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THE IMPORTANCE OF ORAL HISTORY

Oral histories are the taped recordings of interviews
with interesting and often important persons. They are
not folklore, gossip, hearsay, or rumor. They are the voice
of the person interviewed. These oral records are, in many
instances, transcribed into printed documentary form.
Though only so much can be done, of course, in an hour
or sometimes two, they are an important historical record
whose value increases with the inevitable march of time.

For whatever reason, New England Jesuits, among
others around the world, have not made any significant
number of oral histories of their members. Given the range
of their achievements and their impact on the Church
and society, this seems to many to be an important op-
portunity missed. They have all worked as best they could
for the greater glory of God. Some have done extraordi-
nary things. Some have done important things. All have
made valuable contributions to spirituality, education, art,
science, discovery, and many other fields. But living memo-
ries quickly fade. Valuable and inspiring stories slip away.

This need not be. Their stories can be retold, their
achievements can be remembered, their adventures saved.
Their inspiration can provide future generations with at-

tractive models. That is what Jesuit oral history is all about.
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Interview with Fr. Stanley J. Bezuzska, S.]J.
By Fr. Richard W. Rousseau, S.].
September 8, 2008

FAMILY

RICHARD ROUSSEAU: Welcome to our interview.

STANLEY BEZUSZKA: Thank you.

RR: As we get started, would you tell us something about
your family?

SB: I was born in Vilna, Poland, which is now Vilnius,
Lithuania. My father was one of eleven children. Ap-
parently my grandfather had a very large farm, and so
all the children worked on the farm.

As far as I know, the only education they had was
from itinerant ministers, usually rabbis, who came to
my grandfather’s house. In exchange for room and
board, they would teach my father and some of the
other children how to read and write. That was the
only education my father had. Apparently he was a
good learner, since he also picked up Russian, as did
my mother. He also learned German; so he spoke Ger-
man, Polish, and Russian rather fluently.

RR: Oh, good for him.



COMING TO AMERICA

RR: How did it happen that you came to America?

SB: My father had married once before and had two daugh-
ters. He came to America as a widower to look for a
place for them all to live together. But, when he went
back to Poland to pick up his daughters, they wanted
to stay there with their grandmother. So my father
stayed in Poland and remarried. When we came to
America with him, we settled in Lowell, Massachusetts.

My mother had worked for some rather wealthy
people in Vilna. There she picked up an awful lot of
information about the world by hearing their conver-
sations. I admired her very, very much, because she
was a very perceptive woman and a great mother to
me, and, when my sister was born, to her as well. I
thought she was absolutely wonderful.

SISTER

RR: Was your sister the only other child?

SB: Yes, just my sister, Josephine. She was a very quiet girl
and very protective of me—to put it mildly. She was a
fairly good student. She went to parochial school and
did extremely well. Then she went to Lowell High
School and, again, did extremely well there.

I think she perhaps wanted to go into a career, espe-
cially nursing. She admired nurses very much, but I
don’t think my parents were too keen about it, because,
at that time, of course, nurses weren’t paid anything.
My parents were afraid that maybe she would find it
difficult to live, especially since my father was getting
old, but my mother was still very active.

MY EARLY YEARS IN AMERICA

RR: Tell us a bit about yourself.

SB: I was born January 26, 1914, and we landed in New
York on July 4 of that year. That day became our
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family’s anniversary. My father had come over earlier
to find a place and found a home in Lowell, Massachu-
setts.
At that time, Lowell was a polyglot city. There were

Irish, Italians, Greeks, Lithuanians, Polish, and Portu-
guese, so we all had our own little sections. We settled
in the Polish and Lithuanian section, because, when
people worked in the mills, they had to have some-
body to take care of the children. Therefore, either the
Polish or the Lithuanian people could take care of me,
because the Lithuanian people spoke Polish, too, since
Vilna was by then in Lithuania. It was very convenient;
they went to work at five o’clock in the morning and
came back at five o’clock at night. Both my mother
and father worked in the mills.

RR: So they had to have somebody take care of you.

SB: Right. Well, actually not only me, but there would be
a group of about seven or eight children being looked
after in one home.

SCHOOLING

RR: How about your education?

SB: I went to a public elementary school until the second
grade, and then to St. Stanislaus parochial school until
grade eight.

PARISH

RR: Tell us a bit about your parish.

SB: My parish was Holy Trinity Parish. The pastor was
Msgr. Stanislaus Alexander Ogonowski, who came
from Poland. By the way, the pilot of one of the planes
that crashed into the World Trade Center was John
Ogonowski from the same family.

We knew everyone in the parish, and the parish was
very active. The pastor was very concerned about the
parish. It is still there under a pastor from Poland,
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Msgr. Stanislaw Kempa. Before him Msgr. John
Abucewicz was pastor for a long time.

RR: There must be still a number of Polish people there.

SB: Yes, but many fewer than when I was young.

RR: How was the parish school?

SB: We were very active. We had plays in Polish at the
school and in the large hall at the city center. I acted in
some of the plays.

CHOICE OF A COLLEGE

RR: When you had to choose a college, what did you do?

SB: As my friend, Walter Stoklosa, and I came to the end
of high school, we spoke to our curate, Fr. Orzech,
who was a very young fellow. We told him we would
like to go to college. We asked him where he thought
we ought to go.

Well, he looked at us and said, “What about Holy
Cross?” I think at that time we were a little bit flip-
pant as we asked, “Where is Holy Cross?” He replied,
“Up in Worcester, only about forty miles from Lowell.”
We said, “Well, that doesn’t sound very exciting.” So
he said, “Well, you could go to my college, St. Mary’s
College.” We asked, “Where is that?” He said, “De-
troit, Michigan.” And we said, “That’s where we would
like to go!”

RR: Oh, really? Why was that attractive to you?

SB: The distance.

RR: Oh, the distance. [Laughter] All right. How were your
college years?

SB: There were many connections with people from Po-
land. Of course, we were all bilingual at St. Mary’s.
We translated the Greek into Polish and Latin into
Polish. We also studied Polish literature. We had a
number of professors from Europe; a couple of them
were Polish refugees from Russia.

RR: So I gather you speak Polish very well?
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SB: O, yes. I had to speak Polish at home.

JOINING THE JESUITS

RR: How did you come to join the Jesuits?

SB: At St. Mary’s College, I had a friend who joined the
Jesuits. He was going to Detroit for interviews with
the Jesuits. He’d come back and tell me all about the
Jesuits. That was the first time, I think, that I had ever
heard about them. I got more and more interested in
the Jesuits; I especially liked what they were doing. They
were a teaching order, and I was kind of inclined to-
ward studying and teaching.

Walter Stoklosa entered the diocesan seminary, and
I applied to the New York Province of the Society of
Jesus, because I didn’t know where else to apply. Fr.
Tiverton, who was the Provincial of the New York
Province, wrote back to me and said, “Well, since you’re
from New England, why don’t you apply to the New
England Province?” So I did. I was accepted and en-
tered Shadowbrook on September 15, 1933.

MY EARLY YEARS IN THE JESUITS

RR: Tell us about your experience of the novitiate.

SB: My master of novices was Fr. Jack Smith. He was abso-
lutely fantastic. I admired him an awful lot. The life
with the Jesuits was extremely productive and inter-
esting. We had a number of extremely interesting and
bright people in our group.

