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In his new book The Math Myth: And Other STEM Delusions, 
political scientist Andrew Hacker proposes replacing algebra II 
and calculus in the high school and college curriculum with a 
practical course in statistics for citizenship (more on that later). 
Only mathematicians and some engineers actually use 
advanced math in their day-to-day work, Hacker argues—even 
the doctors, accountants, and coders of the future shouldn’t have 
to master abstract math that they’ll never need. 
I showed the book to my husband, Andrei, a computer 
programmer who loved math in school. He scrunched up his 
face. “People don’t use Shakespeare in their jobs, but it’s still 
important for them to read it,” he said. 
 
“It’s not the same,” I told him. “Reading fiction builds 
empathy.” 
 
“Math helps us understand the world around us!” Andrei replied. 
“Like how derivatives demonstrate change over time.” He smiled, 
and I could tell that for him, it was all clear and beautiful. 
But I had no idea what he was talking about. In high school, I 



found math so indecipherable that I would sometimes cry over 
my homework. I don’t think I ever understood what a derivative 
signified 15 years ago, when I was struggling my way to a low B 
in calculus—a class I was convinced I had to take to pad my 
college applications. 

Hacker attacks not only 
algebra but the entire push for 
more rigorous STEM 
education. 
So Hacker’s book is deeply comforting. I’m not alone, it tells 
me—lots of smart people hate math. The reason I hated math, 
was mediocre at it, and still managed to earn a bachelor’s 
degree was because I had upper-middle-class parents who paid 
for tutoring and eventually enrolled me in a college that doesn’t 
require math credits in order to graduate. For low-income 
students, math is often an impenetrable barrier to academic 
success. Algebra II, which includes polynomials and logarithms, 
and is required by the new Common Core curriculum 
standards used by 47 states and territories, drives dropouts at 
both the high school and college levels. The situation is most 
dire at public colleges, which are the most likely to require 
abstract algebra as a precondition for a degree in every field, 
including art and theater. 
 
“We are really destroying a tremendous amount of talent—
people who could be talented in sports writing or being an 
emergency medical technician, but can’t even get a community 
college degree,” Hacker told me in an interview. “I regard this 
math requirement as highly irrational.” 
Unlike most professors who publicly opine about the education 
system, Hacker, though an eminent scholar, teaches at a low-



prestige institution, Queens College, part of the City University of 
New York system. Most CUNY students come from low-income 
families, and a 2009 faculty report found that 57 percent fail the 
system’s required algebra course. A subsequent study showed 
that when students were allowed to take a statistics class 
instead, only 44 percent failed. 
 
Such findings inspired Hacker, in 2013, to create a curriculum to 
test the ideas he presents in The Math Myth. For two years, he 
taught what is essentially a course in civic numeracy. Hacker 
asked students to investigate the gerrymandering of 
Pennsylvania congressional districts by calculating the number 
of actual votes Democrats and Republicans received in 2012. 
The students discovered that it took an average of 181,474 votes 
to win a Republican seat, but 271,970 votes to win a Democratic 
seat. In another lesson, Hacker distributed two Schedule C 
forms, which businesses use to declare their tax-deductible 
expenses, and asked students to figure out which form was 
fabricated. Then he introduced Benford’s Law, which holds that 
in any set of real-world numbers, ones, twos, and threes are 
more frequent initial digits than fours, fives, sixes, sevens, eights, 
and nines. By applying this rule, the students could identify the 
fake Schedule C. (The IRS uses the same technique.) 
In his 19-person numeracy seminar, the lowest grade was a C, 
Hacker says. But he says that the math establishment—a group 
he calls “the Mandarins” in his book—doesn’t take kindly to a 
political scientist challenging disciplinary dogma, even at Queens 
College. The school has reclassified his class as a “special 
studies” course.  
 
Hacker’s previous book, Higher Education? How Universities 
Are Wasting Our Money and Failing Our Kids, took a dim 
view of the tenured professoriate, and he extends that 
perspective in The Math Myth. Math professors, consumed by 
their esoteric, super-specialized research, simply don’t care very 



much about the typical undergraduate, Hacker contends. At 
universities with graduate programs, tenure-track faculty 
members teach only 10 percent of introductory math classes. At 
undergraduate colleges, tenure-track professors handle 42 
percent of introductory classes. Graduate students and adjuncts 
shoulder the vast majority of the load, and they aren’t inspiring 
many students to continue their math education. In 2013, only 1 
percent of all bachelor’s degrees awarded were in math. 
“In a way, math departments throughout the country don’t worry,” 
Hacker says. “They have big budgets because their classes are 
required, so they keep on going.” 
 
