
18

FOCUS

The MAA-NSF Undergraduate Student Conferences Program

By Doug Faires

Most readers of FOCUS have experi-
enced the rush to finish preparing a talk
prior to a meeting, and the feeling of ac-
complishment that comes with a suc-
cessful presentation. Sharing the results
of our work with our peers is an essen-
tial part of an academic career, and we
seek opportunities to do so through par-
ticipation at regional and national meet-
ings. Our students, on the other hand,
have few chances to make formal pre-
sentations, and may at first be hesitant
to stand up in front of their classmates
and share their own work. Those of us
who have guided students through their
first public presentations have seen the
corresponding growth in mathematical
maturity. We believe it is an important
part of our major’s undergraduate ex-
perience.

In the spring of 2002, the MAA was
awarded the National Science Founda-
tion grant DMS-0241090 to support
conferences in mathematics that had the
aim of encouraging presentations on
mathematical subjects by undergradu-
ates. The primary objective of the grant
was to give undergraduate students an
opportunity to see how exciting our dis-
cipline is by providing a nurturing envi-
ronment in which to present and listen
to a broad range of talks on mathemati-
cal subjects. The expectation is that this
experience will encourage more students
to continue their education in math-
ematics at the graduate level. The awards
were expected to be quite modest, in the
range of $1000 to $4000, and were open
to both new endeavors and to established
conferences that wanted to attempt to
expand their programs but were limited
because of funding parameters.

The first call for proposals was an-
nounced in March of 2003 with a dead-
line date of June 1, 2003. These propos-
als were for the academic year 2003–
2004. A committee consisting of Colin
Adams, Doug Faires, Joe Gallian, and
Dan Schaal reviewed the 11 proposals
that were received and awarded a total
of $21,000 to 10 institutions. In total, the

grants were expected to fund conferences
in which there would be a total of 260
undergraduate speakers and 965 under-
graduate attendees from approximately
160 institutions. The institutions receiv-
ing the initial grants were Arizona State
University, Colorado State University-
Pueblo, University of Dayton, Embry-
Riddle Aeronautical University, Univer-
sity of Nebraska-Lincoln, Rose-Hulman
Institute, Rowan University (for the
MAA New Jersey Section) St. Norbert
College, Western Kentucky University,
and Youngstown State University.

One of the major goals of the grant was
to encourage new conferences through-
out the United States where students
could have the opportunity to formally
talk about mathematics, so a second
round of proposals was solicited in Au-
gust of 2003 to encourage new confer-
ences in the spring of 2004. This resulted
in the awarding of an additional 5 grants
to conferences totaling $11,900. These
grants were awarded to conferences at
Mount Holyoke (for the Hudson River
Conference), Morehouse University, Bos-
ton University, Furman University, and
Dordt College. These conferences ex-

pected to attract 190 undergraduate
speakers and 500 undergraduate attend-
ees from approximately 115 institutions.

The total funding for the first year to the
grant was $32,900 to support 15 confer-
ences, at which nearly 1500 undergradu-
ates were expected to attend and 450
undergraduates were expected to give
presentations. It was expected that about
275 institutions would send students to
one or more of the conferences.

The results from surveys received from
the conferences indicated that these ex-
pectations were met in nearly each in-
stance. In total there were approximately
1332 students from more than 230 insti-
tutions attending the conferences, of
whom 463 were speakers.

During this second academic year of the
three-year grant, the academic year
2004–2005, we are providing support to
27 conferences. Eleven of these were con-
ferences that were supported in the ini-
tial year, and the remainder were new. We
are now supporting 14 conferences that
were not in existence before the NSF
grant was awarded to the MAA.

Map of the United States with locations of supported undergraduate conferences marked
by dots.
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You can obtain detailed information
about the currently supported confer-
ences by reviewing the reports from the
first year of the grant at MAA Online:
http:\\www.maa.org\ugconf\report.html.
There have also been articles written
about a number of the conferences and
published this past year in FOCUS: Colo-
rado State University at Pueblo in Au-
gust-September, Embry-Riddle Aero-
nautical University in November, and
Youngstown State University on page 12
of this issue. A review of these experi-
ences should excite you with the possi-
bilities.

We are hoping to expand the number of
conferences for the final year of the grant.
It is our goal to give every undergradu-
ate an opportunity to attend and present
a mathematical talk at a regional confer-
ence. The map shows the locations in the
country that have conferences supported
by the grant. If you are in an area that
does not have a history of this type of
activity, we encourage you to take the
initiative and organize a conference in
your area. Be prepared, however, to have
a possible professional life-changing ex-
perience. You may find that your students
are much better and more interested in
mathematics than you thought they
were.

The review deadline for conference pro-
posals for the academic year 2005–2006
is May 1, 2005. Proposals may be con-
sidered later than this date if funds are
available. The proposal process is quite
simple and proposals for some of the
currently funded conferences are avail-
able at http://www.maa.org/ugconf/
sample-proposals.html. These proposals
are provided only as guidelines; the re-
view committee considers being innova-
tive a positive trait. Simply keep in mind
that the objective is to provide an oppor-
tunity for undergraduate students to give
talks with mathematical content. The
students need not be mathematics ma-
jors and the talks need not be on ad-
vanced or research subjects. However, all
the talks should be accessible and inter-
esting to the undergraduate audience.

Doug Faires is professor of mathematics at
Youngstown State University.

Undergraduate  Student Conferences Institutions

Institution Director
University of Dayton Aparna Higgins
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Mark Brittenham
St. Norbert College Rick Poss
Western Kentucky University Tom Richmond
Youngstown State University Angela Spalsbury
Arizona State University Glenn H. Hurlbert
Colorado State University-Pueblo Hortensia Soto-Johnson
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical  University Greg Spradlin
Furman University John Harris / David Penniston
Rutgers University Hieu D. Nguyen
Morehouse College Steven Pederson
Mount Holyoke (HRC) Margaret M. Robinson
Dordt College Richard G. Faber
Boston University Emma Previato
Colorado School of Mines Barbara Moskal
Central Michigan University Sivaram Narayan
Denison University Matthew Kretchmar
Southeast Missouri State University W.Y. Chan
University of Arizona William Velez
Western Kentucky University Tom Richmond
Mary Washington College Debra Hydorn
Mercer University Carolyn Yackel
Morehouse College Brett Sims
Ramapo College of New Jersey Lawrence D’Antonio
University of Portland Chris Hallstrom
Hendrix College David Sutherland
Hood College Kimberly Tysdal
Williams College Allison Pacelli
Appalachian State University Mark Ginn
Davidson College Laurie Heyer
Cameron University Karla Oty
Francis Marion University William Fox
Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology Diane Evans
Simpson College Murphy Waggoner
Sonoma State University Izabela Kanaana
South Dakota State University Donna Flint
Troy University Kenneth Roblee
Western Carolina University Sloan Despeaux

The National Academy of Science has
created, in collaboration with Science
Matters, Inc., a web site called InterViews,
which contains “first-person accounts of
the lives and work of members of the
National Academy of Science.”

The hour-long interviews are conducted
by Dorian Devins, a New York radio pro-
ducer whose credits include a weekly sci-

ence radio program called The Green
Room.

So far, the only mathematician to have
been interviewed is Ingrid Daubechies of
Princeton University, but new interviews
are posted regularly. The InterViews site
is located at http://www7.national-
academies.org/interviews/.

Daubechies Interviewed Online