In my time, they accepted high school students and
college students, so the mixture was very, very effec-
tive, because you’d go out on a walk with the high
school students and get one sort of conversation and
then, on another occasion, you’d walk with the college
students, and it would be completely different.

Of course, there was also learning how to speak Latin!
All we had studied in college was Caesar, but you can’t
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talk like Caesar to tell someone to set the tables! It was
an extremely interesting life, I thought.

RR: And then you went to the juniorate.

SB: Yes, during the juniorate I was again active in dramat-
ics. I was also working on projects for the missions.

TO WESTON FOR PHILOSOPHY

RR: Then you went to Weston College to study philoso-
phy.

SB: Yes, in 1937. Incidentally, while I was at Weston, Stan
Gerry and I worked on the farm. In fact, we all worked
on the farm, picking potatoes and vegetables. It was a
very happy life; it was an active life.

Then, of course, several of us helped build Fr. Dan
Linehan’s seismology building, now called Weston Ob-
servatory. Through his radio program, Fr. Ahern was
superb at raising the money for the Linehan building.
Several of us scholastics went with Fr. Ahern to WEEI,
a Boston radio station, and we sang songs. He was also
a great lecturer. During my studies, I worked in the
seismology department every morning, checking the
records to see if there was an earthquake.

REGENCY IN SPECIAL STUDIES

RR: Where did you do regency?

SB: After the usual three years of philosophy, I was assigned
to Boston College to study science. I studied with Fr.
George O’Donnell in the physics and math depart-
ments. I got a master’s degree in physics in 1942.

RR: How did you find living at St. Mary’s?

SB: In general, well enough, but at the time, I lived next to
a noisy elevator. There were a number of wonderful
people there. After 1939 the college witnessed difficult
times because of the war. When the army took over
our Jesuit residence at St. Mary’s, we managed.



THEOLOGY AND BACK TO BC

RR: Then back to Weston for theology studies?

SB: Yes, then I came back to Weston and began studying
theology. But about six months later the Provincial,
Fr. Dolan called me up and said, “Stan, I want you to
go back to BC, because Dr. Frederick White was drafted
and we need a physics teacher.” So I was pulled back
into teaching again, and lost a year, 1942-1943. [Dur-
ing the war BC emphasized science courses for the sol-
diers as part of their training.]

RR: After that year, you returned to theology?

SB: Yes, but I was then one year behind my entering class
of 1933.

MATH IN A ROWBOAT

RR: Did you manage to keep up your math studies?

SB: Yes, while I was studying theology at Weston, I met a
Canadian Jesuit, Eric O’Connor, who was a math
teacher. He liked mathematics and was getting a doc-
torate in mathematics at Harvard. On Thursdays he
would help us with math. Then during vacation we
went to Keyser Island off the coast of Connecticut. As
long as I rowed the boat for him, he taught me math.
Whenever I stopped rowing, he stopped teaching!

ORDINATION

RR: What do you remember about your ordination?

SB: When I was ordained on June 22, 1946, my mother and
my father were there. That was the one thing I wor-
ried about—whether my father and my mother would
live to see my ordination. Bishop Emmett, S.]J., from
Kingston, Jamaica, ordained us.

RR: Did you mind having your ordination put back a year?

SB: Actually, it was most fortunate that there was a delay,
because in 1996 the Pope invited all the priests in the
world who had been ordained in 1946 to come to Rome
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to celebrate their 50th with him.

It was a tremendous week of events at St. Peter’s and
St. Paul’s. We had Mass and lunch with the Pope on
Sunday. I especially remember kissing his hand after
meeting him by accident while we were posing for the
group photo. If my ordination had been in 1945, it
wouldn’t have happened. So it was absolutely fortu-
nate that it happened that way.

TERTIANSHIP

RR: And then tertianship?

SB: Yes. Fr. Ray MclInnis was tertian master. Some of the
almost thirty tertians came from other provinces.

RR: Where did you do your pastoral work?

SB: I was chaplain at Georgetown Hospital for two months.
I thought that was wonderful. I met Fr. Duff, who
was a great guy. I used to spend the evenings with Fr.
Sohon, a mathematician.

SPECIAL STUDIES

RR: What did you do after tertianship?

SB: After tertianship, I went to Brown University 1948-
1953 for a doctorate in mathematical physics. I had
made several friends at BC, who had also been accepted
at Brown.

RR: How were the courses at Brown?

SB: They were very interesting. It was a different atmo-
sphere completely. We had never heard of ultrasonics.
The teachers would say, “After getting a master’s in
physics, you still don’t know what ultrasonics is!”

We worked very hard with no free time for our own
needs. We would be doing a lab at 2:00 AM. This was
especially true while we were studying ultrasonics and
couldn’t be disturbed by noise.



TO BOSTON COLLEGE
RR: Where did you go next?

SB:

I was appointed chair of the Math Department at BC.

RR: Did you teach other students than those at BC?

SB:

For a time, I taught Raytheon and General Electric
employees twice a week for two hours at night, after
teaching all day. I was paid by the government.

RR: The Boston area saw tremendous growth in research

SB:

after World War II. Did you get involved in that?
Yes, I taught engineers at Polaroid for a while. That
was really different, because their focus was on prob-
lem-solving. I did go on some field trips with Dr. Land.

I prefer theory and analysis over lab work. I spent
most of my time doing the research for the data that
other people had gathered. So, if you’re an experimenter
and you say, “Hey, Stan, will you help me with the
data?” Id say, “I’ll be glad to!” But if I am asked, “Will
you do my lab work for me?” I’d say, “No!”

MATH DEPARTMENT AND MATH INSTITUTE

RR:

SB:

RR:

SB:

RR:

SB:

I understand you were chair of the Math Department.
I was chairman 1953-1968. The development of the de-
partment began when Fr. [William] Van Etten Casey
was dean.

Tell us a bit about the Math Institute.

It was begun, due to the money BC was receiving from
the National Science Foundation. They liked the in-
structional programs we developed to improve teach-
ers’ mathematical content knowledge.

So you were very busy then?

Yes. Over the years, I gave many talks across the US.
Many, many teachers got to know about BC. For ex-
ample, Fr. Maxwell, the rector/president, would tell
me he met teachers in Kansas, Texas, Washington, and
Oregon. They would ask him if he knew me person-
ally. So many teachers got to know about BC.
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GOD’S PROVIDENCE

RR: Did you have a sense of God’s providence in your life?

SB: It’s awfully hard to say I had a sense of that at each
moment, but I most liked how the regular spiritual
life of an ordinary Jesuit was sustaining.

RR: Well, thank you.

SB: You are welcome.

+++
Fr. Stanley J. Bezuzska, S.]J.

