian priject.,
organized under the ausmess of the
Bchoals Cormunittes of the Hyde Park;
Kenwood Community Conferenoe. IL
raceives ne funding from the achool
board and all of the teachers who
take partinthe program do so
woluntarily and withoub pay
Aceording toJahn Phollips, a math
teacher ab Jahn Sohool o Lhe north
side who instructs her math elubin
Equations, mogt of these teachars
gor invelved because Lhe Kids Tove
Lhe game and learn from it Mary
Alice Cavenaugh. & teacher Trom the
Chalmers School on the west side,
agress. She's had studenls who were
loww achievers come o sehoal as
rich as an hour early every day.
demanding to be tanght how o
dinde fractions so that Lhey can

improe thelr seores i Lhe nast,
tourparment Hegularly, students
arrive ak school ab B AWM 10 engage
T PretoIITamentt Serinnages, and
may weach their families the game
s0 that they can play at home, The
Wids say they like Bquations because
“il's ot ke book math or paper
math, But it s, nonethaeless, math,
arnd they are, nonetheleas. learning

Recogruzing a success when they
see i, peliticians have jumped on
thie bandwagon, publicly touting the
prograrn. Slate Benator Fchard
Mewhowse turned up at the
Depember tonrnarment bo make a.
speach and present awards, and
Governor Thompaon is one of its
strongest elimmpions. Despate poblie
support., however, public funding
Lhal would compensate the teachers
for their time and allow the
Erogram Lo expand (8 nos
fortheoming. Becauss Chicago's
publis sehool aystam (s financally
destitute, stake money muist be used
Lo man Lhe clagsrooms rather than
suppoTt new prograins, and because
the seheol systemn is ot desegragaled,
federal money 15 simply ok
avallable, Herean les the ultimate
irony. While the school bosrd has
spent, millicrs of dollars an busing
and the Access to Excellenos
progralrn in an unsuescesshul attempt
b provade integrated education, the
Chicagn Acadermnic (rames Lasgus
has provided [ntegrated educaticn
for free. As Soonders is quick 1o
point gul, "Thase kids are coming
fromn all cver the oty - the far wesn,
the near north, the far south - to
play this game, and they' e
inlegrating Lhemsalves, Race tan'
an issue to them. The 198ue ia
playing the game "

Consdering the ahaky stabus of
public education in Chicagn these
days, it's probably a good bhdng Lhat
the Acadermc Games Leagae
depends upon the personal
conunitment of Leachers, students.
and parents rather than on puhlic
furils . According wo Seomers, who
wias horored last month by the PTA
az one of the city's ben best teachers,
Lhe fule of the sehonls has bikile
bearmg an the games, “Evert of thisy
cloge the schools,” she saad, "we'l
atall do this - Barbara Shworm
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