Hacker attacks not only algebra but the entire push for more 
rigorous STEM education—science, technology, engineering, 
and math—in K-12 schools, including the demand for high 
school classes in computer programming. He is skeptical of one 
of the foundational tenets of the standards-and-accountability 
education reform movement, that there is a quantitative “skills 
gap” between Americans and the 21st-century job market. He 
notes that between 2010 and 2012, 38 percent of computer 
science and math majors were unable to find a job in their field. 
During that same period, corporations like Microsoft were 
pushing for more H-1B visas for Indian programmers and more 
coding classes. Why? Hacker hypothesizes that tech companies 
want an over-supply of entry-level coders in order to drive wages 
down. 

Maybe I would have found 
abstract math more enjoyable 
if my teachers had been able 
to explain it better. 
After Hacker previewed the ideas in The Math Myth in a 2012 



New York Times op-ed, the Internet lit up with responses 
accusing him of anti-intellectualism. At book length, it’s harder to 
dismiss his ideas. He has a deep respect for what he calls the 
“truth and beauty” of math; his discussion of the discovery and 
immutability of pi taught me more about the meaning of 3.14 
than any class I’ve ever taken. He’s careful to address almost 
every counterargument a math traditionalist could throw at him. 
For example, he writes that students will probably learn little 
about concepts of proof that are relevant to their lives, such as 
legal proof, by studying abstract math proofs; they’d be better 
served by spending time studying how juries consider 
reasonable doubt. More controversially, he points out that many 
of the nations with excellent math performance, such as China, 
Russia, and North Korea, are repressive. “So what can we 
conclude about mathematics, when its brand of brilliance can 
thrive amid onerous oppression?” he writes. “One response may 
be that the subject, by its very nature, is so aloof from political 
and social reality that its discoveries give rulers no causes for 
concern. If mathematics had the power to move minds toward 
controversial terrain, it would be viewed as a threat by wary 
states.” 
 
I found Hacker overall to be pretty convincing. But after finishing 
The Math Myth, I kept thinking back to how my husband talked 
about derivatives, how he helped me connect the abstract to the 
concrete. As a longtime education reporter, I know that American 
teachers, especially those in the elementary grades, have taken 
few math courses themselves, and often actively dislike the 
subject. Maybe I would have found abstract math more 
enjoyable if my teachers had been able to explain it better, 
perhaps by connecting it somehow to the real world. And if that 
happened in every school, maybe lots more American kids, even 
low-income ones, would be able to make the leap from arithmetic 
to the conceptual mathematics of algebra II and beyond. 
I called Daniel Willingham, a cognitive psychologist at the 



University of Virginia who studies how students learn. He is 
worried about any call to make math—or any other subject—less 
abstract. I told him that even though I once passed a calculus 
class, my husband had to explain to me what a derivative was, 
as opposed to how to find it using an equation; Willingham 
replied, “This is very common. There are three legs on which 
math rests: math fact, math algorithm, and conceptual 
understanding. American kids are OK on facts, OK on algorithm, 
and near zero on conceptual understanding. It goes back to 
preschool. And this is what countries like Singapore do so well. 
They start with the conceptual business very, very early.”  
 
Willingham believes substituting statistics for algebra II might not 
solve the problem of high school math as a stumbling block. 
After all, basic statistical concepts—such as effect size or 
causality—also require conceptual understanding. 
Of course, if math teachers are to help students understand how 
abstract concepts function in the real world, they will have to 
understand those abstractions themselves. So it’s not reassuring 
that American teachers are a product of the same sub-par math 
education system they work in, or that we hire 100,000 to 
200,000 new teachers each year at a time when less than 
20,000 people are majoring in math annually. 
 
Could better teachers help more students pass algebra II? Given 
high student debt, low teacher pay, and the historically low status 
of the American teaching profession, it would be a tough road. In 
the meantime, it’s probably a good idea to give students multiple 
math pathways toward high school and college graduation—
some less challenging than others. If we don’t, we’ll be punishing 
kids for the failures of an entire system.  
 
	