Born: January 26, 1914, Vilna, Poland

Entered: September 15, 1933, Lenox, Massachusetts,
St. Stanislaus Novitiate / Shadowbrook

Ordained: June 22, 1946, Weston, Massachusetts,
Weston College

Final Vows: February 2, 1951, Chestnut Hill,
Massachusetts, Boston College

Died: December 27, 2008, Weston, Massachusetts,
Campion Health Center

1928 Lowell, Massachusetts: Lowell High School -
Student

1932 Detroit, Michigan: St. Mary’s College - Student

1933 Lenox, Massachusetts: St. Stanislaus Novitiate /
Shadowbrook - Novitiate, juniorate

1937 Weston, Massachusetts: Weston College - Studied
philosophy

1940 Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston College
1940-1942 Studied physics
1942-1943 Taught physics, mathematics

1943 Weston, Massachusetts: Weston College - Studied
theology

1947 Pomfret, Connecticut: St. Robert Hall -
Tertianship

10



1948 Providence, Rhode Island: Brown University -
Studied mathematics and theoretical physics

1953 Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston College
1953-2008 Taught mathematics
1953-1964 Taught physics
1953-1968 Chair, Mathematics Department
1957-2008 Director, Mathematics Institute

2008 Weston, Massachusetts: Campion Health Center -
Praying for the Church and the Society

Degrees

1939 Bachelor of Arts, Philosophy, Weston College-
Boston College

1940 Licentiate in Philosophy, Weston College-Boston
College

1940 Master of Arts, Philosophy, Weston College-Boston
College

1942 Master of Science, Physics, Boston College

1947 Licentiate in Sacred Theology, Weston College

1953 Doctor of Philosophy, Theoretical Physics, Brown
University, Providence, Rhode Island

Professional Appointments
Boston College, Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts
Chair, Mathematics Department
Director, Mathematics Institute
Professor, Department of Mathematics

Other Professional Activities
Air Force, Cambridge Research Center, Bedford MA:
Investigator on Contract AF 19 (604)-1299, Analysis of
Rocket Data and Electron Density on the Ionosphere.
Investigator on Contract AF 19 (604)-1926, Study of
Research Problems Concerning Negative Resistance
Diodes.
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Polaroid Corporation, Cambridge, MA: Instructor of
mathematics to personnel

National Science Foundation: Director of and Instructor
of In-service, Summer and Academic Year Programs
for Teachers of Mathematics.

School systems and districts in the United States and
abroad: Professional Development Consultant.

Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Office of
Education: Reader, Research Bureau

William Sadlier, Inc., New York, New York: Consultant
and author.

Science Research Associates, Inc., Chicago, Illinois: Con-
sultant and author.

Creative Publications, Inc., Palo Alto, California: Au-
thor.

Dale Seymour Publications, Inc., Palo Alto, California:
Author.

Charles E. Merrill Publishing Co., Columbus, Ohio:
Consultant.

School Science and Mathematics, Mathematics Teacher,
Arithmetic Teacher, National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM) Educational Materials Commit-
tee: Reviewer.

Professional Organizations: Offices Held

Association of Teachers of Mathematics in New England:
President (1960-1962).

Northeastern Section of Mathematical Association of
America: Chairman (1956-1957), Boston College Repre-
sentative (1970-1977).

Mathematics Section of American Association of Jesuit
Scientists, Chairman (1958-1961).

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, Member of
the Board of Directors (1963-1966); NCTM 1982 Year-
book Middle School Mathematics Advisory Panel; Task
Force to Develop NCTM/NASA Space Mathematics
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publication (1983-1987); Elections Committee (1986-
1989).
Educational Policies Commission: Advisor (1963-1966).

Organization Memberships
Member of over thirty-five professional societies.

Workshops

Fr. Bezuszka gave over 1000 talks, workshops, and mini-

courses in addition to his courses offered during academic

years and summers.
Awards

1990 Recipient of the National Council of Supervisors of
Mathematics Glenn Gilbert Award for Outstanding
Contributions to Mathematics Education.

1995 Recipient of the Mathematics Education Trust
Foundation of the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics Lifetime Achievement Award for Teach-
ing.

Member of Massachusetts Hall of Fame for Mathematics
Educators, 2001.

November 2008, the Association of Teachers of Math-
ematics in New England instituted an annual award
entitled, “ The Rev. Stanley J. Bezuszka, S.]J. Lifetime
Service Award for Mathematics Teaching and Learn-
ing.” Fr. Bezuszka was the first recipient of this
award.

March 2009, the Association of Teachers of Mathematics
in Massachusetts gave the first annual Rev. Stanley J.
Bezuszka, S.J. Achievement Award for Excellence in
the Teaching and Learning of Mathematics.

Publications (since 1970)

Contemporary Motivated Mathematics, Books 1, 2, 3, with
M. Farrey and M. J. Kenney. Chestnut Hill, Massachu-
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setts: Boston College Press, 1970, 1986.

Wonderful World of Numbers, with M. J. Kenney. Chest-
nut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston College Press, 1971.

Computapes, with Theresa Denman. Chicago, Illinois:
Science Research Associates, Inc., 1972.

Transformations with Applications to Geometry, with M. J.
Kenney (preliminary edition). Chestnut Hill, Massa-
chusetts: Boston College Press, 1973.

Calculus One for Individualized and Modular Study, with
Lou D’Angelo. Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston
College Press, 1973.

Mathematics Learning System: Levels PP-8, with V.
DeVault, H. Greenberg, and H. Frehmeyer. Chicago,
Illinois: Science Research Associates, Inc., 1974. Re-
vised edition, 1978.

Skills through Patterns: Level PP-8, with M. J. Kenney.
Chicago, Illinois: Science Research Associates, 1974.

Motivated Math Project Activity Booklets, with M. J.
Kenney. (A Series of Eleven Booklets for Students on
Such topics as Finite Differences, Fraction Action [two
booklets], Applications of Geometric Series, the Won-
der Square, and Perfect Numbers.) Chestnut Hill,
Massachusetts: Boston College Press, 1976, 1979.

“An Application of Tribonacci Numbers,” with L.
D’Angelo. The Fibonacci Quarterly 11 (April 1977):
Vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 139-14.

Tessellations: The Geometry of Patterns, with M. J. Kenney
and L. Silvey. Palo Alto, California: Creative Publica-
tions, 1977.

Designs from Mathematical Patterns, with M. J. Kenney
and L. Silvey. Palo Alto, California: Creative Publica-
tions, Inc., 1978. Second Edition. Palo Alto, California:
Dale Seymour Publications, Inc., 1990.

“Selections from a Golden Treasury” and “Innovative
Modes for Modern Moods.” In Mathematics Theory into
Practice, 1980 Yearbook of the Australian Association of
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Mathematics Teachers. pp. 240-249, 368-380.

“Square Spirolaterals,” with M. J. Kenney. Mathematics
Teaching 95 (June 1981): Pp. 26-27.

“Even Perfect Numbers—an Update,” Mathematics
Teacher, Vol. 6, No. 6 (September 1981): pp. 460-463.
“The Mathematics and Problem-Solving Skills Adolescents

Should Know for Applications.” Proceedings of the
Fourth International Congress on Mathematical Educa-
tion. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Birkhauser Boston,
Inc., 1982.

“Middle Grade Mathematics: An Overview,” with M. M.
Wheeler. 1982 Yearbook of the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics. Pp. 1-8.

Number Treasury: A Sourcebook of Problems for Calculators
and Computers, with M. J. Kenney. Palo Alto, Califor-
nia: Dale Seymour Publications, 1982.

“Challenges for Enriching the Curriculum: Arithmetic
and Number Theory,” with M. J. Kenney. Mathematics
Teacher Vol. 76, No. 4 (April 1983): pp. 250-252.

“Let’s Try Some Egyptian Mathematics,” New England
Mathematics Journal (May 1983): pp. 5-6.

Figurate Numbers Issue-NCTM Student Math Notes. May
1984.

“A Square Share: Problem Solving with Squares” with
M. ]J. Kenney, Mathematics Teacher Vol. 77, No. 6
(September 1984): pp. 414-420.

