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Ten Questions About Numbers: A 

College Writing Assignment

Introduction

In the fall of 2008, college algebra stu-
dents received an assignment to write a 
paper and give an oral presentation. � ey 
received a list of numbers and a list of ten 
questions about those numbers. � e proj-
ect encourages students to study cultural 
and historical aspects of mathematics.

The List of Numbers

� e list of numbers included the digits 
0 through 9, several other integers, a tele-
phone number disguised as a large integer, 
a fraction, 3, and some less familiar num-
bers such as i, π, e, , googol, and 0. � e 
questions were not strictly mathematical 
and included the following:

How old is this number? • 
What is the cultural signi� cance of • 
this number?
Where was this number � rst used? • 
What are some examples of this • 
number in art, to include paint-
ing, sculpting, music, architecture, 
dance, etc.? 

� e variety of questions allowed students 
to demonstrate their passion for or knowl-
edge of other academic disciplines through 
the project. 

Sources of Information

Students were encouraged to begin with 
an internet search, including Google, Wiki-
pedia, or Wolfram Research’s Mathworld. 
However, they had to reference a printed 
resource as well. Since most students were 
also enrolled in a freshman English course, 
they used that department’s style manual. 
In this case, that was the MLA Handbook 
for Writers of Research Papers. � e assign-
ment made clear that this manual was not 
standard for math papers, but its use saved 
time and frustration in a freshman general 
education course. 

Classroom Logistics

� ere are two points to consider when 
letting students choose their numbers.  
First, tailor the list of numbers to the class 
size. With more students than numbers in 
the list, identify in advance which num-
bers may be chosen by more than one stu-
dent. Otherwise, many will choose one of 
the numbers 1, 2, or 3, and the presenta-
tions will be repetitive. For a smaller class, 
remove whatever numbers the instructor 
deems least interesting from the list. Sec-
ond, students should choose their numbers 
early enough in the semester to complete 
the oral reports, but late enough to avoid 
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discussion of the arithmetic properties of 
π. � is beautiful equation is beyond the 
scope of a college algebra course, but the 
writing assignment exposed students to it 
in a natural way. 

Student Evaluation

Students completed an evaluation of the 
project, and the results were positive. Stu-
dents felt that they learned in an enjoyable 
way. On a scale of strongly agree through 
strongly disagree, students predominantly 
agreed or strongly agreed with the follow-
ing statements: 

I learned something interesting. • 
I learned things I was not looking • 
for. 
I learned from my classmates’ oral • 
reports.
I learned about a culture besides my • 
own. 
� is project was worthwhile. • 

Five students provided written com-
ments. One wrote, “I enjoyed research & 
paper. Very interesting. But I did not like 
presenting.” Another wrote, “While I felt 
this project was a welcome relief to the usu-
al drone of mathematics classes, my lack 
of interest in my particular number made 
it rather boring. Perhaps the inclusion of 
more numbers to choose from would im-
prove it. I thoroughly enjoyed the oral 
presentation. Overall, a good project.” � e 
prevailing sense was that most students did 
not love everything about the project, but 
most liked something about it.

Conclusions

Finally, this project was enjoyable to 
administer. � e instructor learned some 
things from the students, and several of 
them performed at a level to which the 
standard course content did not inspire 
them. It allowed discussion of interesting 
topics without distracting students from 
the core material of a multi-section course 

the add-drop turbulence of the beginning 
of the semester. Otherwise, the class will 
miss hearing about interesting numbers 
chosen by students who drop the course. 
� e following schedule seems to work: dis-
tribute the assignment at the � rst exam; 
choose numbers at the next class meeting; 
begin oral reports the week after that. Con-
tinue with one or two reports at the begin-
ning of each class meeting during which 
there is no exam.

Assessment Considerations

Avoiding use of class time discussing com-
position or conventions of style in research 
papers made it somewhat unfair to grade 
papers based on these criteria. According-
ly, the grading rubric was fairly objective, 
and it was included with the assignment. 
It evaluated whether a paper identi� ed the 
student’s number, identi� ed the student’s 
chosen questions, provided the answers to 
the questions, satis� ed the length require-
ment, and documented sources properly. 
Grammar, spelling, and punctuation ac-
counted for 20% of the grade. Instructors’ 
opinions about the weighting will di� er, 
but the point is that with clear grading cri-
teria in advance, students met the require-
ments of the assignment.

Student Responses

Some students’ answers were expected. 
In fact, several numbers made it into the list 
with certain answers in mind. For example, 
the student who chose 0 explained that it is 
a fairly young number, and more than one 
student alluded to the signi� cance of 7 and 
40 in Judeo-Christian culture. However, 
some answers were surprising. Two answers 
about numbers in art were “3 appears in a 
poem in the � lm Harold and Kumar Es-
cape from Guantanamo Bay” and “Stephen 
Wright once stated, ‘Black holes are where 
God divided by zero.’” Also, one student 
mentioned the equation eiπ+1=0 in her 
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with a common � nal exam. Most impor-
tantly, students learned and acknowledged 
the fact that they did. 

For More Information

� e complete assignment, grading ru-
bric, and results of the student evaluation 
of the project are available at http://www.
utm.edu/staff/selliott/Teaching/MA140/
Math%20140.htm. X   