Word Problems for Maxima and Minima from Computa-
tions to Equations, with J. Cavanaugh and M. J.
Kenney. Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston College
Press, 1984.

Word Problems for Calculator and Computer from Compu-
tations to Equations, with J. Cavanaugh and M. ]J.
Kenney. Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts: Boston College
Press, 1985.

“A Test for Divisibility by Primes,” Arithmetic Teacher,
Vol. 33, No. 2 (October 1985): pp. 36-38.
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“A Fibonacci and Lucas Tannenbaum,” with A. Barry.
The Fibonacci Quarterly, Vol. 23, No. 4 (November
1985): pp. 369-370.

“Mathematics: To Change Or Not to Change,” Ontario
Math Gazette, Vol. 25, No. 2 (December 1986): pp. 4-6.

Applications of Mathematics through Models and Formulas,
with M. J. Kenney. Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts:
Boston College Press, 1987.

Tessellations Using Logo, with M. J. Kenney. Palo Alto,
California: Creative Publications, Inc., 1987.

“A Polynomial Formula for Fibonacci Numbers,” with S.
Kokoska. The Fibonacci Quarterly Vol. 28, No. 2 (May
1990): pp. 151-155.

Informal Geometry Explorations, with M. J. Kenney and J.
Martin. Palo Alto, California: Dale Seymour Publica-
tions, Inc. September 1991.

Heart and Mind: A Classroom Odyssey. Palo Alto, Califor-
nia: Dale Seymour Publications, Inc. January 1993.

“Looking at Problem Solving Matters Discretely,” with
M. ]J. Kenney, Math in the Middle. Needham, Massachu-
setts: Prentice Hall, Inc. 1993, pp. 16-17.

“Implementing the Discrete Mathematics Standard:
Focusing on Recursion,” with M. J. Kenney. Mathemat-
ics Teacher Vol. 86, No. 8 (November 1993).

“Finding the Factors of an Integer,” New York State
Mathematics Teachers’ Journal, Vol 44, No. 3 (1994): pp.
167-172.

“A Discrete Interface with Geometry,” with M. J.
Kenney. CMC Communicator, Vol. 21, No. 1 (1996):
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Excerpts from the June 2002 interview by Dr. David L. Roberts
with Fr. Stanley ]. Bezuszka, S.].,
conducted under the auspices of the Oral History Task Force
of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics,
and done at the office of Fr. Bezuszka at Boston College

Introduction:

Summary of Fr. Bezuszka’s life and work
Stanley J. Bezuszka was born in Poland in 1914. He grew
up in Lowell, Massachusetts, attending both public and pa-
rochial schools. His initial undergraduate education was at
St. Mary’s College near Detroit, Michigan. Here his inter-
est in mathematics was awakened, while his inclination to-
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ward religious service led him to join the Jesuits.

In 1946 he was ordained, and in 1948 he entered Brown
University as a graduate student, earning a Ph.D. in theo-
retical physics in 1953. Fr. Bezuszka then returned to Bos-
ton College, where he was appointed chairman of the math-
ematics department and professor of physics. Later he was
to teach mathematics exclusively.

In 1957 Fr. Bezuszka founded the BC Mathematics
Institute, devoted especially to professional development for
teachers of secondary school mathematics, through academic
year and summer institutes. He became one of the most
prominent public faces of the “New Math,” giving numer-
ous demonstration classes, and speaking at mathematics
conferences and meetings across the country. In this inter-
view Fr. Bezuszka reflects on these and other career experi-
ences, and expresses his views on a variety of educational
issues.

Interview

EARLY EDUCATION

DR: You mentioned St. Stanislaus School?

FB: St. Stanislaus was a parochial school run by the Felician
Sisters. They were very, very good teachers—the upper
division Sisters were excellent.

DR: What grades would this have been?

FB: Grades three through eight. I spent the first two years
in public school.

DR: Do you have any particular memories of mathematics
instruction that interested you at the time?

FB: Not exactly. It was mostly memorization. One thing
that the parochial schools were particularly credited
with is the training of memory, so that by the eighth
grade learning algorithms in mathematics was no prob-
lem for me.

DR: How about any memories of mathematics instruction
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FB:

DR:
FB:

at Lowell High School?

I had the same teacher for AlgebraI and Algebra II. It
was, again, mostly work that required very little think-
ing and just following procedures, like factoring poly-
nomials, multiplying polynomials, etc. There was not,
if I recall correctly, much thinking going on there.

When we came to geometry, it was a different story.
Geometry was not clear to me for about the first six
weeks. What turned me on to geometry was this inci-
dent. I was talking to one of the boys in another geom-
etry class and he was busily doing something. I said,
“What are you doing?” He said, “Geometry.” At that
time I did not think much of geometry.

I said, “What are you trying to do?” He said, “I am
trying to trisect an angle.” Well, instead of telling me
what he was doing, he asked, “Why don’t you try it?”
That remark turned me on to geometry.

Then I found that the tests were not too difficult
after all, because I had learned quite a bit of geometry
on my own, trying to trisect an angle. The tests typi-
cally consisted of one original problem and four theo-
rems. In fact, the tests were simply a nuisance that oc-
curred every six weeks. I did fairly well in geometry,
to the surprise of my teacher and, of course, to myself,
too.

Did you enjoy mathematics during high school?
There were too many other things that I was involved
in. I was in the boy officers cadet group. I was on the
baseball team and active in the debating society, and
dramatics. I also wrote articles for the Lowell High
School Review. There were too many distractions to
develop an impression about mathematics.

After two years of algebra and one of geometry, in
the senior year I took a course in physics, astronomy,
and geology. There was also a solid geometry course,
but for some reason I did not take it.
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DR: Did you take any trigonometry in high school?
FB: No trigonometry.
DR: During your school years, did you do any outside read-

ing, such as popular books on science and mathemat-
ics?

FB: No. Outside reading mainly consisted of books that

we took out from the Lowell Public Library. There
was a second-hand bookstore run by a Mr. Emory. I
remember him vividly. He did a great deal to help the
students read. But he had no mathematics books. I read
the Frank Merriwell series and other typical books for
boys.

HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE
DR: When did you graduate from high school?

FB:

In 1932.

DR: Right in the midst of the Depression.

FB:

Right. I had graduated from St. Stanislaus School in
1928. Then I went to Lowell High School. I worked
after school and in the summers in shoe shops in Lowell.
Though known as a textile city, textiles in Lowell were
not developing as much as the shoe factories. In 1932 1
went to St. Mary’s College at Orchard Lake, Michi-
gan.

DR: What kind of a place was that?

FB:

St. Mary’s comprised a high school, a college, and a
seminary. Classes were in Polish and in English. Some
of the students were very proficient in Polish, because
Detroit had a substantial Polish population. I had a
very good teacher in mathematics, Fr. Wota.

He had won mathematical prizes in contests in Michi-
gan. I had college algebra the first semester and trigo-
nometry the second. The modern algebra was rather
interesting. Trigonometry was mostly computational,
using tables, and not very motivating.

One thing Fr. Wota taught me was not to worry
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about the answer in the back of the book. He said, “If
you know how to do the problem, do it according to
your understanding. Then, you can check the answer.
If the answers do not agree, that does not mean auto-
matically that you are wrong, because the book could
be wrong.” Now, that was an innovation as far as I was
concerned. I had been taught the book was never
wrong. [Laughter]

EARLY LANGUAGE TRAINING

FB: One aspect of high school that I didn’t like was how
languages were taught, especially French. We overem-
phasized grammar and vocabulary. The only thing I
recall is how to say “Good morning.”

Latin was taught similarly. Only in senior year did
we study the Agricola [by Tacitus], where it appeared
to be a spoken language. I got sick and tired of the
soldier sitting on the one hand and rising on the other
hand. [Laughter] This changed at Shadowbrook, be-
cause we read Ovid and other great Latin writers. Cer-
tainly, some of the poets were fantastic.

I remember Horace, who wrote for his patron, Maece-
nas, who was a soldier; you could almost see the sol-
diers walking down the Appian Way in the opening
lines: “Maecenas atavis edite regibus. O, et praesidium
et dulce decus meum, sunt quos curriculo pulverem
Olympicum.” [Ode I, 1] This work changed my whole
attitude towards the classics.

We also read, in Greek, the Anabasis [by Xenephon],
the Iliad, and the Odyssey. There were a lot of wonder-
ful passages. In one, Ulysses, adrift on a raft, turns to
his companion and says, “Someday, we are going to
look back on this and have a good laugh.” Here they
are, in the middle of the ocean! [Laughter] And he’s
talking about having a good laugh sometime. How are
they even going to get out of there?
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The Greek we took at St. Mary’s was really great.
We had Prof. Martusiewicz, who had escaped from
being drafted in Russia. The first day he told us what
class would be like: “I will call upon you alphabetically
and you will recite for me. We will start with the Gos-
pel of Saint John”—Koine Greek, not classical Greek—
“and we’ll see what happens.” Being Bezuszka, I was
first and I felt I didn’t have to worry with all the Bibles
around.

I got up, thinking I"d have it easy, and he said, “Trans-
late chapter one.” I asked, “Into Polish or English?”
He said, “Suit yourself.” So I rattled it off in English.
He said, “Very good, excellent, excellent.” Then, he
crucified me for forty minutes: ““In the beginning was
the word.” How would you say in Greek: ‘If in the
beginning there was a word’? Or, ‘Should in the begin-
ning there be a word’?” You could hear a pin drop when
we walked out of that class. What an ordeal that was!

Our Latin teacher was superb, too. And the courses
in Polish literature were an eye-opener. Some of the
Polish poetry was absolutely wonderful; it was of a type
that reflected the life of the poor people. I remember
one Polish story about the earth in winter: “Ziemia
matka kohana jak miezywa odpoczyma.” “The farmer
looked at the land and said, ‘O Earth, Mother Beloved,
like dead, you are only resting.”” There were a lot of
thoughtful lines like that.

Later we spoke Latin all the time in our classes at
Weston College. They were kind of interesting. The
Romans never had underwear of any kind. At least, we
weren’t aware of it. [Laughter] The question was, how
do you say “underwear” in Latin? It was very easy. Sub
means “under,” and #bi means “where”: sububis.
[Laughter] A pair of sububis, a pair of underwear.
[Laughter] So we used to murder the language like that.
We used to do that with German, too.
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MEMORIZATION
FB: The one big lesson you learned at Shadowbrook was

DR:

FB:

how to conserve time. In other words, you were given
fifteen minutes to do this, a half an hour to do this,
and you did it. On Sunday morning, we had English
composition. You were told to write a sonnet in two
hours. Well, if you think you can write a sonnet in two
hours, forget it. In the first place, you have to pick a
topic. The next thing you knew, the two hours were
up. So you learned you just don’t dillydally. You con-
centrate and you do it, period.

Also in Latin class, we didn’t use the textbook, we
memorized it, fifty lines at a time. So in class the teacher
would say, “Recite the first five lines.” You gave it from
memory. Then he said, “OK, translate it.” And, then,
“Give us some of the grammatical structure.” Trying
to memorize fifty lines in about an hour seemed al-
most impossible at first. But after about a month, we
could do it.

Do you feel that memory drill is worthwhile?
Definitely. You’ve got to memorize certain basic facts
in mathematics. The big question is, what should you
memorize? You memorize what you will be using fre-
quently. Thus certain properties and algorithms are
useful. There needs to be an appropriate balance be-
tween knowing and using calculators and computers.
There are some things you don’t have to memorize,
but algorithms, sure.

DEGREES OBTAINED

DR:

FB:

On your vita you have spoken about your bachelor’s
and master’s degrees from Boston College. Those were
all in mathematics?

No. The BA was in mathematics, the master of science
was in physics, and the MA was in philosophy. I also
took several graduate mathematics courses while pur-
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suing the master’s degrees.

Fr. George O’Donnell, then the Chairman of the
Math Department at Boston College, was an inspira-
tion and one of the great movers that directed me more
and more to mathematics.

I also enjoyed the theoretical physics courses. I had
realized that I am not an experimentalist. I am just,
frankly, impatient: I get upset when things don’t work,
especially, in equipment. So, I was tending towards the
theoretical side of physics.

EARLY TEACHING EXPERIENCE

DR:

Was this teaching experience in 1941 your first teach-
ing experience?

FB: No. In the novitiate I taught a course in German, that

DR:
FB:

I had had the previous year. During theology I tutored
some seminarians in mathematics.

My first formal teaching occurred while I was taking
courses at BC. After a year and a half, I had finished
my work. The war had just about started, so I spent
half a year teaching exterior ballistics and code send-
ing to physics majors. That was most concentrated
teaching before 1953, when I returned to BC as Chair-
man of Mathematics.

So you spent the war years here at BC?

From 1940-1942 I studied physics, and taught physics
and math 1942-1943. I did theology at Weston 1943-
1947, and was ordained June 22, 1946. During tertian-
ship, 1947-1948, I was ill with an inner ear problem.
The fall of 1948 I went to Brown.

Before arriving at Brown I had decided to work with
Dr. Lindsay on theoretical physics as my field of con-
centration. I did enroll in several math courses. My
thesis was on the mathematics of data gathered by some-
one else. It pertained to ultrasonic scattering of cylin-

drical fluids.
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DR: So, your Ph.D. was actually in physics?
FB: Yes, theoretical physics.

RETURN TO BOSTON COLLEGE

DR: Then you returned to Boston College?

FB: Yes, I was assigned Chairman of the Mathematics De-
partment.

DR: Despite the fact that you had gotten a Ph.D. in phys-
ics, you chose the Math Department?

FB: When I came to Boston College as Chairman of the
Math Department, I was also given an assistant profes-
sorship in the Physics Department. It was a dual ap-
pointment. The Physics Department offered some theo-
retical courses, which I taught.

But after a while, something showed up which still
persists, I think. If I had a math major taking the phys-
ics course, he knew the math, but didn’t know the phys-
ics. The physics students in the course knew the phys-
ics, but didn’t know the math. It was uncommon for
students to excel in both. I don’t know how this di-
lemma can be resolved.

At present BC offers several courses in introductory
physics: physics with lab, physics without lab, physics
with calculus and no lab, physics with calculus and lab
and lectures. We are trying to accommodate the stu-
dents’ backgrounds.

BC MATH INSTITUTE
DR: Let’s talk about the BC Mathematics Institute [BCMI].
FB: The BCMI began informally in 1953 with my teaching
a new mathematics curriculum to the math mathemat-
ics majors. It was a fairly rigorous course based on my
mathematics experience at Brown.
The new curriculum was not accepted too, too well,
frankly. The students had a bit of difficulty getting
adjusted to a new way of thinking: that mathematics

25



is a language, that it isn’t just manipulating numbers
and figures and letters, and that you had to think in
mathematics.

We didn’t call our new curriculum New Math; we
just said that it was a better math than what students
had been given previously. This change caused trouble,
because we did have some students taking physics and
others students taking chemistry.

We made the mistake —that later on was made with
the New Math—that we tried to put in the revision of
mathematics for all the students. Neither chemistry
nor physics students wanted the type of structure that
we were trying to teach. For example, about the first
week of physics courses students needed trigonometry,
because they were using the force table. The chemistry
students needed logarithms, because this was their
method of computation. So Prof. Krebs worked with
the physics and chemistry departments, and a service
course in mathematics was created to meet their needs.

ORGANIZATION OF THE MATH INSTITUTE

DR:

FB:

DR:

FB:

Could you describe the initial organization of the BCMI
and how many were involved in the ‘50s?

We just had two or three support staff and a couple of
instructors. By the time all programs were in opera-
tion about 1960, we had about six instructors, and about
eight graduate and undergraduate students, and a few
office staff. The course instructors were a combination
of full-time department faculty and part-time adjuncts.
The BCMI was successful in hiring people only for the
summer.

How much of the materials did you write?

Well, it depended on which courses. For courses I
taught, most of the material I had written myself. In
the others, the instructors used formal texts.
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HELPING TEACHERS LEARN

DR: Turning to this pamphlet, “An Analysis of New Math-
ematics Programs,” you wrote that after trying to up-
grade the freshman and sophomore math courses at
BC, you recognized the widespread deficiencies in their
high school preparation. The goal, then, became to re-
educate high school teachers. Did this remain the pri-
mary goal of the BCMI program?

FB: Yes. Our funding was primarily for the professional
development of teachers, grades seven through twelve.
So we concentrated on developing their mathematical
proficiency. But initially, to persuade the teachers that
the content was adaptable for students, we had a dem-
onstration class of seventh and eighth grade students.
We chose youngsters who would speak out in class, so
that the teachers could hear the interactions. They sat
behind the students.

In some of the early institute courses we invited sev-
enth and eighth graders from about twenty schools.
We had about 110 students come to audition. Then, I
presented a lesson. We watched for the extroverts who
would raise their hands and shout the answer, give their
opinions, or ask questions. We selected about thirty of
those lively students. Were they the brightest? Not al-
ways. But, they were sure to talk in class. We conducted
demonstration classes for several years.

After several years of this activity, the teacher par-
ticipants said, “OK, cut out the demonstration classes.
We can see that they understand.” We had demonstra-
tion classes off campus, too, for example with the par-
ents in Lowell, Massachusetts. I had six or seven stu-
dents sit with microphones and about 300 parents came
to a meeting. The parents were questioning the advis-
ability of doing the New Math. Then I ran a discussion
and the students with the six microphones would an-
swer questions. The parents realized that, although,
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they didn’t understand what I was talking about, the
students did understand it. The parents became con-
vinced that the students could learn the new materials.

CRITIQUES OF THE NEW METHOD

DR: In another comment from this pamphlet, the NCTM
committee criticizes what they refer to as a lack of at-
tention to practical applications in the early develop-
ment of the program. I wondered if you could say a
little bit about that.

FB: Because I was also teaching a course in applications,
using physics as a basis, it occurred to me that just as
“Sets, Operations, and Patterns” was grounded in math-
ematical structure, perhaps a similar approach could
be taken with applications in the physical universe.
Although I worked on the project for some time, I never
made sufficient progress to publish my ideas.

Regarding the use of mathematics in the real world,
we do not make enough distinction between mathemat-
ics as it is used in the real world and the world of math-
ematics. It is the world of mathematics that many stu-
dents find frustrating and difficult, while the math-
ematics in the everyday real world often seems too rou-
tine and boring to them. All students will continue as
adults to be users of mathematics on an everyday basis,
and many will perform the necessary tasks without real
understanding. On the other hand some students will
pursue the mathematics in the real world and will be
successful accountants, actuaries, and so on. But the
mathematics of the real world will never motivate those
students who aspire to be mathematicians. They need
to explore the world of mathematics deeply.

Take alook at accountants or the people at the check-
out counters. They could work there for fifty years and
know absolutely nothing about the properties of num-
bers. I know of no accountant who has discovered a
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theorem. The real world will never produce mathema-
ticians. It’ll produce engineers, it’ll produce accoun-
tants, sure. But, it will never produce mathematicians.
This is my conviction.

DR: Also, in this pamphlet, the NCTM committee describes

FB:

the BCMI as offering a “compromise between the “tell
them’ and the ‘let them discover’ methods.” Would you
say that was an accurate assessment?
To some extent. The issue was: How much time would
we spend on telling and how much time would we spend
on students discovering? Schools were then, as now,
under the pressure of following a curriculum and test-
ing. Obviously, discovery doesn’t happen in two or
three seconds. There is no instant discovery method.
We found out that, it is discovery that gives you the
thrill of mathematics, even if it’s something that you
discover that has already been discovered years before.
However, the amount of time it takes to teach stu-
dents using a discovery approach effectively is imprac-
tical, given school constraints. So, we did show results
to students and we did give students, occasionally, pos-
sibilities and opportunities to discover.

HISTORICAL VIEWPOINT
DR:I was also looking at another NCTM pamphlet called,

FB:

“The Revolution in School Mathematics,” from 1961,
where it says of the BCMI that “the emphasis is on the
structure of mathematics approached from the histori-
cal point of view.” Would you expand upon that?

What we did from the historical viewpoint was to in-
troduce briefly the people who wrote the mathematics
being studied. That was our historical approach. For
example, when we talked about the solution of equa-
tions, we discussed how the Egyptians solved equations.
They had a very interesting method, a sort of infallible
guessing method for linear equations in one variable.
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Similarly casting out nines and Napier’s rods—these
were different approaches to the operations of math-
ematics. Mathematics is a humanly created subject; it’s
not divinely revealed. Teachers and students need to
be aware of this fact.

DR: Was it your experience that introducing these histori-
cal elements attracted the students to the material?

FB: To some extent and for some individuals. What they
remembered most were stories and anecdotes about
them: Archimedes, of course, running through the
streets of Syracuse yelling, “Heureka, heureka! I have
found it, I have found it!” But I also think teachers
and students should know, for example, that Euclid
lived at a certain period in history. There should be a
timeline provided for them.

DR: Occasionally, I have seen it suggested that it might be
a good idea to present mathematics somewhat in the
historical order in which it occurred. I wondered if you
had any thoughts about that.

FB: That is a question that has bothered me for quite some
time. It’s a challenge, a perplexing one. For example,
let’s start with the natural numbers: zero, one, two,
three, four, five, six. Well, where do we go from there?
We might ask how do you add them? But we could
also ask how many of these numbers are there? This
would lead to a discussion of infinity and the work of
Georg Cantor. And there could be other orderings of
topics to consider. The question reduces to which or-
dering is appropriate for a certain audience.

DR: Let me rephrase my question a little bit. What I was
trying to get at is the suggestion that, if a certain con-
cept came earlier in history, then, therefore, it should
be taught earlier in the curriculum. Does that idea make
any sense to you?

FB: Yes. Historically speaking, one thing that we learned
early was the solution of equations, because they came
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from everyday problems. So the solution of equations
using manipulatives, pictures, tables, and graphs should
be taught early.

CRITICISM OF MORRIS KLINE

DR:

FB:

DR:

OK. Would you speak a little bit about Morris Kline.
He was a very good critic with a tremendous command
of English. To be a critic is one thing, but, to be help-
ful for the mathematics programs that we were work-
ing on—I don’t know how helpful he was. We all knew
what was wrong with the New Math.

When he wrote Why Jobnny Cannot Add: The Fail-

ure of the New Math (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1973), he pointed out most of the difficulties that we
were aware of. But, just pointing out the difficulties
without offering any solution was absolutely of no help
to us. Constructive criticism was needed.
Do you recall Kline sort of organized an open letter
published in 1962 in the Math Monthly and in Math-
ematics Teacher. About seventy prominent mathema-
ticians signed it. Do you remember that incident?

FB: Yes. I, personally, paid no attention to it. I was more

DR:

FB:

concerned that the general public was rejecting the re-
form and realized the movement was not going to be
successful at this time. It was unfortunate that we
mathematicians didn’t stick together, but even if we
had, the effort would have failed.

Some critics pointed to particular topics they thought
were overemphasized—the number and numeral dis-
tinction, and doing arithmetic in bases other than ten.
I remember we included work on bases, because IBM
had come out with a monster computer. Not only were
they using base two, but, base sixteen. So we wanted to
point out this application and reaffirm the importance
of base ten. Some people went overboard with base five,
six, seven, eight, etc.
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“THE NEW MATH”
DR: The set concept was what got some people upset, the

FB:

emphasis on intersection, union, and so on.

The set concept was abstract, but on the other hand it
was useful for a number of topics, such as early stages
of addition and problem solving. The initial treatment
of sets in reform materials discouraged its use, but later
modifications have helped to preserve some of the ba-
sic ideas and language of sets in texts at various levels
of instruction.

DR: How did you feel at the time about the name, the New

FB:

Math? Did that bother you at all? Some people, appar-
ently, didn’t like that very much.

Frankly, I didn’t particularly object to it, but, I just
couldn’t understand who would call it the New Math.
This was the math that I had been studying all along,
the math that I had been studying in graduate school.
So it was very difficult for me to say that this was “new”
math. It’s the old math. All we were doing was just
taking the good parts of math, of the old math, and
saying, look, we’ve neglected this. We shouldn’t have
neglected it.

Therefore what they were referring to was the new
curriculum, and not the New Math. The new curricu-
lum, of course, yes. That I would have understood. But,
calling it the New Math was just promoted either by
the newspapers or by critics. I don’t know who coined
the word, but I just didn’t get upset about it.

APPRAISING IN RETROSPECT
DR: Do you have a retrospective assessment of the New

FB:

Math period, as a whole?

There is one comment I would like to make with re-
gard to the New Math movement and its impact on
society. Those of us who tried to enact change at this
time made a serious tactical error. Change in math-
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ematics instruction affects everyone in society, and thus
everyone needs to be involved and to buy into the pro-
posed change, as well as feel some ownership in the
endeavor. Those involved in the New Math reform
concentrated on students and much less on teachers.
But administrators, parents, and society as a whole were
neglected.

I also think in our enthusiasm we came on too strong
and had expectations that were too high. Some in fact
were saying that we were teaching math as if all stu-
dents were math majors. Our programs should have
been designed to reach all students with some measure
of success.

For a while, on the college level, just before the new
curriculum, I would say, “I am a mathematician. What
do you think I do?” Students would say, “Well, you
solve equations. That is what you do all day long. You
differentiate, you integrate.” etc. That response is why
we need to talk about discovery, and where the inter-
est and fun of doing math comes from. Some of it comes
precisely because all of a sudden you look at things and
you make a sort of an induction. You say, “What if I
did this?” What if? The “What if?” attitude in math-
ematics is not common among students. They should
experience probing such as, “If it works for two num-
bers, does it work for three?” You look at them and
say, “Well, if it works for two numbers, three num-
bers, four numbers, what about an infinite set of num-
bers?” We try to teach this to students, not because
they are going to be mathematicians, but, just to show
them a glimpse of what mathematicians are about.

MORE INFLUENCE IN CATHOLIC SCHOOLS?

DR: Would it be true that the BC Math Institute materials
and the BC Institute-trained teachers have had more
influence in Catholic schools than elsewhere?
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FB: My immediate response is no. While we had a fair num-

ber of teachers from Catholic schools in the various
institutes, most teacher participants were from public
schools. There were also some attendees from other
private independent schools. We did not do follow-up
questionnaires with all our participants to see if or how
they used BC materials directly or indirectly in their
classes. Our book records indicate about 40% involve-
ment with Catholic schools.

DR: Would it make any sense to talk about a distinctive,

FB:

Catholic response to the New Math?
No. I don’t think it makes any sense.

DR:I have heard it alleged that some people have claimed

FB:

the Catholic schools retained the older curriculum more
fully than the public schools during the New Math
era.

It would depend upon the district, cities, states, etc. I
am not prepared to make any comment on that at all.

BEING A JESUIT PRIEST MATHEMATICIAN
DR: A very general question: what are the challenges and

FB:

advantages of being a Jesuit priest in math education?
[Laughter] At BC the number of Jesuits involved in
teaching has gradually diminished.

I had one incident a few years ago. On the first day
of class I walked into the classroom assigned to me. A
girl in the front row, the only one that had come early,
looked at me, dressed in my collar. She said, “Father, I
think you are in the wrong classroom. This is a math
class.” Well, what did she expect? She thought I should
be in philosophy or theology.

The whole historical development of the Jesuit or-
der, where they were in education generally and par-
ticularly in sciences, is not known by most of our stu-
dents as well as the public. There were few Jesuits like
myself involved in mathematics or mathematics edu-
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cation in my time and later. So that has meant a bit of
a challenge to get support for a program or to initiate
change on our campuses. In the larger community of
mathematicians and mathematics educators, it really
has been a non-issue.

DR: You were talking about the ‘70s.

FB:

When social justice concerns became very prominent
and generated interest, young Jesuits chose to work
with people in a wide range of roles. That’s when we
started to see fewer training to be academics and a hand-
ful with mathematics as an objective.

EMPHASIS ON PROBLEM-SOLVING
DR: Do you have comments on the increased emphasis on

FB:

problem solving in the 1980s?

So much has been said and written about problem solv-
ing since the ‘80s. We continue to progress as there is a
growing body of research on how children learn to solve
problems. There are excellent resources of problems
for students of all ages. We have made substantial
progress in this area. One aspect that still needs atten-
tion is how to test for problem-solving ability effec-
tively. Another is how to teach students to be effective
problem makers, that is, how do they start with a situ-
ation, assess what needs to be done, articulate the prob-
lem, and solve it?

People distinguish between problems and exercises.
Exercises are good, but we know the answer to them. I
remember I gave a problem. A youngster asked, “Do
you know the answer?” I said, “Yes.” He said, “Well,
isn’t it enough for one of us to know it?” [Laughter]
He thought, “Why do I have to know it if you know
the answer?” In other words, if we have a solved prob-
lem, and you’ve solved it, well, why should anybody
else want to solve it? We already have a solution. So, I
said to him, “What do you want me to do?” He said,
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“Why don’t you get a problem that neither of us knows
how to solve?” That’s the attitude that should be en-
couraged. We don’t want to be content with existing
solutions.

USE OF CALCULATORS IN SCHOOLS

DR: Are you somewhat skeptical about the use of calcula-
tors in education?

FB: Not calculators, but graphing calculators. At least, they
need to be used with care to achieve good, not mislead-
ing results by students. Eventually there will be a very
good graphing calculator approach to calculus.

DR: What do you think about some critics’ complaints that
students treat the calculator as a crutch and so fail to
learn basic material?

FB: It’s true for some students, but, if you’ve got a broken
leg, a crutch is certainly useful, isn’t it? Young stu-
dents need to acquire certain basic facts so their use of
the calculator should not interfere with this acquisi-
tion. There are many other valuable ways for the cal-
culator to enhance their learning. If high school stu-
dents and beyond have computational problems, it’s
time for them to rely on the calculator for that pur-
pose. The calculator should be used to facilitate prob-
lem solving for all students and remove unnecessary
drudgery, so that students can focus on the ideas and
concepts involved in the problem.

DIFFERENTIATING BY ABILITY

DR: What are your views on differentiating mathematics
students according to ability or career goals? How early
should this be allowed or encouraged?

FB: My concerns vary with the level. It does not make sense
to differentiate students by ability at the elementary
or middle school level. On the college level, there is no
problem, because they can pick mathematics or not.
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DR: The hard question, then, is what about in the second-
ary schools?

FB: When it comes to the secondary level, a variety of pro-
grams should be available, so that students who wish
to pursue calculus as a terminal course in high school
have that opportunity. I do not see how to avoid some
degree of tracking in high school.

DR: Of course, this often gets discussed in the context of
what to do with gifted children?

FB: There is some objection to the word ‘gifted.” What do
you mean by ‘gifted’? The word ‘gifted’ is used very
loosely. Often children who are really just bright are
invited to participate in classes for the academically
talented. This is fine, and for this type of student I
would prefer to see horizontal enrichment offered and
not vertical acceleration. The real problem is what to
do with those who are truly outstanding in mathemat-
ics. Our education system is not adequately geared for
that issue.

We also do not know enough about the really high
achievers in mathematics at the secondary level. I have
discussed this issue with colleagues regionally and na-
tionally, and it’s surprising that many of those who
perform very well in contests and the Olympiads do
not choose mathematics as a career.

US vs FOREIGN MATH EDUCATION

DR: Have you drawn any lessons from comparisons of math-
ematics education in the United States with such edu-
cation in other countries?

FB: Not really. The basic mark of distinction in most over-
seas texts is that they present mathematics content as
an integrated course of study. We are one of the few
countries that has emphasized separate courses like al-
gebra, geometry, etc. In recent decades here there is
increasing support for an integrated approach to math-
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ematics. Many current texts with titles like algebra and
geometry contain a variety of topics that are not either
of those subjects.

The basic distinction I have noticed amongst students
is that those from overseas tend to take their studies
more seriously than their US counterparts. At school
level it is interesting to note the large number of for-
eign-born or first-generation immigrants that are class
valedictorians and leaders. In mathematics competi-
tions, many of the high-scoring students are this cat-
egory of student.

They are a pleasure to have in your classroom, be-
cause they value education. For them, education is im-
portant. Then of course they have the support of the
family, too, which is a very important motivating ele-
ment. So I like to have those young people in class. Of
course, I like to have all the others, too.

There’s another famous analogy. A fellow walking
by the seashore saw some fish that had flopped onto
the sand. He threw one back in the water. There seemed
to be an awful lot of fish on the shore. Another fellow
asked the first guy, “What’s the sense of your throw-
ing that one back in the water when there are so many
here on shore?” He said, “It matters to this one.” The
idea is carried over that, although you can only handle,
perhaps, one of the poorer students, it means an awful
lot to that individual. To reform the world, start by
reforming one person at a time, and start with your-

self.

RECREATIONAL MATHEMATICS

DR: Have you been much interested in what some call rec-
reational mathematics?

FB: I learned my lesson from a student, to whom I said,
“What is recreational math?” He said, “Recreational
math is the math that I can do.” [Laughter] The math
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that I cannot do is, of course, not recreational math.
Another time I told a student it was much better to do
one problem ten different ways than to do ten prob-
lems the same way. So I assigned some problems and I
left the room. I came back in about fifteen minutes.
The student came up to me and said “I did this prob-
lem ten different ways.” I was about to say “That’s
great,” when he continued, “And here are the ten dif-
ferent answers.” [Laughter]
I have always had an interest in recreational math-

ematics and have encouraged students in this direction.
We maintain a substantial library for recreational math-
ematics materials and typically include problems as part
of class content for all levels of students to motivate
and get attention. In fact some of the materials writ-
ten for use in the Institute programs were developed
on the premise that presenting problems from recre-
ational mathematics are a means of having students
practice their basic skills, while in pursuit of a solution
to the problem.

DR: What do you think about the work of Martin Gardner?

FB: I have met Martin Gardner several times. I have al-
ways admired his efforts to popularize mathematics,
read his column in the Scientific American regularly
[“Mathematical Games,” which appeared 1957-1980],
and pursued problems in his many recreational math
books. He has made many positive contributions to
mathematics education and to the public perception of
mathematics. It is unfortunate that in recent years he
has turned his energies elsewhere, but his books cer-
tainly remain popular.

DR: If someone asks you why they should study mathemat-
ics, what would you say?

FB: There are many responses depending on the age, goals,
and circumstances of the individual. If it’s a young stu-
dent whose basic attitude is “Why should I study math?
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What’s it good for?”, then the response revolves around
the fact that just about everybody needs to know and
do a certain amount of math to get by in today’s soci-
ety.

If it’s a question from an older student thinking about
a career choice, then I try to convey how important
mathematics can be in certain career paths and how
mathematics as a career in itself can be rewarding. I
attempt to show how the mathematician is interested
in increasing the body of knowledge that is mathemat-
ics and demonstrating the power of mathematics.

When I see something in mathematics, and I say,
“What good is this?”, my attitude always is: Can I make
it better? This is my challenge. If you don’t have that
attitude, then it won’t be interesting for you. In life,
isn’t that what we try to do? We are faced with a situ-
ation. What do we try to do? We try to make it better.
We don’t say, “What good is this situation?” We want
to make it better. There is the challenge: How do you
make it better? If you don’t have that attitude, there is
nothing I can say to you. Can you make it better? If
you’re not interested in making it better, fine.

US MATH EDUCATION
DR: What is your overall assessment of the state of math-

FB:

ematics education in this country now?

It is somewhat in turmoil. It is not settled, and I don’t
think it will be for quite some time. One of the factors
has been mentioned earlier: we do not have a national
curriculum, so we cannot really talk about the status
of mathematics education, because it varies from state
to state. In some states, it is very poor, according to
the assessments. We are trying to raise the level, very
much so. But, imposing penalties may not be the way
to do it. In other words, “If you people do not im-
prove, we are going to close the school.” That may not
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DR:

FB:

be the way to do it. I am a little bit worried about that.

Since the NCTM Standards have been on the scene,
there definitely has been more uniformity of curricu-
lum. Also, the various standardized tests have helped
to unify, and textbooks also help define a common cur-
riculum. However, the number of those in education
and outside who are opposing what the Standards pro-
pose is on the increase and has already made sign